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ABSTRACT

PLACE AND MEMORY IN THE POETRY OF
MICHAEL LONGLEY AND SEAMUS HEANEY

This thesis examines the poetry of Michael Longley and Seamus Heaney,
Northern Irish poets and direct contemporaries, whose work has never before been
meaningfully compared. A number of biographical and poetical differences exist,
but over the course of their long careers both have shared an overwhelming interest
in the intersections between place and memory.

Collective memory has emerged as a popular area of study in Ireland in
recent years. Indeed, by interpreting Irish collective memories with the terms made
current by Pierre Nora’s Les lieux de mémoire, Longley and Heaney’s interest in
place and memory appears to demonstrate the central importance ot collective
memory-places in their poetry. However, as I argue, their interactions with these
places, like their identifications with community more generally, are complex and
changing. In their poetry, Longley and Heaney address place and memory by
revealing the delicate interplay between the realms of the particular, national and
universal. As a result, their verse resonates by approaching communal and literary
concerns from uniquely personal angles.

Each chapter explores a different ‘place’ in their poetry. Chapters 1 and 2
analyze the most overt examples of Heaney and Longley’s tendency to merge distant
places with contemporary landscapes and concerns: Heaney’s exploration of Iron
Age bogs in North (1975) and Longley’s preoccupation with the battlefields of
World War I. Chapters 3 and 4 examine the poets’ chronic investment 1n their
primary mnemonic landscapes: Longley’s elective homeground in the West of
[reland and Heaney’s childhood home of Mossbawn. Finally, Chapter 5 argues that
Longley and Heaney’s classical poems and plays operate as abstract memory-places
that conflate the universality of ancient Greece and Rome with the particularity of
contemporary Ireland. Longley and Heaney have consistently returned to these
‘places’ throughout their poetic careers in order to meditate on Northern Ireland, the

poetic vocation, and familial and communal 1dentity.
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INTRODUCTION

...I have never quite climbed down from the arm of that sofa. I may have
grown more attentive to the news and more alive to the world history and
world-sorrow behind 1t. But the thing uttered by the speaker I strain towards
1s still not quite the story of what 1s going on; it 1s more reflexive than that,
because as a poet [ am 1n fact straining towards a strain...As if the ripple at
1ts widest desired to be verified by a reformation of itself, to be drawn in and

drawn out through 1ts point of origin.

Seamus Heaney, “Crediting Poetry,” 1995 Nobel Lecture (OG, 466)

In his Nobel Lecture, Seamus Heaney charts a path from the particular to the
universal by insisting that the universal arises from an interaction with the personal
and local. The lecture confirms the formative function of his childhood home of
Mossbawn and 1ts continuing place at the center of an imaginative landscape that
stretches well beyond Ireland. Like the “ripple” that resonates from its center point
before moving outwards, so too Heaney claims his poetry and poetic voice are
constantly drawn through their original source. This understanding enables his
poetic imagination to perch on the sofa in his childhood family farm, while
simultaneously inhabiting other places. Just as his first awareness of the “wideness
of the world” (OG, 449) emanated from the wartime radio-broadcasts of foreign
place-names, with both spatial and linguistic implications, new experiences filter
through his accumulation of memories. However, while the lecture emphasizes the
prominence of his homeground, it also demonstrates his feelings of displacement
from Northern Ireland, caused by the “quarter century of life-waste and spirit-
waste...” (OG, 455). He admits he has “lived with that place even though I have
lived out of it for the past quarter of a century” (OG, 451). This balance between
feelings of affiliation and distance 1s the subject of one of Heaney’s most insightful
earlier essays, “Place and Displacement: Recent Poetry from Northern Ireland”
(1984).

In “Place and Displacement,” Heaney muses on the reasons behind the
unique relationship to place of many Northern Irish writers of his generation.

Discussing the work of Northern Irish contemporaries Derek Mahon and Michael



Longley, along with the younger poet Paul Muldoon, Heaney explains that their
poetry reveals a “strain of being in two places at once, of needing to accommodate
two opposing conditions of truthfulness simultaneously.. ! In his 1973 volume 4n
Exploded View, Michael Longley expressed a similar sentiment in the poem “Alibis,”
which ironically describes the reality of “being in two places at the one time” as a
“simple question” (EV, 59). This condition arises, in Heaney’s analysis, because the
poets “belong to a place that 1s patently riven by notions of belonging to other places.
Each person in Ulster lives first in the Ulster of the actual present, and then in one or
other Ulster of the mind.”” By “other places” Heaney indicates Northern Ireland’s
complicated allegiances to Scotland, England and the Republic of Ireland, but also
the oppositional locations of collective memory for Northern Irish Catholic and
Protestant communities, or fieux de memoire, which represent different “Ulsters of
the mind.” Heaney argues that the violent “historical situation’ after 1968, and the
divided collective memory of Northern Ireland, generates feelings of displacement
which impact on “poetic technique.” For Heaney, this helps to explain “the large
number of poems in which the Northern Irish writer views the world from a great
spatial or temporal distance, from the perspective of mythological or historically
remote characters....””* This thesis takes Heaney’s “Place and Displacement” as a
starting point for an exploration of the function of place and memory in the poetry of
Seamus Heaney and his contemporary Michael Longley.

Until recently, Longley’s poetry has generated remarkably little critical
attention, in contrast to the work of other Northern Irish poets such as Heaney,
Mahon, Muldoon and John Montague.” Many major studies of contemporary Irish
poetry omit Longley’s work, or only mention it in passing. To offer only a few

examples, Longley 1s not included in either Terence Brown and Nicholas Grene’s

' Seamus Heaney, “Place and Displacement: Recent Poetry of Northern Ireland™ (1984), in Finders
{i’eeperss Selected Prose 1971-2001 (London: Faber and Faber, 2002), 115.

Ibid.
> Ibid., 118. LLongley makes a forceful connection between place and memory when speaking about
the hidden impact of the Troubles on the landscape. He notes that the “storm clouds of civil
war...hang overhead. They have been suspended there for nearly twenty years now, mercifully
reluctant to release their electric tension 1n a storm, but still casting shadows on familiar people and
places.” As a result, Longley contends, “A walk or a drive anywhere in the province 1s punctuated by
memories of a shooting here, a bombing there. Normality 1s ambushed. Landmarks. Deathmarks.”
Longley, “John Hewitt and Northern Ireland,” Box 37, Folder 27, Emory.
* Heaney, “Place and Displacement,” 119. Importantly, by 1984 when Heaney made his comments,
Mahon and Heaney lived outside of Northern Ireland, while Muldoon left for Kerry and then America

shortly thereafter.
> One might also add Tom Paulin and Ciaran Carson to this list.
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Tradition and Influence in Anglo-Irish Poetry (1989) or Richard Keamney’s

Transitions: Narratives in Modern Irish Culture (1988), and 1s only briefly referred
to 1n Robert F. Garratt’s Modern Irish Poetry: Tradition and Continuityfrom Yeats
to Heaney (1986) and Dillon Johnston’s Irish Poetry after Joyce (1985).6 Similarly,
Seamus Deane’s 4 Short History of Irish Literature (1986) and The Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing (1991) question Longley’s artistic relation to his fellow
Ir1sh poets, suggesting Longley has more in common with the English poets of the
post-war period.’” In this light, Peter McDonald aptly summarizes the critical

attention devoted to Longley’s poetry, for, “though it has never gone short of respect,

[it] has yet to work its way into the discourse of those cultural critics for whom Irish

’5 8

writing occupies a central position.”® This lack of critical interest could largely be

attributed to Longley’s long poetic silence, a gap stretching from The Echo Gate
(1979) until Gorse Fires (1991), which contrasts with Heaney’s prolific output
during this period.’

However, the lack of scholarly attention also has something to do with the
fact that Longley’s poetry 1s not easy to place. As Alan Peacock explains,
“Longley’s 1s a non-declaratory kind of writing which does not lend itself
uncomplicatedly to critical approaches where ‘placing’ within cultural and socio-

political determinants is a central rather than an ancillary or constituent concern.”"”

° Terence Brown and Nicholas Grene, eds., Tradition and Influence in Anglo-Irish Poetry (Totowa,
N.J.: Barnes and Noble, 1989); Richard Kearney, Transitions: Narratives in Modern Irish Culture
(Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 1988); Robert F. Garratt, Modern Irish Poetry: Tradition and
Continuity from Yeats to Heaney (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univ. of California Press, 1986); Dillon
Johnston, Irish Poetry after Joyce (Notre Dame: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1985). Johnston does
include more analysis of Longley’s poetry in the Afterword to the second edition (Syracuse, N.Y.:
Syracuse Univ. Press, 1997).

" Seamus Deane, 4 Short History of Irish Literature (London: Hutchinson, 1986); and Deane, ed., The
Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing (Derry: Field Day, 1991). In A Short History, Deane justifies his
brief consideration of Longley’s poetry by questioning his link with his fellow Northern poets,
arguing that “Longley’s 1s, or was, the most English or the most civil poetry of the Northem group...”
(243).

® Peter McDonald, Mistaken Identities: Poetry and Northern Ireland (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 121.
Lucy McDiarmid echoed this sentiment in a review of Gorse Fires when she noted that “until
recently, Michael Longley was the least visible poet of the current Northern Irish renaissance.”
McDiarmid, review of GF, New York Times, 2 August 1992.

’ Longley did publish Selected Poems 1963-1983, which included some new material. In the same
period Heaney published two books of poetry, Station Island (1984) and The Haw Lantern (1987), the
Sophoclean play The Cure at Troy (1990), as well as two books of critical writing, Preoccupations:
Selected Prose 1968-78 (1980), and The Government of the Tongue. The T.S. Eliot Memorial Lectures

and Other Critical Writings (1988). Seeing Things (1991) was published in the same year as Gorse

Fires.
19 Alan J. Peacock, “Introduction,” in The Poetry of Michael Longley, eds. Peacock and Kathleen

Devine (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 2000), x1. The collection includes essays by Neil Corcoran,
Douglas Dunn, Michael Allen and Elmer Kennedy-Andrews among others.
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Since the publication of Gorse Fires (1991), and increasingly with the subsequent
volumes The Ghost Orchid (1995), The Weather in Japan (2000) and Snow Water
(2004), awards and critical attention have dramatically shifted in Longley’s

direction.!' The first book-length collection of critical essays on Longley, The

Poetry of Michael Longley (2000), edited by Peacock and Kathleen Devine, launched

a new era 1n Longley scholarship, and in 2001 the Honest Ulsterman devoted a

special 1ssue to his poetry.12 Besides this, a handful of relevant journal articles and
several insightful chapters within books concerning Irish poetry address Longley’s

work. Nevertheless, much territory remains underexplored.”> My own investigation

is greatly strengthened by a research trip to the Special Collections Department at

Emory University where I examined a large collection of Michael Longley’s
papers. * Along with numerous first drafts of poems, the Emory collection contains a

vast range of prose by Longley, including: personal correspondence; pieces on other

artists written in his capacity as Combined Arts Director for the Northern Irish Arts

Council; and autobiographical writings. Since Longley has not published nearly as
much critical and prose writing, or given as many interviews as Heaney, the Emory

archive provides an indispensable supplement to Longley’s published poetry. The

challenge to the critic in the wake of Longley’s rejuvenation since Gorse Fires,

which my thesis takes up, 1s to analyze his work in terms of his full career, placing

his earlier books within the context of his oeuvre as a whole. Increasingly, critics

now regard Longley as a major poet, and my thesis will contribute to a new and

growing critical focus on his work.

There 1s no shortage of critical attention devoted to Heaney’s poetry,
especially following his reception of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1995. Since
his debut in 1966 with Death of a Naturalist, Heaney’s work has sparked

considerable critical and public interest, with many commentators almost

'l Among Longley’s awards from his last four collections: Gorse Fires won the Whitbread Prize; The
Ghost Orchid was shortlisted for the T. S. Eliot Prize; The Weather in Japan was awarded the T. S.
Eliot Prize, the Hawthornden Prize and the Irish Times Poetry Prize; and Snow Water was shortlisted
for the Forward Prize.

'> Honest Ulsterman 110, Special Feature: Michael Longley, A Celebration (Summer 2001).

"> Fran Brearton analyzes Longley’s preoccupation with World War I in The Great War in Irish
Poetry: W B. Yeats to Michael Longley (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2000). Jonathan Hufstader in
Tongue of Water, Teeth of Stones: Northern Irish Poetry and Social Violence (Lexington: Univ. of
Kentucky Press, 1999), and Peter McDonald in Mistaken Identities: Poetry and Northern Ireland
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1997) include chapters on Longley in their books on Northern Irish poetry.

14 While at Emory, I also looked at the papers of Peter Fallon, Ted Hughes, Derek Mahon, Medbh
McGuckian, as well as the small collection of Heaney matenal.
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immediately comparing him to Yeats.'~ Many insightful books and articles have
explored Heaney’s poetry, and my approach to 1t, which emphasizes close readings
of individual poems, owes much to the perceptive close readings of, among others,
Neil Corcoran, Bernard O’Donoghue and Michael Allen. However, despite the
depth and general quality of Heaney criticism, his poetry 1s far from being exhausted
by scholarship. Critics continue to turn towards Heaney precisely because his poetry
consistently doubles back on itself, reencountering his characteristic themes in new
ways. As already discussed, Heaney’s lecture “Place and Displacement’ offers a
provocative reading of his contemporaries’ relation to place. His own work is deeply
invested in exploring a comparable vacillation, and this thesis adds to existing

scholarship by looking closely at Heaney’s own relationship to place by examining

several key locations 1n his poetry.

Longley and Heaney are direct contemporaries; both were born in 1939 in
Northern Ireland and had first collections of poetry published immediately before the
outbreak of violence. Despite this, critics have largely failed to compare their poetry.
Both poets share a preference for the lyric, and together they attended Philip
Hobsbaum’s Belfast Group in the early 1960s.'® Further, they have both

demonstrated an appreciation for each other’s work, as Heaney dedicated Wintering

Out (1972) to Longley and Northern Irish folk musician David Hammond, while
Longley dedicated An Exploded View (1973) to Heaney, Derek Mahon and James

Simmons.'’ Further, they have participated together in several poetry readings: at

the 1965 Belfast Festival; with the innovative ‘Room to Rhyme’ poetry tour in 1968
(with Hammond); and in a 1989 reading given to benefit the Linen Hall Library in

"> For example, Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion call Heaney the “most important new poet of the
last fifteen years.” Morrison and Motion, eds., Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry (1982;
repr., London: Penguin, 1988), 13. Robert Lowell called him the “best Irish poet since W. B. Yeats.”
Quoted in Karl Miller, Seamus Heaney in Conversation with Karl Miller (London: Between the Lines,
2000), 104. See also: Ronald Tamplin, Seamus Heaney (Milton Keynes: Open Univ. Press, 1989);
John Carey, “Poetry for the World We Live In,” review of FW, Sunday Times (18 November 1979):
40; and John Wilson Foster, “Heaney’s Redress,” in Colonial Consequences: Essays in Irish
Literature and Culture (Dublin: Lilliput, 1991), 168.

'® Longley has always maintained that the Group didn’t alter his poetic style, but has admitted that the
friendships with fellow poets had a lasting impact, and helped to create a sense of coterie in Northern
Ireland. Heaney has credited the Group with infusing “energy” into the Belfast scene, and giving “a
generation a sense of themselves.” Heaney, “Beltast: The Group” (1978), in Preoccupations, 29. See
also: Longley, “The Empty Holes of Spring: Remembering Trinity and The Group,” in Tuppenny
Stung: Growing up in Belfast (Belfast: Lagan, 1994), 40-42.

'" Heaney and Longley have also dedicated poems to each other. See: Longley, “A Personal
Statement” (NCC, 19); “For Derek, Seamus and Jimmy” (E'}V); and “To Seamus Heaney,” (EV, 38-
39). For Heaney, see: “Personal Helicon” (DN, 46); and “For David Hammond and Michael Longley”

(WO, 5).
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Belfast (‘An Upstairs Outlook’). Both poets have questioned the idea of a Northern
Irish Renaissance, ® but their work does reveal a dialogue and a shared sense of
artistic community with other Irish, and specifically Northern Irish poets.
Admittedly, the two poets are significantly different. In addition to the discrepancy
in critical reception, already mentioned, the most obvious difference is in their family
backgrounds in terms of both religion and location. Longley was raised in a middle-
class Protestant house in Belfast, while Heaney grew up in a Catholic household in
rural south Derry. " However, while recognizing their bio graphical and poetical
differences, my consideration of their shared interest in the intersections between

place and memory sheds new light on the work of both poets.

During recent years, the discussion of collective memory and
commemoration has assumed a new importance in Irish literature, literary criticism
and historiography. Evidence can be found in many different places, from the
advertisements of Tourism Ireland,20 which lure travelers to the “Island of
Memories,” to scholarly studies and debates. Consider a short list of books
published since 1990: Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity (1994);
Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (1995); Memorials to the
Casualties of Conflict: Northern Ireland, 1969-1997 (1997); Reconciling Memories;
Remembrance and Forgetting: Building a Future in Northern Ireland (1998); Lost
Lives: The Stories of the Men, Women and Children who died as a result of the
Northern Irish Troubles (1999); and Material Conflicts: Parades and Visual

'® See: Heaney, “An Interview with Seamus Heaney,” by Frank Kinahan, Critical Inquiry 8.3 (Spring
1982): 405-14; and Longley, “The Longley Tapes: An Interview with Robert Johnstone,” Honest
Ulsterman 78 (Summer 1985): 21-24.

" These distinctions in background are complicated by other biographic details. Longley’s parents
were English and though attended service only occasionally, were members of the Church of Ireland
rather than practicing the more widespread Presbyterianism. Further, Longley has always been more
interested 1n the country than the city, evidenced by his great investment in the West of Ireland
(Chapter 3), but he has remained in Belfast during the Troubles. Heaney still has a huge poetic
investment in the area around his childhood home, but has not actually lived in rural Derry since he
was a boy. He left home to go to school 1n the city of Derry and then to university in Belfast, before
living in California, Wicklow, Boston and Dublin.

Y Tourism Ireland (http://www.tourismireland.com) was formed after the Belfast Agreement (1998)
to promote all-Ireland tourism. It 1s run jointly by the Republic of Ireland and Northem Irish Tourist

Boards.
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Displays in Northern Ireland (1997).*' Moreover, the heated debates surrounding
Roy Foster’s Modern Ireland: 1600-1972,* Seamus Deane’s edited Field Day
Anthology of Irish Writing,” and the layout and content of the Ulster Folk Museum,
further show the complexity of 1ssues relating to Irish (and specifically Northern
Irish) history and memory. As Ian McBride notes, in “Ireland, perhaps more than in
other cultures, collective groups have...expressed their values and assumptions

through their representations of the past.”** This surge in recent scholarship on the

subject of Irish memory has its origins in the broader debates concerning historical

revisionism and national identity, but it also relates to an increased interest in the

study of Irish conceptions of place.*”

Several theorists, not working in the field of Irish studies, have significantly

colored my approach. The first, Pierre Nora, provides a showcase of

*! John Gillis, ed., Commemorations: The Politics of National Identity (Princeton: Princeton Univ.
Press, 1994); Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation (London: Cape,
1995); Jane Leonard, Memovrials to the Casualties of Conflict: Northern Ireland, 1969-1997 (Belfast:
Northem Ireland Community Relations Council, 1997); Alan D. Falconer and Joseph Liechty, eds.,

Reconciling Memories (Blackrock, Co. Dublin: Columba, 1998); The Faith and Politics Group,
Remembrance and Forgetting: Building a Future in Northern Ireland (Belfast: The Faith and Politics

Group, 1998); David McKittrick, Seamus Kelters, Brian Feeney and Christ Thomton, eds., Lost Lives:
The Stories of the Men, Women and Children who died as a result of the Northern Irish Troubles
(Edinburgh: Mainstream, 1999); and Neil Jarman, Material Conflicts: Parades and Visual Displays in
Northern Ireland (Oxtord: Berg, 1997). See also Jarman and Dominic Bryan, eds., Parade and
Protest: A Discussion of Parading Disputes in Northern Ireland (Coleraine: Centre for the Study of
Conflict, University of Ulster, 1996).

*“ R. F. Foster, Modern Ireland: 1600-1972 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988). For an introduction to
the debate, see: Ciaran Brady, “‘Constructive and Instrumental:” The Dilemma of Ireland’s First ‘New
Historians,”” in Interpreting Irish History: The Debate on Historical Revisionism: 1938-1994, ed.
Brady (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1994), 3-31.

2 Deane, ed., Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing and The Field Day Anthology: 1991-2002 (Derry:
Field Day Publications, 2002). For criticism, see: Edna Longley, “Introduction: Revising ‘Irish
Literature,”” in The Living Stream: Literature and Revisionism in Ireland (Newcastle upon Tyne:
Bloodaxe, 1994), 9-68.

* Jan McBride, “Introduction: memory and national identity in modem Ireland,” in History and
Memory in Modern Ireland, ed. McBride (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2001), 3. See also:
Oliver MacDonagh'’s first two chapters (“Time” and “Place™), in States of Mind: Two Centuries of
Anglo-Irish Conflict, 1780-1980 (1983; repr., London: Pimlico, 1992), 1-33; and Falconer, “Preface to
the First Edition,” Reconciling Memories, 9-10. Luke Gibbons’ Transformations in Irish Culture
(Cork: Cork Univ. Press with Field Day, 1996) opens with the declaration that “Ireland is a First
World country, but with a Third World memory.”

*> See: Brian Graham, ed., In Search of Ireland: A Cultural Geography (London: Routledge, 1997), 1-
15; Andrew Carpenter, ed., Place, Personality and the Irish Writer (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe,
1997); Ullrich Kockel, ed., Landscape, Heritage and Identity.: Case Studies in Irish Ethnography
(Liverpool: Liverpool Univ. Press, 1995); Edna Longley, “Northern Irish Poetry: Literature of
Region(s) or Nation(s)?,” in Writing Region and Nation: A Special Number of the Swansea Review
(Swansea: Univ. of Swansea Press, 1994), 63-83; Patrick Sheeran, “Genius Fabulae: The Irish Sense
of Place,” Irish University Review (Autumn 1988): 191-206; and Heaney, “The Sense of Place”
(1977), in Preoccupations, 131-49. For interdisciplinary and general studies, see: Edward S. Casey,
The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univ. of California Press,
1997); and Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (London: Fontana, 1996).
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national/collective memory in his massive editorial project Realms of Memory (1984-
1992), which informs my understanding of the relationship between place and
memory.26 The title of the English edition, Realms of Memory, captures the abstract
nature of the locations that Nora’s volume explores, but the original title Les Lieux de
Mémoire makes the connection between place and memory explicit. Nora’s project
catalogues a vast array of “memory-places” of French national 1dentity and seeks to
describe the “1imaginary communities” that bind the people of France.”’ The work of
two other French scholars of the Annales school, Roger Chartier and Jacques Le
Goff, further enhance an understanding of the mutability of national memory-places

by showing “how, in different times and places, a specific social reality was

constructed, how people conceived of it and how they interpreted it to others.”**

Further, Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory (1996) argues that landscapes are

the products of specific cultures, and “can be self-consciously designed to express

the virtues of a particular political or social community.”*

Applying Nora’s methodology to Northern Ireland reveals at least two
distinct and oppositional realms of memory. Ian McBride explored this 1ssue in his
edited collection of essays History and Memory in Modern Ireland (2001), which

charts how the opposed memories of Catholics and Protestants compete against one

*® Pierre Nora, ed., Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (New
York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1996). For related studies on the connection between landscape and
memory in Canada, America and Australia, respectively, see: Brian S. Osborne, “Landscapes,
Memory, Monuments, and Commemoration: Putting Identity in Its Place” (lecture, Ethnocultural,
Racial, Religious, and Linguistic Diversity and Identity Seminar, Halifax, Nova Scotia, November
2001); Richard R. Flores, “Memory-Place, Meaning, and the Alamo,” in American Literary History
10.3 (Autumn 1998): 428-45; and Peter H. Hoffenberg, “Landscape, Memory and the Australian War
Expernience, 1915-18,” Journal of Contemporary History 36.1 (2001): 111-31. Additionally, the work
of David Lowenthal has been influential 1n tracing the relationship between landscape and memory.
Lowenthal, “Past Time, Present Place: Landscape and Memory,” Geographical Review 65.1 (January
1975): 1-36; The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History (1996; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge
Univ. Press, 1998); and The Past is a Foreign Country (1985; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.

Press, 1990).
*’ Nora defines collective memory as “what remains of the past in the lived reality of groups, or what

these groups make of the past.” Quoted in Jacques Le Gott, History and Memory (1977), trans. Steven
Rendall and Elizabeth Claman (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1992}, 95.

*® Roger Chartier, Cultural History: Between Practices and Representations (1988), trans. Lydia G.
Cochrane (Cambridge: Polity, 1993), 4. See also: Le Gott, History and Memory, x1-x11. Le Goff
explains that “collective memory is not only a conquest, it 1s also an instrument and an objective of
power,” 98. In regards to Ireland, Brian Graham notes that the “embodiment of public memory in
landscape provides a robust example of the ways 1 which representations of place are intimately
related to the creation and reinforcement of official constructions of identity and power....” Graham,
“The Imagining of Place: Representation and 1dentity in contemporary Ireland,” in In Search of
Ireland, 193. Though he looms large in the field of memory theory, I do not explicitly engage Freud’s
work, as I felt that other theorists had a more direct relation to my argument about Heaney and

Longley’s poetry.
*® Schama, Landscape and Memory, 15.
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another, and thus simultaneously sharpen and alter their own mnemonic traditions.>

However, relying upon monolithic mnemonic frameworks to view the situation 1n
Northern Ireland tends to overshadow the more nuanced world of individual
memory. Thus, my thesis also rests upon a second plinth of memory theory,
provided by James E. Young’s The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and
Meaning (1993), which understands the necessary gradations of individual memory
within the mnemonic frameworks of larger collectivities.” Young’s consideration of
the interaction of individual and collective memory, couched in the specific context
of Holocaust memory and memorials, provides a necessary counterbalance to Nora’s
understanding of national memory, and helps to cut a path through recent approaches
to memory in modern Ireland.

The first page of McBride’s provocative introduction to History and Memory
in Modern Ireland establishes the stakes of the debate by quoting Ernest Renan’s
famous postulation that members of a nation require “the possession in common of a
rich legacy of national memories.”” Indeed, McBnide places such a strong emphasis
upon the function of memories in constructions of Irish 1dentity that he simply
replaces the word “history” (in the book’s title) with “national identity” (in the
introduction’s title) to read “Memory and national identity in modern Ireland.” My
thesis does not challenge the relationship between memory and national 1dentity, but
takes 1ssue with a vast corpus of scholarly thought that identifies polarized
mnemonic frameworks in Northern Ireland at the cost of neglecting individual
constructions of memory. This approach subsumes the individual within his or her
collectivity, and concludes with Renan that national memories must be possessed “in
common.” Scholars of national memories (and national identity) in Ireland and
Northern Ireland, as elsewhere, too often represent individuals as passive recipients
of the collective memories of social and/or religious groups. When reading the
poetry of Michael Longley and Seamus Heaney, one must be aware of larger
mnemonic frameworks, but also recognize the poets’ repeated insistence on
grounding their poetry 1n personal experiences and memories, and the way that

individual memory can work as a complex critique ot cultural commemoration.

* McBride, “Introduction,” 1-42. Further, the essays in Falconer and Liechty’s Reconciling Memories
accept that the collective memories of Catholics and Protestants 1n Ireland are opposed, and explore
ways to ‘reconcile’ the different mnemonic traditions.

1 James E. Young, The Texture of Memory. Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: Yale
Univ. Press, 1993).

32 McBride, “Introduction,” 1.
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The first theorist of “collective memory,” Maurice Halbwachs, argued that
group identities structure all memory and that “memory of the individual exists only
in so far as she or he is the unique product of a particular intersection ot groups”
(1925).>° In the last twenty years, psychologists, sociologists and historians have
moderated and elaborated upon this extreme view. James Fentress and Chris
Wickham, for instance, choose to analyze “social memory” rather than “collective
memory,” because they feel the term “social memory” affords greater room for the
individual.” The wide interdisciplinary scope of authors in McBride’s volume
testifies to the importance of social memory as a subject for study 1in Ireland.
According to McBride, the Catholic version of history focuses relentlessly upon
memories of subjugation and struggle, while the Protestant self image (quoting
Oliver MacDonagh) envisages “an endless repetition of repelled assaults, without
hope of absolute finality or of fundamental change.”> Edna Longley states that
these opposing mnemonic traditions, which represent the different denominational
cultures of Protestants and Catholics, can be described as “providential” and
“redemptive” respectively.”® Thus, as McBride explains, “remembering and
forgetting are social activities, and our images of the past are therefore reliant upon
particular vocabularies, values, ideas and representations shared with other members
of the present group.”’ I don’t deny the usefulness of investigating the diametrically
opposed national memories of these two groups, as compellingly articulated by the
contributors to History and Memory in Modern Ireland. Instead, I would argue that

an overemphasis upon the objects of remembrance, rather than the subjects (or

> Maurice Halbwachs, La Mémoire collective, quoted in James Fentress and Chris Wickham, Social

Memory (Oxtord: Blackwell, 1992), 1x.
** Fentress and Wickham, Social Memory, viii.

>> McBride, “Introduction,” 15
*® Quoted in McBride, “Introduction,” 16. See: E. Longley, ““The Rising, the Somme and Irish

memory,” in The Living Stream, 69-85. Similarly, Falconer contrasts the “siege mentality” of the
Protestant community with the “coercion mentality” of the Catholic community. Falconer,
“Remembering,” in Reconciling Memories, 11-12.

> Ibid., 12. See also: Michael Longley’s explanation of dual allegiance in “Memory
Acknowledgement,” Irish Review 17.18 (Winter 1995): 156: “At the time [1991, the 75th Anniversary
of the Easter Rising] this underplaying of a central historical moment seemed wrong to me. It was as
though Yeats’ great, ambiguous refrain ‘A terrible beauty 1s born’ was being diluted into ‘Yes,
something rather exciting and significant did happen round about then.” A mean between uncritical
glorification of the past, and frightened repression, 1s what we should be seeking. So I accepted an
invitation to take part in one of the commemorative events, a marathon poetry read-in in the

GPO... Without comment I read elegies for people killed in the Troubles. I saluted the leaders of the
Easter Rising, and then... I said that, coming from Belfast, I felt Irish sometimes and sometimes
British. I sensed that the large crowd took little or no exception to what I was saying. Indeed, they
seemed quite sympathetic to what amounted to my declaration of dual allegiance.”
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individuals) remembering 1n the first place, has caused current scholarship to
categorize national memories simply in terms of divergent national identities.
McBride’s introduction, along with the essays in his volume, successfully
elucidates different types of memories 1n Ireland and gauges the relative importance
that different communities place upon safeguarding their key memory-places. Each
essay focuses on a particular memory-place: martyrdom during the reformation, the
Rising of 1798, the famine, the diaspora, Wolfe Tone, the Somme, etc. These, as
McBride’s introduction warns us, are described as collective memories and are
accordingly attributed to either Catholic or Protestant collective memory. Following
Nora’s explanation, these key events and figures function as national memory-places,
which contemporary Irish people use to ground their identity. This approach to place
and memory yields interesting results, and certain poems and themes by Longley and
Heaney appear to coincide with the traditional locations of Catholic and Protestant
social memory in Northern Ireland. For example, Longley’s poetic obsession with
the First World War appears to fit comfortably within a larger Protestant memorial
tradition of the Great War, especially 1n his 1dentification with the participants in the
Battle of the Somme, which claimed the lives of many members of the Ulster
Division. Likewise, as Richard Kearney points out, Heaney shares with the greater
Catholic community recognition of “the sacramental charge of Irish History.””® Yet,
though Longley and Heaney certainly demonstrate the pull of larger communal
memory-places in their poetry, their interactions with such locations (like their
1dentifications with community more generally) are complex and changing. In their
poetry, Heaney and Longley address place and memory by revealing the elaborate
interplay between the realms of the particular, national and universal, thereby
achieving a larger resonance by approaching communal concerns from a personal
angle. The poets consistently contribute to, extend, and subvert the traditional
mnemonic frameworks of Northern Ireland.
Nora’s argument, like my own, rests upon Frances Yates’ groundbreaking

study of the classical mnemonic technique of loci memoriae or genius loci.”
Longley and Heaney’s poetry rarely adheres to the strict and classically trained

mnemonic techniques identified by Yates. However, Yates’ account of how

38 Richard Kearney, Postnationalist Ireland: Politics, Culture, Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1997),
130.

 Frances A. Yates, The Art of Memory (1962; repr., London: Pimlico, 2003).
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individuals use memory-places to meditate on specific concerns sheds light on the
way that Longley and Heaney fill their poetry with significant and revisitable
‘places,” and (remembering Heaney’s argument in ‘“Place and Displacement’) how
the peculiar place of Northern Ireland deeply influences the primary ‘places’ of théir
poetry. As Yates explains, the art of memory “seeks to memorize through a

technique of impressing ‘places’ and ‘images’ on memory...and the manipulation of

y940

images 1n memory must always to some extent involve the psyche as a whole.”™ In

regard to Longley and Heaney’s places of memory, her distinction between artificial
and natural memory is also useful. Artificial memory (the subject of Yates’ study) 1s

“a memory strengthened or confirmed by training,” whereas “natural memory is that

which is engrafted in our minds, born simultaneously with thought.””*’

In his influential study of Holocaust memorials, 7The Texture of Memory:
Holocaust Memorials and Meaning, James E. Young acknowledges the utility of
Halbwachs’ notion of collective memory, but explains its insufficiency for
understanding the infinite plurality of memories of the Holocaust.** He explains, “I
prefer to examine ‘collected memory’ [as] the many discrete memories that are

gathered into common memorial spaces and assigned common meaning.” He

explains that:

Even though groups share socially constructed assumptions and values that
organize memory into roughly similar patterns, individuals cannot share
another’s memory any more than they can share another’s context. They

- share 1nstead the forms of memory, even the meanings in memory generated
by these forms, but an individual’s memory remains hers alone.*’

Young remains consistently intrigued by the ability of the individual mind to
evaluate collective “forms” of memory, and denies any wholesale determinative
power of these “forms” over the individual. Individual memory is intricately related
to the immediate social context, but not bound to its general convictions.

Accordingly, Longley and Heaney’s poems achieve an expansive resonance

40 11.:
Ibid., 11.
*I Ibid., 20. Heaney’s use of the landscape of Iron Age Jutland in North, for instance, can be seen in

terms of an artificial memory-place, as he uses the landscape (as well as the bog bodies) to think about
issues relating to contemporary Northern Ireland (Chapter 1). Longley’s use of the battlefields of the
Great War reveal an interesting merging of ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’ memory techniques, as he starts
with his father’s memories, but also positions the Great War as a crucial memory-place to explore
issues from his poetic vocation, the fragility of plant and human life, as well as events happening in

Northern Ireland (Chapter 2).
*> Young, The Texture of Memory, viii.

* Ibid., xi.
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precisely because they reconcile personal experience with universal themes (such as
family, nature, suffering and love) that necessarily interact with collective memory.
Roy Foster’s controversial book The Irish Story: Telling Tales and Making it
up in Ireland (2001) provides a bridge from the 1deas presented by Young to the
context of modern Ireland. Like Young, Foster denies the authoritative power of
collective memories, and condemns the reductionism he perceives in scholarly
discussions of Irish national identity. He explains that the “relationships between
people and their history are uncomfortable, and the boundaries are blurred and
complicated; they deserve discussion in terms of what they wrote and the records
they left elsewhere, instead of being boiled down into a theoretical reduction.”*
Rather than dividing his book into chapters based upon Catholic and/or Protestant
commemorations, Foster instead designs each chapter around specific individuals
and their relationship to national stories or memories. Foster does not equate
individual memory with national/collective memory, but instead seeks to<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>