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The present volume is a direct outcome
of the increasing attention paid to the
notion of identity which is, at best, dif-
ficult to define. Seamus Heaney noted
the problematic issue of Irish identity
in a 1974 review of P. V. Glob’s The
Mound People: “In Ireland our sense of
the past, our sense of the land and even
our sense of identity are inextricably
interwoven.” For the poet, a number of
elements of identity are inseparable.
His literary identity is bound up with
his family’s heritage of agricultural
labour, his Catholic upbringing, and his
cultural ancestry, including centuries of
conflict with England, as well as dec-
ades of strife between Protestant and
Catholic citizens.

Floyd Collins argues that, for a mod-
ern writer, the crisis of identity involves
a continual struggle to find his own
place within the community of the
world and within the literary canon.
That is why the study is based on the
matter of identity, which is especially
troublesome for Irish citizens, who
must confront a cultural and historical
legacy that includes both their relation-
ship with England and the reality of
political and sectarian strife in their
homeland.
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In interpreting the cultural crisis in
twentieth-century Ireland, Collins ar-
gues that “it was often experienced as a
conflict between the claims of tradition
and modernity. It is not surprising, then,
that identity has traditionally been a
concern for Irish writers. Heaney cast
himself as “an inner émigré” (18) in
“Singing School,” and whose speaker in
“The Tollund Man” paradoxically finds
himself as “lost, / Unhappy and at
home” in Denmark as in Ireland. Like all
contemporary Irish writers, Heaney
must resolve for himself the competing
claims of tradition and modernity, but
he must also face the spectre of self-
imposed exile, a repudiation of his own
identity and the community to which he
belongs.

The author uses very interesting ex-
amples in his analysis of the works of
contemporary Irish poets to show how
they confront a difficult literary ancestry
as they explore the extremes of Yeats’s
Romanticism and Joyce’s Modernism,
Yeats’s myth-making and Joyce’s exile
and repatriation, while simultaneously
questioning themselves about identity.

This is a brilliant and well-researched
study of Seamus Heaney’s identity,
which may not have been as profoundly
influenced by experience. His poetry and
prose express what may at best be
termed a “sense of dividedness” (19).
Like many postcolonial writers, he notes
the presence of conflicting influences or
origins: “the voice of my education,” he
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explains, “pulls in two directions, back
through the political and cultural trau-
mas of Ireland, and out towards the
urgencies and experience of the world
beyond it.”2

The author distinguishes Heaney’s en-
counter with Kavanagh’s work, which in
one respect reinforced his identity, as
the poet describes in an essay on Patrick
Kavanagh, about the startling yet inti-
mate experience of encountering his
poems for the first time: “I was excited
to find details of a life which I knew in-
timately — but which I had always con-
sidered to be below or beyond books —
being presented in a book. . . . Potato-
pits with rime on them, guttery gaps,
iced-over puddles being crunched, cows
being milked, a child nicking the door-
post with a pen-knife, and so on. What
was being experienced was not some
hygienic and self-aware pleasure of the
text but a primitive delight in finding
world become word.”3

This experience marks the beginning
of his own poetic identity: “I began as a
poet when my roots were crossed with
my reading.”4 The obvious delight with
which Heaney culls, rehearses, and sa-
vours the rich sensory detail of his verse
is a sure indication of how indelibly the
penknife re-inscribes his own experi-
ence. He suddenly apprehends the em-
blems of life through an abrupt nick that
cuts to the roots of consciousness.

Seamus Heaney’s designation of
Kavanagh as “an immediate literary
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forebear, one whose example would
facilitate or resolve his own crisis of
identity” (20), is especially significant.
Heaney credits Kavanagh with discover-
ing “a new vein of consciousness in Irish
poetry” (25). Both put aside the spade
for the pen, but in doing so he refused
the bucolic affectations: “Kavanagh’s
proper idiom is free from intonations
typical of the Revival poets. His imagina-
tion has not been tutored to ‘sweeten
Ireland’s wrong,’ his ear has not been
programmed to retrieve in English the
lost music of verse in Irish. The ‘matter
of Ireland,” mythic, historical or literary,
forms no significant part of his material.
... Kavanagh forged not so much a con-
science as a consciousness for the great
majority of his countrymen, crossing the
pieties of a rural Catholic sensibility with
the non serviam of his original personal-
ity, raising the inhibited energies of a
subculture to the power of a cultural
resource.”s

In this way, the first three chapters fo-
cus on showing Heaney as the most fa-
mous Irish poet of his generation, with
at least one volume, North (1975), selling
well into the tens of thousands, his basic
conception of the artist’s role contrasting
sharply with the stern equestrian profile
Yeats loved to project. This essay exam-
ines how the differences run far deeper,
since Heaney “reproves Yeats for delib-
erately forging a pantheon of Anglo-Irish
writers in which he conveniently in-
cludes himself” (26). The connection is









