
In the second post exploring items currently on display in the exhibition to mark the fiftieth anniversary 
of the publication of Seamus Heaney’s Death of a Naturalist, Anna D’Alton, who has just finished her 
degree in English, and Virginie Trachsler, who is writing her Master’s thesis on Heaney and Eavan 
Boland at the École Normale Supérieure in Lyon, consider Heaney in the press. 
 
When describing the weekly meetings of the Group founded by Philip Hobsbaum, Seamus Heaney 
emphasised Hobsbaum’s remarkable skills as a teacher, as “an official pedagogic presence” who led 
the Group meetings like seminars. He acknowledged the impact of Hobsbaum’s advice and “explicit 
encouragement to roughen up” his poetry, but also the meetings’ influence on his and other  
poets’ works, which provided an audience for their writing. Hobsbaum also played a part in having 
Heaney’s poems published in London magazines such as the Listener and the New Statesman. More 
generally, he fostered the renaissance of writing in Ulster and contributed to the climate of cultural 
renewal in Belfast in the 1960s. This role is stressed in an essay by Heaney published in the New 
Statesman in July 1966. Here, Heaney expresses the wish that the emergence of a new cultural life in 
Belfast may entail “salvation”. 
Yet, in this and other essays published around the same period in British magazines, he is not asked to 
write as a poet but as an involved first-hand witness, a spokesman for the Catholic community in 
Northern Ireland, addressing an audience who seeks “views on the Irish thing”, as he put it in his poem 
‘Whatever You Say Say Nothing’. In both the New Statesman and the Listener, Heaney earned a double 
status from the beginning, as a poet, and as a writer who acquired a public role. 
 
The essay, ‘Ulster’s Troubles’ was written upon the Queen’s visit to Belfast, after the celebration of the 
fiftieth anniversary of the Easter Rising and a couple of weeks before the annual 12th of July marches 
to commemorate the Battle of the Boyne.  This essay leads us a few years onwards to a poem published 
in Heaney’s fourth collection, North (1975) entitled ‘Orange Drums, Tyrone, 1966’. Significantly, the 
inclusion of the date in the poem’s title links it back to the year that Death of a  
Naturalist was published, indicating that the preoccupations which gave way to North – often regarded 
as his most politically controversial collection – had taken root much earlier. ‘Orange Drums’ presents 
the reader with a caricature Orangeman verging on the grotesque, injured by his own fervour at 
beating on the drums “until his knuckles bleed”.  The poem was published almost ten years after it is 
dated: hopes expressed in the essay ‘Ulster’s Troubles’ seem to have dwindled, while people have 
become “expert” in recognising and getting used to the violence suggested by the vehemence of the 
drums, the pervasiveness of which is mirrored in the echoing noise of the instruments. 
 
Heaney sheds light on this consistent preoccupation with the Troubles and how his engagement with 
the conflict developed over time in an interview with Dennis O’Driscoll in 1979 in Hibernia.  The 
reference to Dante’s Commedia in the interview’s title, ‘In the Mid-Course of His Life’, is fitting, as 
Heaney reflects on his career and a new authority and freedom he found in writing his fifth collection, 
Field Work (1979), and which, by then an established poet, he was entitled to.  Over the course of his 
career, Heaney received criticism for not being as outspoken in his poetry against the situation in 
Northern Ireland as some would have liked him to, accused of restraint and obliqueness in his 
approach, such as in his well-known ‘bog poems’ from North which comment on the sectarian violence 
of the Troubles through allegory. 
 
In this interview, speaking of the early collections, we get a sense of the pressure placed on him to 
comment directly on political injustice through his art, which produced a dilemma of poetic 
responsibility and artistry.  Notably, the interview is printed amongst numerous articles on the 
Troubles, underlining the inevitability of his involvement, whether desired or not, within the political 
framework of Northern Ireland.  This feeling of conflict shows itself too in the range of different 
publications in which his poems appeared before Death of a Naturalist in Northern Ireland, southern 
Ireland and England, including the Belfast Telegraph, the Kilkenny Magazine in 1966 and P. L. Brent’s 
Young Commonwealth Poets ’65.  From these, we get a sense of the diversity of the places, cultures 



and even nationalities with which Heaney was, through the circumstances of publication, being invited 
to identify. 
 
Although Heaney’s early poetry is associated with pastoral childhood recollection more often than 
political statement, a sense of entanglement between politics and person was nonetheless present in 
his poetry from the beginning, as the poem ‘Docker’ from Death of a Naturalist illustrates.  As in 
‘Orange Drums, Tyrone, 1966’, Heaney chooses to focus on a character from the ‘other side’ of the 
sectarian conflict, with the hand that writes “No Pope” in that poem finding resonance in the fist that 
would “drop a hammer on a Catholic” in ‘Docker’.  The image of God as “a foreman with certain definite 
views” powerfully suggests the way in which cultural and religious beliefs are transmitted gradually to 
the individual and rendered implacable. ‘Docker’ also has much in common with later, more 
conspicuously political poems, particularly in its sense of the individual’s forced silence within such a 
tense sectarian climate; the docker’s speech “clamped in the lips’ vice” evokes the same guilt-ridden 
imperative to silence evoked in North’s ‘Whatever You Say Say Nothing’.  The poem skillfully draws the 
religious tensions that were deeply ingrained in Northern Irish society long before the outbreak of the 
Troubles in the late 1960s. 
 
Discussing the subject of finding one’s voice as a poet in the Hibernia interview, Heaney remarks on 
the process of discovering “a sure, confident voice born out of a particular history and particular set of 
penalties arising from history, that will be able to walk out of its colonial circumstances and be a 
universal voice”.  We can trace the development of his poetic voice from a poem like ‘Docker’, where 
he expresses the difficulty of his responsibility as a Northern Irish poet, to the impact of North’s 
political poems, to Field Work and later collections, where he moves to and from that “particular 
history” and its penalties with greater self-assurance and poetic authority. 


