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SYROPSIS

Throughout Ted Hughes' -work, the "lack" that he sees as the
fundamental constituent of Vestern culture is approached in
terms of gender. His work is informed by the belief that the
history of patriarchal civilization is a record of exile from a
plenitude of being, an Imaginary unity with what is troped as a
maternal nature. The role of literature is, in some way, to
restore the alienated subject to fulfilment, the latter taking
two forms: an expanded, visionary male, in the quest-romances of
the 1970s, who bears comparison with Blake's Sons of Eternity;
and, in his later poetry, a less hyperbolic quasi-Vordsworthian

worshipper of a humanized, feminine nature.

In the case of Seamus Heaney, whilst the prose explores modes of
writing revolving around a masculine/feminine polarity, tke
vexed 1issues of colonialism and nationalism prompt, 1in the
1970s, a series of "sexual concelts" which express his sense of
alienation from a motherland wvioclated by “masculine"
imperialism. The archetypal and mythkic parallels which inform
these concerns come under increasing scrutiny in the more recent
vork, which, in a comparable manner to Hughes, can be read as a

'&emythologizing' of earlier preaccupations.

Vhat both writers' use of gender reveals 1is an intense
engagement with history; their notions of masculinity and
femininity are to be seen as part of a formal attempt to find
aesthetic resolutions to socio-political conditions which, in

various ways, limit and circumscribe individual desire and

gratification.
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PART I POETICS AND GERNDER

EARLY POETRY AND THE PROSE WRITINGS



CHAPTER 1. TVD POET-VARDEES: THE EARLY POETRY OF HUGHES AND HEANEY

[. THE VITHOUT-WORLD OF THE OTHER

Hatthew Arnold once wrote of human existence that it is "hurl‘'d
... on the Field of Life, / An aimless unallay'd Desire"”. Such
melancholic resignation seems a long way from the energy and
vibrancy of Ted Hughes' -early poetry, which, 1in 1957, he
described as enagaged in "the war between vitality and death”.?
Vitality, in these texts, is said ta be visible in the world of
nature because it has been largely suppressed by modern culture.
Poetry articulates this lost, dynamic energy, and is reactionary
in that 1t reacts against what WVordsworth, in the Preface to
Lyrical Ballads, labels an obsession with "gross and violent
stimulants".2 For Hughes, no less than Wordsworth over a century
and a half before him, the stimuli of modernity have created a
sensibility +that 1s atrophied. As a quasi-Vordsworthian
"worshipper of Nature® - a point developed at length in chapter
eight - Hughes directs his readers away from this diminished sense
of being, towards a plenitude that is most clearly expressed, at
least in his early poems, by animals. Hughes' nature worship,
however, 1s clearly related in other early poems to an awareness
of the wunallayed desire which, as 1in Arnold, 1is the basic
condition of "the Field of Life”. This field, or battleground, is
the space in which Hughes' poetic speakers and personae become
aware of the alienation they experience with regard to a complete
or "natural" sense o0of being. This alienation, however, 1is
frequently explored in the distinctly cultural field of
masculinity and femininity; the female signifyiang - like nature to
culture - the desirable other whom the male self seeks to

appropriate in order to allay a consciousness riven by lack.

Through a series of close readings, the first section of this
chapter will seek to outline the significance of femininity in



Hughes' early poetry, and tie the preoccupations of his often
ignored love poetry to those of his better known nature poems. I
will conclude this analysis by linking Hughes' concerns to those
of two German philosophers - Schopenhauer and Nietzsche - whose
work can be seen to provide a useful context in which to place

Hughes' own.

Hughes' somewhat uncharacteristic early love lyric, "Song", is an
example of his poetry's frequent displacement of the alterity of
the object world of nature onto the female object of a desiring
male subject. The poem reads as a paean of praise to a Muse by a
lover-poet, and has a tone quite different from those other early
poems concerned with women as hags, whores and witches. In this
light, one may well view this poem as a sort of "apostrophe”", that
is, an address to a fantastic female in a style distinct from
Hughes' usual manner in The Hawk in the KRain, Lupercal and other
contemporaneous uncollected poems. In Ekbert Faas' words, it is
thus a "love address to a female of mythic dimensions”, who can be
equated with the Moon Goddess made famous by Robert Graves'
eccentric anthropological study, The Vhite Goddess. @
Nevertheless, the poem is structured around the twinned concepts
of alienation and desire that predominate in the early love poems.
The desire for the woman is closely bound to Hughes' obsession
with a maternal nature; the essential "spirit" of which, it is
argued, has been repressed by a culture given over to an erronecus
patriarchy, and from which humanity has consequently been exiled.
These are concerns which Hughes examines in his prose works of the
1960s and '70s, a plethora of essays and reviews that I will be
returning to in the course of this chapter and, more fully, in the

next.

0 lady, when the tipped cup of the moon blessed you
You became soft fire with a cloud's grace;
The difficult stars swam for eyes in your face;
You stood, and your shadow was my place:
You turned, your shadow turned to ice
0 my lady.



0 lady, when the sea caressed you
You were a marble of foam, but dumb.
Vhen will the stone open its tomb?
Vhen will the waves give over their foam?
You will not die, nor come hone,
0 my lady.

0 lady, when the wind kissed you
You made him music for you were a shaped shell.
I follow the waters and the wind still
Since my heart heard it and all to pileces fell
Vhich your lovers stole, meaning 111,

0 my lady.
(HR, p. 19)

Leonard Scigaj claims that this is a relatively "straightforward
lyrical love poem”, 1in which the lover-poet "transcendls] the
linits of isolated selfhood".® However, it can be argued that, on
the contrary, such transcendence remains tantalizingly elusive,
that the displaced woman, who "will not die, nor come home",
functions as the embodiment of the very inability of the isolated
self to escape a state of crippling solipsism. This introduces a
central theme of Hughes: the sense that subjectivity is a
condition infused with lack, dominated by the desire to
appropriate the "other" in order to find some sort of fulfilment.
In this way, the male's loss of the woman's presence in "Song" can
be seen to inaugurate the common structure in Hughes' poetry of
the quest-romance, which comes to fruition in Crow, Gaudete and
Cave Birds. In the present text, the desirable telos of this
quest, the location of the nysterious female, remains deferred.
Ve shall see how the frustration of this early male quester,
endlessly following the water and the wind, comes to achieve
greater resonance in the more developed quests of the 1970s.

"Song" concludes on a note of utter failure:

O lady, consider when I shall have lost you
The moon's full hands, scattering waste,
The sea's hands, dark from the world's breast,
The world's decay where the wind's hands have passed
And my head, worn out with laove, at rest
In my hands, and my hands full of dust,
0 my lady.



The disintegration of the male is interpreted as the inevitable
result of his catastrophic loss of the nameless lady. Yet that
loss has been inscribed since the opening of the poem as the lack
vhich is the mainspring of the poem's apostrophic desire. The
only conclusion to this desire is the "rest® of death, as the
speaker’'s subjectivity <(his "head") crumbles into "dust",.
Interestingly, it is not the lady - as would seem logical - who
resides in the final place of rest, but a void in which any
distinction between subject and object has been annihilated, where
desire is utterly "worn out". In the realms of space and time the
poet-lover seems doomed to a perpetual repetition of his quest,
and a constant apostrophe, because a rest from his desire would,
paradoxically, destroy not only the identity of that which 1is
desired, but also the desiring subject himself. This oxymorom is
central to +the early 1lyrics, and extends 1its connotations
throughout Bughes' work. As Brian John comments about Hughes'
early poetry in general, "this 1s a world in which man is not
permitted the comfort of feeling 'at home'".=

This brief close-reading of Hughes' earliest collected poem is
useful in that it can be seen to map out certain key features of
Hughes' oeuvre. The theme of an exile that seeks to become an
exaodus is cone of particular importance, and is an issue that
ceaselessly turns on the notion of an alienation from a female
figure. Femininity, as well as merely denoting the female other
to the male self, also becomes the vehicle, in Crow, Gaudete and
Cave Birds, for the concept of "inner", repressed being, in Wodwo,
the noumenal essence or "will" of nature, and, in the descriptive
poetry from Season Songs to Flowers and Insecits, the "outer® world
of natural phenomena. From all these "others" Hughes' speakers
and protagonists fird themselves alienated. Similarly, the
paradox that annihilation is simply the flipside of plenitude (as
both imply the absence of desire) i1s one that becomes more and
more central to Hughes' texts up to and including Cave Birds. In

The Hawk In the Rain, this paradox is submerged beneath the more
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overt aim of Hughes' relatively undiscussed love poems: the desire
to annul the lack at the heart of the male singer of "Song" by
encompassing and controlling the female other. The poems
prefigure one half of what a review of 1970 calls the "quest for
a marriage in the scul or a physical re-conquest”.” The spiritual
marriage comes to the fore in the major works of the 1970s, in,
for instance, the alchemical "marriage" narrated in both Gaudete
and Cave Birds, whilst, in the early love poetry, it is physical
reconquest that predominates. Nevertheless, both quests, as I
will make cléar in the course of this thesis, are attempts to find
fulfilment, to allay the lack and hence desire that finds 1its

earliest expression of "Song".

Before considering the attempted mastery of the woman, the
relations between the sexes in these texts is worth documenting.

The short poem, "Parlour-Plece", is typical:

Vith love so like fire they dared not
Let it out into strawy small talk;

Vith love so like a flood they dared not
Let out a trickle lest the whole crack,

These two sat speechlessly:

Pale cool tea in tea-cups chaperoned
Stillness, silence, the eyes

Vhere fire and flood strained.

(HR, p. 20)

The term "strained" might be taken as an adjective pertinent to
the majority of these 1lyrics,® 1in which the repression or
containment of primal energies ("fire and flood") in the fragile
vessel of the human body is perceived as a straining synonymous
with a debilitative restraining. The repetition and rhyme of
*dared not" in stanza one foregrounds the extent to which the poem
is a rather crude satire on the limits social convention sets
around existence. In contrast to the parlour's lovers one should,
as the poem "Billet-Doux" declares, "hold that ‘not' to the
light", to reveal the flaws of cultural norms. For Hughes, quite
simply, the negation or repression of these rather ill-defined
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energies 1s dangerous and destructive. I will have more to say on
this subject 1later in this chapter. For' the present, the
hampering negatives of society, hammered home via the complete
identity of the rhyme on "not", can be seen to be offset by the
"talk"/“crack" and "chaperoned"/"strained" half-rhymes, where the
form works with the content to imply an incipient failure to
contain unallayed desire within the fragile china of social mores,
In this light, I simply cannot understand F. Grubb's belief that,
in "Parlour-Piece”, "the lovers regard each other speechlessly,
relishing the plenitude”.® It is precisely the suppression of a
plenitude (which would be a form of annihilation, the destruction
of the lovers' frustated desire) and the seeming immanence of such

passionate intensity that is the poem's concern.

*Billet-Doux" translates the passion of "Parlour-Piece"” into the
male desire of "Song". The male self's "truth" - "Valking the
town with his head high / And naked as his breath"” - is that of
the man celebrated in “"Dick Straightup™ in Lupercal, the far from
subtle title of the 1latter pcem implying an over-weening and
seemingly self-sufficient masculinity. It is this attitude that
spurns the female, as irn "Soliloquy of a Misanthrope", where the
persona, considering his burial, "sball thank God thrice heartily
/ To be lying beside women who grimace / Under the commitments of
their flesh, / And not out of spite or vanity" (HR, p. 22).
Inversely, it is this same attitude that desires the woman. The
man, in "Billet-Doux", declares he "has looked far enough", if he

has found one,

Vho sees straight through bogeymen,
The crammed cafes, the ten thousand
Books packed end to end, even my gross bulk,
To the fiery star coming for the eye itself,
And while she can grabs of them what she can.

Love you I do not say I do or might either.

I come to you enforcedly -

Love's a spoiled appetite for some delicacy -
I am driven to your bed and four walls

From bottomlessly breaking night -
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If, dispropertied as I am

By the constellations staring me to less
Than what cold, rain and wind neglect,

I do not hold you closer and harder than lave
By a desperation, show me no home.

(HR, p. 24)

The Petrarchan resignation of "Song" is replaced in this text by a
desperate urgency. Nevertheless, both speakers share a hyperbolic
anxiety when confronted with the possibility of solitude: to be
alone is to be gripped by a desire for which the conventional term
love is wholly inappropriate, the latter merely a dileantish
“spoiled appetite for some delicacy"”. Margaret Uroff (one of the
few critics of Hughes to recognize the importance of the love
lyrics in The Hawk in the Rain) makes the relevant point that
*many early poems embody an unreconclled contradiction between the
man as possessor and the violent and destructive power of love as
possession. And beneath this contradiction is an ambiguous fear
and praise of women."'?® But if i1t is less love than desire which
is the impulse behind the male speakers in these poems, then the
possession of the woman is simply the attempt to surmount the
sense of being without "home", trapped in an unaccommodated and
unstable existence. Throughout Hughes' work the individual is
"dispropertied”, a condition which is interpreted as the result of
the "progress" of Vestern culture away from nature. The
desperation of the male lovers in The Hawk In the FRain 1s the
first articulation of this plight, and one must therefore be wary
of endorsing Michael Schmidt's statement that "Hughes is a manly
poet, and his attitude to women in the poems - infrequently voiced
[sicl - is often tinged with fear and revulsion. Isolation seems
synonymous with independence.”'? The final sentence of this
judgement misses the central issue that structures the early
poems. The fact is, woman becomes a synonym for that which the
male lacks, here a stable ground that is metonymically imaged as a
*bed and four walls". Nonetheless, the desperation of desire is

one which outstrips itself, as the poem "Incompatabilities" makes

clear:



Desire's a vicious separator in spite
0f its twisting women round men:
Cold-chisels two selfs single as it welds hot
Iron of their separates to ome.

014 Eden commonplace: something magnets
And furnaces and with fierce
Hammer-blows the one body on the other knits
T111l the division disappears.

But desire outstrips those hands that a nothing fills,
It dives into the opposite eyes,

Plummets through blackouts of impassables
For the star that lights the face,

Each body still straining to follow down

The maelstrom dark of the other, their limbs flail
Flesh and beat upon

The inane everywhere of its abstacle,

Each, each second, lonelier and further
Falling alone through the endless
Vithout-world of the other, though both here
Twist so close they choke their cries.
(HR, p. 26)

Desire is here seen as the very constitution of subjectivity,
which can only have meaning in its ability to differentiate itself
from the object world. That is, desire "cold—chiseis two selfs
single", even in the sexual possession of the desired object: to
allay the ceaseless deferral of desire requires nothing less than
the obliteration of the subject, whose identity is a construct of
the alienation from the other in the bottomlessly-breaking night
of being. In terms of gender, the notion of masculinity only has
meaning in its difference from femininity: sexzual identity is a
product of "women twisting round men". Vhat is typical of Hughes
in this image is the semse that the female provides the limit to
the male; it is femininity that is the other, not masculinity.
For instance, the drunken, crazed Reverend RBladderwrack, in The
Burning of the Brothel, finds the other to his somewhat inadequate

spiritual self in the whores who twist around him:
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Bloodied, Bladdelrlwrack stood,
The bottle-neck in his hand,
His back to the bolts, but the rude
Fingers of whores wound
Every inch of his every
Member as if they meant
His body a braille breviary:
{"1My lost sheep,” he cried, with tears.
The wolves' grins split their ears.'?

In "Incompatabilities", Bladderwrack's desire is one that seeks to
overcome the rending dualism of male and female, self and other,
by fusing the two into one, welding "hot / Iron of their separates
to one". Yet this is sald to be no more than an "old Eden
commonplace", a wish-fulfilment as intangible as the lady sought
by the protagonist of "Song" and the home the speaker of "Billet-
Doux" desperately requires. The incompatability of desire,
however, 1s that possession rather than inaugurating an atonement
causes a further alienation, one now as much from oneself as from
another. The condition of the woman in "Billet-Douxz", “who sees
straight through ... To the fiery star coming for the eye itself",
is lere reversed: the lover "plummets" into the abyss, the
*maelstrom”, of the other, searching "for the star that lights the
face”. Lack is the very constitution of Hughes' desiring
subjects; in the words of "lLaw in the Country of the Cats", "each
locks into the gulf in the eye of the other" (HR, p. 47). The
*without-world of the other" exposes the hollowness Hughes
believes exists at the very core of the human condition. Sexual
desire merely foregrounds the given of existence, the "falling
alone" of a self which remains unsatisfied, exiled from a final
cbject of desire for which the sexual partner provides an
inadequate substitute. Uroff again touches the nub of this issue
but fails to draw a sustained problematic from the poem when she
writes: “"the union of man and woman 1is a moment of shared
otherness in which the pair are joined violently, cbliterated, and
yet filled with a desire for the other who has disappeared."'®
The other is that for which another human subject can only provide
a poor compensation; desire "outstrips" this object, pitching the

subject into an even greater sense of exile.
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The text of this poem as originally published in Nation magazine
is clearer on this score but misses the oxymoronic feel of the
phrase "a nothing fills" in the collected text. The former's
third stanza begins:

But desire, outstripping the hands that mere touch

fi111s,
Has dived into the opposite eyes,
Plummeting ...'4

That desire cannot be satisfied simply by sexual possession is a
central concern in these poems. However, the phrase, "nothing
fills", expresses far more clearly than "mere touch fills" the
paradoxical notion that as nothing can £fill or satisfy desire,
then an initial lack, a fundamental "nothing", must inhabit or
fill a subjectivity that thus can never be sexually fulfilled.
The "bottomlessly breaking night® of "Billet-Daux", the exile from
the already exiled woman in "Song", 1s, 1in this respect, the
incompatibility of the present poem. The sexual act opens up the
space of desire rather than annulling it within the lovers'

embrace.

Another early poem, not collected in The Hawk i1n the Rain,
provides a sustained narrative of this desire to enlace and weld
two into one. "Bawdry Embraced", relates the story of Tailfever
and Sweety Undercut to Bawdry, setting the lovers up as a model of
annihilating satisfaction. The “"bawdreur good", Tailfever, seeks

out his "bawdriste":

Till bright = day, and dark a day,
His palate picked out

Cf promiscuity's butchery
Sweety Undercut.

Born bawdriste, in all England
Never came better.

Heaven itself blazed in her bush.
Tailfever got bher....



They caught each other by the body
And fell in a heap;

A cockerel there struck up a tread
Like a cabman's whip.

And so they knit, knotted and wrought,
Braiding their ends in;

So fed their radiance to themselves
They could not be seen.

And thereupon - a miracle!
Each became a lemns

So focussing creation's heat
The other burst in flames.

Bawdry! Bawdry! Steadfastly
Thy great protagonists

Died face to face, with bellies full,
In the solar waste

Vhere there is neither skirt nor coat,
And every ogling eye

Is a cold star to measure
Their solitude by.'®

This peculiar lyrical ballad is, in many ways, synoptic of the
early love poetry. The sexual act, as in "Incompatabilities", is
seen as a desperate attempt to "weld ... separates to omne", to
fuse desiring subject and desired object in a totality that would
destroy the solipsism of the dispropertied quester of "Song®. The
"knotted and wrought" lovers 1ook forward to the image of the
Reverend Bladderwrack's body as a "braille breviary® to the
whore's fingers, and, like that clergyman's fate, the "braiding”
is portrayed as, in Julian Gitzen's words, a "physical desire ...
that can be satisfied omnly by devouring its object®.'® However,
the satisfaction of desire requires not only the destruction of
the object of desire but that of the identity of the desiring
subject. If "Incompatabilities" revealed the impossibility of
physical cons&&ation providing a closure to desire, so too the
physical conquest of "Bawdry Embraced" is less significant than
the apocalyptic conflagration of Tailfever and Sweety Undercut -

as each "other burst in flames" vis-a-vis the other - where death

satiates the protagonists.
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*Bawdry Embraced" may be seen as somewhat crudely reworking the
overwhelming desire of Catherine and Heathcliff in Wuthering
Heights to be each other. A desire which, in Catherine's famous
outburst to Nelly Dean, is believed to be achieved: “Felly, I am
Heathcliff - he's always, always in my mind - not as a pleasure,
any more than I am always a pleasure to myself - but as my own
being". VNevertheless, Catherine must die before she attains this
sense of utter unity with the desired Heathcliff. In Juliet
¥itchell's view, both Catherine and Heathcliff are "the bisexual
possibility of the other ... evoking a notion of oneness which ...
can only come with death".'” Bronté's novel, like Hughes' poem,
is caught within the dilemma that desire can only be satisfied
when the very concepts that inform it, subjectivity and
objectivity, cease to exist, when the "great protagonists"
(Heathcliff and Catherine, Tailfever and Sweety Undercut) die
*face to face". On Arnold's "Field of Life", in contrast to the
oneness of death, desire 1s subject to what Hughes mildly - and
ironically =~ terms incompatability, where each lover is "falling
alone through the endless / Vithout-world of the other". This is
the condition which "a nothing fills", comprised as it is of a
fundamental lack which nothing, save death, can satisfy. In the
following chapter I will place the structure of desire adumbrated
in Hughes' work within a psychoanalytical context; for the
present, the powerful paradox of "a nothing fills" needs to be

examined in relation to the male fear of the unmanning woman.

In the first of the "Two Phases", the double-bind of desire - that
in seeking to appropriate the other it further expropriates the
self ~ 1s clearly bound to masculinity:

You had to come
Calling my singularity,
In scorn,

Imprisonment.
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It contained content
That, now, at liberty

In your generous embrace,
As once, in rich Rome,
Caractacus,

I mourn.

(HR, p. 29)

The "singularity” of the male self is revealed by the woman to be
a solipsistic "imprisonment”. The woman's "generous embrace"
appears to be a liberation from this state, and yet, as the
analogy with Caractacus suggests, the physical act is yet another
instance of a further expropriation. This metaphor of sexual
colonization is the vehicle for the dispropertied condition of the
male, however, the property (the "bed and four walls") of the
woman that the man desires to possess in "Billet-Doux" is
exchanged here for the notion of the male as a property to be
possessed and hence exiled by the  woman. As 1in
* Incompatabilities”, the very act of sexual possession further
dispossesses. Woman 1s thus as much a threat as a desirable
object, as is made apparent in the second phase:
Vhen the labour was for love

He did but touch at the tool
And holiday ran prodigal.

Now, stripped to the skin,
Can scarcely keep alive,
Sweats his stint out,

Yo better than a blind mole
That burrows for its lot

0f the flaming moon and sun
Down some black hole.

It would be easy to gloss this as referring to a love that traps
and threatens the protagonist, unlike earlier love affairs which
were a liberation, a "holiday". Yet, that the "touch at the tool"
is his touch implies that the “content" of the first phase was one
of self-love, of onanism. The contented because seemingly secure
"singularity" of the male seems to lie in a masturbatory synthesis
of desiring subject and desired object. The presence of the woman

disturbs this imaginary possession: the liberty of her embrace is
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seen as a2 form of exile or expropriation from earlier wish-
fulfilling fantasies, a recognition of the hopeless, restless
condition of desire, in which the male pursues the elusive telos
of the "flaming moon and sun", within the bottomlessly-breaking
night of the "black hole”.

Lupercal and Vodwo are generally devoid of such extravagant
evocations of sexuality. DNevertheless, there is one poem in the
former collection that ties into the praoblematic as announced in

The Hawk In the Rain. This is the short lyric, "The Vaoyage":

Vithout hope move my words and looks

Toward you, to claim

Neither known face nor held name -

Death-bed, book might keep those. The whole sea's

Accumulations and changes

Are the sea. The sea's elsewhere

Than surrenders to sand and rocks,

Other than men taste who drown out there.
(L, p. 43

The implicitly female - "other than men" - addressee is perceived
to be as vast and inéaprehensible as the sea. The geographical
image of the unplumbed oceanic depths of the other has the same
sort of connotations (if a different locus) as Freud's "dark
continent" of female sexuality, one more conventionally employed

in "Cleopatra to the Asp", also in Lupercal:

Nile moves in me; my thighs splay
Into the squalled Mediterranean;
My brain hides in that Abyssinia
Lost armies foundered towards.

(L, p. 60

In "The Voyage", the male cannot fathom the without-world of
femininity, and thus, reading the poem i1in conjunction with
"Cleopatra to the Asp", makes one wonder how Pamela Law could
believe that in the latter poem the "female principle has none of
the real sexual threat that you feel in the male principle (in
Hughes' early poemsl".'® The threat lies in the fact that the



_lb_

male's desire finds no satisfaction in the sexual possession of
the woman: her physical identity, her face and name, can be both
held and known, like a corpse or a book. But this in no way
allays the sense of a lack present even at the very moment of the
woman's "surrender” to the male. The sea thus becomes less an
image of the female, than a metaphor for desire itself, as both
refuse to centre on a single physical 1location or object,

suggesting instead a constantly shifting "elsewhere".

The above fairly formalist approach to those of Hughes' early
poems concerned with sexuality and “love” is a convenient point of
entry into Hughes' more celebrated "nature poems". The most
remarkable example is "The Thought-Fox", a poem which deserves

quatation in full:

I imagine this midnight moment's forest:
Something else is alive

Beside the clock's loneliness

And this blank page where my fingers move.

Through the window I see uno star:
Something morc¢ near

Though deeper within darkness

Is entering the loneliness:

Cold, delicately as the dark smnow,
A fox's nose touches twig, leaf;
Two eyes serve a movenment, that now
And again now, and now, and now

Sets neat prints into the snaw
Between trees, and warily a lame
Shadow lags by stump and in hollow
0f a body that is bold to come

Across clearings, an eye,

A widening deepening greeness,
Brilliantly, concentratedly,
Coming about its own business

Till, with a sudden sharp hot stink of fox

It enters the dark hole of the head.

The window is starless still; the clock ticks,
The page is printed.

(HR, p. 14
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This poem is beginning to achieve the school-anthology familiarity
one associates with poems such as Vordworth's "I Wandered Lonely
as a Cloud®. Encrusted with criticism it is increasingly
difficult to attempt an original reading of it. As such, I will
discuss 1t 4indirectly, via the remarks made by Heaney in his
essay, "Englands of the Mind". There Heaney writes:
Hughes' aspiration in these early poems is to command all
the elements, to bring them within the Jurisdiction of his
authoritarian voice. And in "The Thought-Fox" the thing at
the beginning of the poem which lies beyond his jurisdiction
is characteristically fluid and vowelling and sibilant:
"Something else is alive" whispers of a presence not yet
accounted for, a presence that i1s granted 1ts full vowel
music as its epiphany - "Something more near / Though deeper
within darkness / Is entering the 1loneliness.” It 1is
granted this dilation of its mystery before it is conjo.red
into the possession of the poet-warden, the vowel keeper;
and its final emergence in the fully sounded i's and e's of
"an eye / A widening deepening greemness," 1s gradually
nmastered by the breaking action of *brilliantly,
concentratedly”, and by the shooting of the monosyllabic

bolts in the last stanza.
(P, p. 154)%

Heaney's notion of poetic "mastery" 1s pertinent to Hughes'
evocations of the female object discussed above. In "The Thought-
Fox", the desirable other is the vowel-fox, a "something else"
that the poetic subject seeks to appropriate in order to fill the
*dark hole of the head". In Heaney's reading, such mastery is
achieved through the act of writing, by that which, on the same
page as this extract, bhe refers to as the "disciplining
consonants” he traces in Hughes' oeuvre. I will return to the
idea of "feminine" vowels and "masculine" consonants in Heaney's
own work in the following section of this chapter. In the present
context, the important point to note is how Heaney assoclates
HBughes' poetic with an "authoritarian voice". This "voice"
coﬁtrols the elusive "thing", bringing it into the bounds, the
»jurisdiction”, of the writer. The fox, although without a
specific gender, is thus similar to the female object of, for

instance, "Song", and male desire comparable with the creative
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act. In all these texts, there is the wish to locate a sense of
full self-presence, by allaying desire and lack. Indeed, Richard
Vebster's reading of "The Thought-Fox" 1is one which explicitly
casts the text in terms of gender. Vebster argues that Hughes
perceives his "poetic sensibility as ‘'feminine'" but that he can
*indulge this sensitivity only within a protective shell of bhard

steely 'masculine’ violence".

In “The thought-fox" itself this conflict of semsibility
appears in such an attentuated or suppressed form that it is
by no means the most striking feature of the poem. But ...
the conflict may still be discerned. It is present above
all in the tension between the extraordinary sensuous
delicacy of the image which Hughes uses to describe the
fox's nose and the predatory impulse which seems to underlie
the poem.... Indeed it might be suggested that the last
stanza of the poem records what 1is, in effect, a ritual of
tough "manly" posturing. For in it the poet might be seen
as playing a kind of imaginative game in which he attempts
to outstare the fox ... refusing to flinch, refusing to show
any sign of "feminine" weakness,=°

Vebster is right to note the submerged sexual imagery at work,
but, by taking this pcem in isclation, his analysis makes the
sexist associations of "sensuous delicacy" with femininity and
*predatory" toughness with masculinity. This is a minor instance
of what Mary Ellmann has termed "sexual analogy”: "The hunter is
always male, the prey female".Z In relation to Hughes' love
poems, it is more pertinent to see "The Thought-Fox" as exploring
the issue of a necessary appropriation of the without-world of the
other, which is here located in the animal Xkingdom, rather than in
the unsatisfactory locus of the female body. The end of the poem
ceens to imply that the hollowness of the desiring subject, "the
dark hole of the head” - an image reminiscent of the "black hole"
of "Two Phases" - finds fulfilment. Nevertheless, we shall see
that the poem is, 1in fact, another problematic if less overt

expression of the endless deferral of satisfaction.

The self-referential quality of "The Thought-Fox" is indicative in
that 1t foregrounds the similarity between desire and writing in
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Hughes' work: in both the subject seeks to erase the alienation
between subject and object, and thus obviate the solipsism aof a
writing/desiring self. Poetry, throughout Hughes career, has the
aim of fully re-presenting the absent referent, and, in thiis
light, Heaney's practical criticism, with its emphasis on the
almost physical "elements" of the text - its assonantal and
alliterative qualities - is extremely faithful to a project in
which the poem has to achieve the sulidity of the object it

stands—-in for.

Hughes' 1is thus a poetic of appropriation, in which "The Thought-
Fox" is an exemplary parable of the wish to recoup the - in
Heaney's words - "presence" of the absent referent. As Terry
Gifford and Neil Roberts comment: "the mimetic language works two
ways, evoking the movements of the fox which in turn provide an
image for the movement of the poem itself"”.*= Mimesis 1is
therefore the ability of the authoritarian poet to capture the
elusive "thing" within the play of signifiers, However, when one
turns to Hughes' own reading of the poem, as set out in Poetry in
the Making, one realizes that the poem is in fact a sort of
compensation for the inability to master the reality of the
animal. Hughes writes: "An animal I never succeeded in keeping
alive 1is the fox. I was always frustrated®. In contrast, the
poetic fox is brought within the Jurisdiction of the poet's
authoritarian diction:

This poem does not have anything you could easily call a
meaning. It is about a fox, obviously enough, but a fox
that is both a2 fox and not a fox. What sort of fox is it
that can step right into my head where presumably it still
sits ... smiling to itself when it hears the dogs bark. It
is both a fox and a spirit. It is a real fox; as I read the
poem I see it move, I see 1t setting its prints, I see its
shadow going over the irregular surface of the snow. The
words show me all this, bringing it nearer and nearer. It
is very real to me. The words have made a body for it and
given it somewhere to walk.... If I had not caught the real
fox there in the words I would never have saved the poem. I
would have thrown 1t into the waste paper basket as I have
thrown so many other hunts that did not get what 1 was
after. (PY, pp. 19-20)



Vhat both Heaney's and Hughes' readings share is the idea of
poetic "hunt", of an artistic stalking that brings the thought-fox
*nearer and nearer", as the words embody, form and re-present the
*real”. Yet this thought-fox is explicitly a substitute for the
original animal, and the writing of the poem is thus a substitute
act for the fallure to capture that previous creature. The
thought-fox's apparent presence 1s, 1in fact, a wish-fulfilling
fantasy, a compensation for what remains an intial lack. Dennis
Valder quite rightly notes the pseudo-extraneous quality of the
thought-fox when he comments that in the poem "Hughes discovers
the strange otherness of the imagination",®® but he fails to
perceive that the possession of this "otherness"” is wholly
imaginary and compensatory. Heaney may well believe that Hughes'
poems are "circles within which he conjures up presences" (P, p.
154>, but a fuller reading of Hughes' poetry will make clear that
his texts are repeatedly haunted by the doubt that poetic langucge

can actually achieve such presence except in a deferred form.

Indeed, a close-reading of "The Thought-Fox" reveals the
dispossession that undermines the seemingly wunproblematic
appropriation the poem narrates. The text progresses from the
neutrality of the statement concerning "this blank page where my
fingers move" to the quiet triumph of the declaration: "The page
is printed”. As such, the poem appears to narrate its own
composition, or even poetic composition per se. The metaphorical
creature of the third, fourth and fifth stanzas is both this
process and, in its culminating entrance, the final product, the
poem itself, "The Thought-Fox". However, this fox is less one
that is thought of than one that is written down. It is the
movement of the fingers on the page that seemingly draws into
presence the animal, as the per prints black marks comparable to
the pawprints the fox leaves in tke snow: the fox "now / And again
now, and now, and now / / Sets neat prints into the snow". The
reiteration of the present "now" is meant to imply the tentative

process by which the poem re-presents the creature 1in the
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fullness of 1its presence: the empty "page" of the snow is
inscribed by the fox's spoors jJust as the poet "prints" the poem.
However, the analogy between the printed page and the fox's trail
is far from straightforward. The tracks, or "prints", left by an
animal are not the mark of its presence but of its absence: they
are spoors which record the trace of a creature which has since
moved on. Likewise, a written text proper does not mark the full
presence of the referent (here, the fox), it simply signifies it
in its absence, inscribing the trace of a deferred referent. The
written-fox is the stand-in for the fox which eluded capture by
the young poet, and, in this manner, writing is a kind of desire:
the quest for a presence which writing by its very comnstitution

can never hope to deliver.=4

Vhat "The Thought-Fox" shares with the love poems, if in a more
covert way, is what may be termed the wish for “atonement”, the
cessation of desire, that is the closure of lack, in the plenitude
of full self-presence. This remains a constant theme throughout
Hughes"wcrk from the poetic plea of "Song" through Crow, to find
its most impressive formulations in the desperate sexual activity
of Lumb, in Gaudete, and the nystical marriage of the bird-man
protagonist of Cave Birds. Alongside, these various quests,
however, hovers the nagging doudt that languoge is inadequate to
the task of representing this ideal,

In Lupercal, several poems concentrate on the twined issues of
psychic integration and the function of art in this process. A
useful point of entry into these texts is via the 1963 prose
piece, "The Rock". There Hughes describes the landscape of his
childhood, its aspect and effect. Chiefly, it is the dualism
created by a black cliff and the pale sky surmounting it which

was, 1n his words, "the memento mundi over my birth":

... And just as the outlook of a bottle floating upright at
sea consists of simple light and dark, the light above, the
dark below, the two divided by a clear waterline, so my
outlook was ruled by simple light and dark, heaven above and
earth below, divided by the undulating line of the moor. If
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any word could be found engraved around my skull, just above
the ears and eyebrows, it would probably be the word
"horizon".=*

This polarity was reinforced by the boy's love affair with the
clear, open moors above and beyond the Rock: “From there the
return home was a descent into the pit, and after each wvisit I
must have returned less and less of myself to the valley. This
was where the division of body and soul began."2% The prose
passage clearly projects onto the natural environment the same
structure of "division" between antithetical elements - 1light and
dark, heaven above, earth below, body and soul - that is at the
core of the early poetry. The need for unification is a desire
not unrelated to Jung's search for the "individuated" Self, a Yin-
Yang integration I will analyse in my consideration of Hughes'
prose works and his later "alchemical" quest-romances. The role
of the artist in such integration is central to one of the most
intriguing of the poems in Lupercal, "To Paint a Vater Lily". The
text outlines a dualism very close to the division sketched out in

* The Rock":

A green level of lily leaves
Roofs the pond's chamber and paves

The flies' furious arena: study
These, the two minds of this lady.
(L, p. 29

In conversation with Ekbert Faas, Hughes said of this poem that he
"felt very constricted fiddling around with it. It was somehow
like writing through a long winding tube, like squeezing language
out of the end of this long, remote process."=7 In one respect,
this comment <(made in 1970) is a Justification for Hughes'
stylistic shift from the traditional conventions of the English
lyric to the more "open" form of a poem suchk as "View of a Pig",
which is the prelude to the anti-lyricism of Crow. On another,
not unrelated level, the comment foregrounds the connection drawn
between desire and writing in "The Thought-Fox" in that the "long,

remote process"” ©of conmposition 4is perceived as a kind of
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frustrating deferment. For Hughes, poetry should function as a
means to overcome the dispropertied condition of being. In the
context of "To Paint a Water Lily", it is thus interesting that
whilst the thematic core ‘of the text 1s the split identity
outlined in "The Rock", the poem, on another less cbvious level,
is an expression of the poetic desire of the poet-warden of "The

Thought-Fox" to annul such divisionm.

The poem, as Felicity Currie notes, 1is structured around the
contrast between the mediation and hence deferral of writing and
the apparently more immediate art of painting. Currie writes:
*although we know words normally interpose between concept and
object, here there seems to be a deliberate attempt to infuse
words with the power of immediate contact between thing and
idea."=® As such, the poem is another manifesto af the poetic of
appropriation: the three levels of the sign - signifier, signified
("concept") and referent ("object") - collapse into one another;
the stubborn "tube" of writing thus disappears as the without-
world of the lily burgeons into the full presence Currie accords
to painting. This imaginary resolution is a means of dealing with
the other "division" present in the poem: the "two minds of this
lady", the daylit arena of the flies, and the darkened violence of
the pond bed. Like "The Rock", if on a smaller scale, the natural
phenomenon provides an image of a self divided into two "minds".
The imagery Hughes deploys to describe these antithetical
dimensions of the psyche is telling: the pond's surface is a realm
of aggressive will-to-power, with "battle shouts / And death-cries
everywhere hereabouts", whilst the pond-bed's depths are likened
to “"prehistoric bedragoned times”. This is not so mch a
depiction of the natural environment, as a metaphor for the
condition of the human subject. The lily, "deep in both worlds",
provides an objective correlative for a sundered being, caught

between a "consciousness" dominated by the need for some sort of
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ﬁ&sical conquest and an "unconscious" which 1s a realm of

repressed, primal energy.

That this 1lily is a "lady" inscribes the poem within the thematics
of alienation and desire present in the 1love lyrics, The
"painting" of the poem is the fantasy of the poet-warden to make
manifest the referent in a manner directly analogous to the
unrequited desire of the early male quester of "Song" to
appropriate the female object of his apostrophe. "To Paint a Water
Lily" thus 'has a double structure: the artistic impulse - the
"painting" - of the title is to be the resolution of the division

which the poem's referent becomes a metaphor for.

In "February", however, this poetic finds itself rendered somewhat
ambiguous. The dream-wolf of the poem follows a trajectory close
to that of the thought-fox. Vhereas, the latter printed the trace
of a deferred semse of self-presence, the former 1is a pychic
‘{mprint of the anguished emptiness that makes up existence. As so
often in Hughes, there is the postulated loss of the greater
original, an entropic downward spiral: "The worst [wolf] since has

been so much mere Alsatian”,

Now it is the dream cries "Volf!" where these feet

Print the moonlit doorstep, or run and run
Through the hush of parkland, bodiless, headless;
Vith small seeming of inconvenience

By day, too, pursue, siege all thought

, p. 13

The without-world of the dreamwolf "disdainl{sl all that are
caged, or storied, or pictured”. Art, like a caged animal, is at
one remove from the natural vitality it seeks to represent. And
yet, it is precisely this lost vitality that Hughes' texts seek to
accommodate and reappropriate for a diminished post-war culture.
As the poem, "Fourth of July", comments (recalling the quest motif
-of "Song" and the otherworldly sea of “The Voyage"): “The hot
shallows and seas we bring our blood from / Slowly dwindled",
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whilst the "mind's wandering elementals, / [are]l Ousted from their
traveller-told / / Unapproachable islands" (L, p. 20). That which
the inability to satisfy desire in the sexual possession of the
other in the love poems and the purely consolatory appropriation
of the thought-fox implicitly signify is made explicit in this
poem: that is, the basic lack in human existence is due to the
repression of psychic "wandering elementals", which are glimpsed
in distorted form in dreams, ©but which resist artistic
presentation. As was the case for the lovers in "Parlour-Piece",
the conventibnal repression of these elemental forces is said to

be dangerous: the dream-wolf's feet

Through and throughout the true world search
For their vanished head, for the world

Vanicshed with the head, the teeth, the quick eyes -.
Fow, lest they choose his head,

Under severe moons he sits making

Volf~masks, mouths clamped well onto the world.

The artist seemingly sublimates the wolf-like energy in the
creation of the artifact, the stylized mask. The "making" of a
representation of the vanished wolf's head is a desire to
reappropriate that other "world", even if vastly "dwindled". Yet,
this is equally a defensive gesture: the art-work provides a means
of accomodating what have become, through repressionm, vioclent
energies. Stan Smith latches onto the duplicity of this poetic

stance when he remarks:

Thought is now besieged by these implacable revenants, which
have come simply to reclaim their own, to reappropriate a
lost unity, from the world which transformed them into
images. To avald repossession, the man himself sits making
substitute heads, wolf-masks, to propitiate these vengeful
intruders.... Hughes's own poems in a sense are wolf-masks,
with which he seeks to placate forces robbed of fulfilment
in a world which denies their possibility.... These forces
are both within the self, in its most archaic recesses, and
beyond 1t, in a future yet to come into i1its own....
[(Hughes'] own atavistic nostalgia summoned these greedy

revenants. Ultimately, it is a nostalgia for the future,
not the past.Z2?



The poem—as;mask 1s both a substitute that protects and a
mediation that wishes for yet dreads its own effacement. The
poem, as Smith notes, 1s thus nostalgic: fearful of history as a
record of entropic decline, prophetic of an apocalyptic return of

the repressed that will result in a terrible synthesis.

Nevertheless, that "lost unity" is the atonement to which Hughes'
poetry flails: it is the bhuman subject who, more than the
*implacable revenants"”, has been "robbed of fulfilment". This is
the lamentable condition of all of Hughes' early personae, who
remain caught within what Smith calls the "enclosure of the
bourgecis self".®> The contrary to this limited and limiting
existence is seen as evident in animals such as "The Jaguar",
whose "stride is wildernesses of freedom", and, whilst "he spins

from the bars", there, is in fact, "no cage to him" (HR, p. 12).

Hughes' animal poems are thus less about the object they address
than the implicit criticism they direct back at human subjectivity
and soclety at large. They figure forth what Keith Sagar calls,
in the context of "The Jaguar”, a "vivid otherness",®' one which
embodies a complete absence of the cage of solipsism and desire
that is the human lot. In this manner, the limitations of the
notion of a "bourgeois self" are not revised in favour of another
model of human subjectivity, ©but are simply Jjuxtaposed and
denigrated in comparison with the desirable and largely imaginary

" freedon" of the non-human.

The butt of Hughes' early poetry is hence the "Egg-Head", who is
trapped within the solipsistic cage that the jaguar is free of.
The subject/cbject dualism of the love lyrics is once again the

cause for a sense of unallayed desire:

A leaf's otherness,
The whaled monstered sea-bottom, eagled peaks

And stars that hang over hurtling endlessness,
Vith manslaughtering shocks
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Are let in on his semnse:
So many a one has dared to be struck dead
Peeping through his fingers at the world's ends,
Or an ant's head.
(HR, p. 35)

The bourgeoils self is here that which Hughes calls the "staturing
‘] am'* at the end of the poem, whose existence rests on the
repression of the desire that drives on the speakers of poems as
diverse as "Song" and "Billet-Doux". However, as in those two
texts, the fulfilment of the lack that is broached as soon as one
peeps "through [one's] fingers at the world's end", |is
annihilation: "to be struck dead”.

This is the fierce double-stroke of these poems: the poet's making
of the mask in "February" is an attempt to circummavigate this
dilemma, as the poetic task appears to be one in which the poet
*gives-face" to that which cannot be faced without the very
destruction of +the poetic subject. Yet, this necessarily
precludes and defers the desired immediacy of the confrontation of
poet and the without-world of the other in poems such as "The
Thought-Fox" and "To Paint a Vater Lily". Poetry 1is hence a
mediator between a cultural "I" and natural "being". This is the
central dualism in Hughes' poetry, which finds its chief metaphor
in the masculine/feminine opposition, where gender tropes the

oppositions culture/nature and conscious/unconscious.

Those tropes find thelr earliest full expression in Recklings and
Vodwo. Before introducing the concerns of those collections, the
aesthetic broached in the preceding reading is worth comparing to
that of Nietzsche's early work. In this context, it is pertinent
to adduce Hughes' own reading of both this philosopher and his
precursor, Schopenhauer. 1In 1970, Hughes declared that, "the only
philosophy 1 bave ever really read was Schopenhauer. He impressed
me all right. You see very well where Nietzsche got his Dionysus.
It was a genuine vision of something on its way back to the

surface. The rough beast in Yeats' poems."?2 This, of course, is
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the Fietzsche of The Birth of Tragedy rather than, say, Human, 411
too Human, as Hughes appears to be equating Nietzsche's Dionysus
with Schopenhauver's will. J. P. Stern's admirable summary of
Nietzsche's Dionysian disposition wusefully explicates Hughes'
reading of Nietzsche in this Schopenhauerean light:

[Fietzschel sees the [Greekl chorus, quite literally, as the
crowd of satyrs accompanying Dionysus, the god of the vine
and of ecstasy, on his drunken revels through the forest.
In their ecstasy and in the dirge they sing, the satyrs and
their god are one: they are a single, undivided expression
of the impermanence and desolation of human existence, its
"ground of experience". This "ground" i1s like the earth
that was without form and like the darkness that was upon
the face of the deep. It stands for and {s a single,
fundamental human disposition, involving as yet no division
between self and world, and thus no knowledge that is not
instinctive and intuitive.==

This state is lost with the "terrible wisdom of Silenus”, that
given in answer to a question posed by King Midas, who asks what
ig it man most desires. Sillenus answers: "What is best of all is
utterly beyond your reach: not to be born, not to be, to be
nothing."34 And thus, simply put, the birth of tragedy in the
cruel consequences 0f such a realization. That Hughes 1links
Dionysus to Yeats' "rough beast" of "The Second Coming” implies
that the former is to be read as the antithesis to the modern
culture produced, at least in part, by the Christian and Socratic
traditions both Hughes and Nietzsche attack.®® It 1s unnecessary
to argue for the validity of Hughes' reading of Nietzsche; what is
more important is that, for Hughes, the Dionysian is to be linked
to the condition which the egg-head fears, in which the “division
between self and world" is simply not preseat. However, humanity
has been exiled from this instinctive and intuitive ground of
experience, thrown onto Arnold's field of life, on which desire
can find no satisfaction except, as Silenus claims, in the very
annihilation of being itself.

'The mask-maker of "February" can be seen as making the attempt to

impose what Nietzsche calls the Apollonian order of beauty on the
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terrors of the Dionysian flux. Nietzsche, commenting on Raphael's
Transfiguration, vwrites: "“Here we have presented, in the most
sublime artistic symbolism, that Apollonian world of beauty and
its substratum, the terrible wisdom of Silenus, and intuitively we
comprehend their necessary interdependence."®® In "A Modest
Proposal®, Hughes presents a wish-fulfilling consolation for the
wisdom of Silenus by recourse to an order which is very close to
Fietzsche's Apollonian imposition. The plight of the lovers in
the poem echoes that putlined in "Incompatabilities", whilst the
lupine "slavering rush" of their desire suggests that, like the

wolf of "February", the cessation of lack is "not to be":

Neither can make die
The painful burning of the coal in its heart
Ti1l the other's body and the whole wood is its own.
Then it might sob contentment toward the moon.

Each in a thicket, rage hoarse in its labouring
Chest after a skirmish, licks the rents in its hide,
Eyes brighter than is natural under the leaves
(Vhere the wren, peeping round a leaf, shrieks out
To see a chink so terrifyingly open

Onto the red smelting of hatred) as each

Pictures a mad final satisfaction.

(HR, p. 29)

Contentment, the possession of the other and the eantire without-
world of the "whole wood", is a "mad final satisfaction" that
renmains deferred, merely a pictured fantasy. The contrary to the
wolves' desolation and desire is provided by the procession of the
lord and his hounds, who signify a form of Apollonian "beauty", a
kind of wolf-mask:

Suddenly [the wolves] duck and peer.
And there rides by
The great lord from hunting. His embroidered
Cloak floats, the tail of his horse pours,
And at his stirrup the two great-eyed greyhounds
That day after day bring down the towering stag
Leap like one, making delighted sounds.

Keith Sagar views these hounds and their master as "releasing

creative energies through the discipline of co-operation and
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respect and ceremony."®” Such discipline is that of the poet-
warden, here perceived as an Ubermensch, harnessing the Dionysian
substratum of the wolves in the form of hounds; and, in tiis
sense, he is an embodiment of the poetic authoritarianism Heaney
perceives in Hughes' texts, He may be said to enact what
Nietzsche claims is the "truly serious task of art - to save the
eye from gazing into the horrors of night and to deliver the
subject by the healing balm of 1llusion from the spasms and
agitations of the will."®® I return in more detail to Hughes'
formulations on the "healing balm" of art in nmy discussion of the
prose works. For the present, it is Nietzsche's reference to the
"{llusion"” that art provides which is significant to Hughes'
poetic as expressed in these early poems. Like the appropriation
of the thought-fox and the wearing of the wolf-mask, the act of
creation is a compensatory activity, seeking to allay the spasms

that are the simple given of post~Silenus existence.

Nietzsche's Dionysus, as Hughes implies in the above quotatiom, is
an adaptation of Schopenhauver's will-to-live. Wodwo is largely an
exploration of this will, which Hughes, in his review of Max
Nicholson's The Environmental Kevolution, terms Pan. Hughes makes
the claim that Nietzsche, "mistock [Pan]l for Dionysus, the vital
somewhat terrible spirit of natural life, which is new in every
second”.>® This Heraclitean flux is doubly Panic: a vital,
"natural” ground of being which is, nevertheless, a "terrible”
principle of constant change. The will-to-live is the essence of
existence, a noumenon which finds manifestation in every living

thing. In Schopenhauer'’s words:

The phenomenon, the objectivity of the cne will-to-live, is
the world in all the plurality of its parts and forms.
Existence itself, and the kind of existence, in the totality
as well as in every part, is only from the will, The will is
free; 1t is almighty. The will appears in everything,
precisely as 1t determines itself in itself and outside
time. The world is only the mirror of this willing; and all
finiteness, all suffering, all miseries that it contains,

belong to the expression of what the will wills, are as they
are because the will so wills,4°
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The will is the thing-in-itself, which, like Nietzsche's Dionysian
substratum, is theoretically undeniable yet, existentially,
virtually unbearable. For both Schopenhauer and the early
Fietzsche, art makes this substratum of existence tolerable in a
manner analogous to Wallace Stevens' conception of the imaginationm,
which covers the poverty of reality with tropic satisfactioms.
The example of Stevens is one I will return to at the close of
this thesis, in my reading of Hughes' more recent work. For the
present, the alienated desire that permeates Hughes' early poetry
can be rewardingly read in the 1light of Schopenbhauer’s
philosophical pessimism: that is, the noumenal Panic will 1s the
very foundation to the field of life, the root of all its vitality
as much as the cause of all its sufferings and miseries. However,
as in all adaptations of Kant, such a thing-in-itself eludes
perception, glimpsed solely in the "mirror" of the object world,
manifested in human sexual desire, in the tooth and claw of the

animal kingdem, 1in the stubborn s@ﬁggle of various flora to

survive. Recklings and Wodwo are full of poems which express
various phenomena's will-to-live ("Thistles", "Still Life" and
"Skylarks", to take three poems almost at random), and, more

signiﬁbantly, the two volumes alsoc mark the appearance of Hughes'

feminine personification of this will or spirit of nature.

"Trees", in Recklings, centres on the difficulty of perceiving or
representing such an elusive essence. The poem casts the speaker
in the role of Vodwo-like questioner: "I whispered to the holly,
'What is your life if...?'" The feminine will-to-live is both
immanent and bafflingly absent:

I whispered to the birch, "How can you...?"

My breath crept up into a world of shudderings.
Vas she velled?

Herself her own fountain,
She pretended to be absent from it, or to be becoming
air,
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Filtering herself from her fingertips
Till her bole paled, like a reflection on water;
And I felt the touch of ny own ghostliness.4!?

The will resists direct apprehension, it 1is "veiled" by the
phenomencnal birch, which is simply the "reflection" of the
noumenon. Yet it is this "vital, somewhat terrible" Panic spirit
that is the ultimate ground to the "world of shudderings"., Unlike
the egg-head, the speaker has dared to "let in on his sense” the
¥nowledge of an essential will of which he too is merely the
ghostly manifestation. The dire comsequence. of refusing to
accept this metaphysical dichotomy is charted in the third section
of "Gog" in Wodwo (which was originally published as a separate
poem called "The Knight {A Chorusl®) and the uncollected poen,
"Quest”. The figure of the male knight 1s, for Hughes, emblematic
of modern culture's attitude to the Dionysian substratum or
feminine will-to-live. In an exchange printed after his 1670
paper, "Myth and Education", Hughes lambasts the myth of Saint
George and the Dragon: "It records ... and it sets up as an ideal
pattern for dealing with unpleasant or irrational experiences, the
complete suppression of that terror."<#® This is the suppression
that lies at the heart of the Christian faith, as the tale of
Saint George and the Dragon 1s "the key symbolic story of
Christianity.... Christianity in suppressing the devil, in fact
suppresses imagination and suppresses vital natural 1life."23
However desoclate the ground of experience which the dragon - a
variation on Yeats' rough beast - signifies may be, 1t is vital,
and to suppress it is to be trapped within the worthless shell of
the egg—-head. This 1is the predicament of the protagonist in
"Quest", whose quest-romance is the ironic counterpart to that of
the subject of "Song":

I ride, with staring senses, but in

Complete blackness, knowing none of these faithful five

Clear to 1ts coming till out of the blind-spot

Qf the fitful sixth - crash on me the bellowing heaving

Tangle of a dragon all heads all jaws all fangs,

And though my weapons were lightning I am no longer
alive.
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My victory to raise this monster's shadow from my people

Shall be its trumpeting and clangorous flight

QOver the moon's face to its white-hot icy crevasse

With fragments of my body dangling from its hundred
mouths. 44

In Kantian-Schopenhauerean terms, the "falthful five® senses are
linked to the oprinciple of sufficient reason,4® which |is
inadequate to the task of comprehending the Dionysian dragon. As
the speaker of “"Trees" half-recognizes 1in his bewildered
questioning, it is only to be intuitively apprehended through the
"fitful sixth". The knight, 1like Christianity, turmns what is
vital and natural into a "monster" through repression, an act
which - as we shall see in the following chapter - is indicative
of the massive, collective repression Hughes believes has been
made by Vestern civilization. In "The Knight", this denied will-
to-live is explicitly described as feminine:

Qut through the dark archway of earth, under the ancient
lintel overwritten with roots,
Qut between the granite jambs, gallops the hooded

horseman of iron.
Out of the wound-gash in the earth, the horseman mounts,

shaking his plumes clear of dark soil.
Qut of the blood-dark womb, gallops bowed the horseman

of irom.
(¥, p. 151)==

 Like the protagonist of "Quest", the knight rides in search of a
monster who 1is, in fact, the essence of his own being. The
imagery is thus that of birth: he leaves the "wound-gash" of an
earth troped as female, as a mother’'s "blood-dark womb"”. The rich
compounds or kennings imply that he is a manifestation of this
feminine will, but with an appalling irony it 1s precisely this

ground of his existence that he must suppress and destroy:

The rider of ircm, on the horse shod with vaginas of
ironm,
Gallaps over the womb that makes no claim, that is of

stone.
His weapons glitter under the lights of heaven.
He follows his compass, the lance-blade, the gunsight
out
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Against the fanged grail and tireless mouth
Vhose cry breaks his sleep

Vhose c¢oil is under his ribs

Vhose smile is in the telly of woman

Vhose satiation is in the grave,

QOut under the blood-dark archway, gallops bowed the
bhorseman of iron.

He &separates his "blood-dark”™ origins from bhis conscious,
spiritual existence "under the light of heaven". As at the Rock,
light and dark, heaven and earth, soul and body are set in
opposition, although here it is a hierarchial omne, in which the
latter term is denigrated in fayour of the former. The spurmned
femininity, that is the dark substratum of his phenormemmal bdedy,
becomes a maonstrous "fanged grail" due to the repressiocn that,
11ke the knight of "Quest”, he subjects this vital aspect of being
to. The knight, in Hughes poetry, is a symbol of the wvain-
glarious wish to dery that the body is a mirror of the Panic will,
of +the refusal to accept that it is an objectification of the
noumenal will-to-live - "Whose cry breaks his sleep / Whose coil
is under his ribs". It is comsequently his own body which becomes

the arena of his gladatorial self-mutilationm.

The opening section of "Gog" 1s spoken by a male who is the
complete antithesis to the knight; a Dionysian figure who appears
to have falled to hear the terrible wisdom of Silenus, and who

thus accepts the desclaticn of existence as given:

I woke to a shout: "I am Alpha and Omega."
Rocks and a few trees trembled

Deep in their own country.

I ran and an absence bounded beside me.
(¥, p. 150

Gog is to be seen as God's without-world. The Christian God, for
Hughes, is the supreme expression of the egg-head, a staturing "I
am" who exists solely through the suppressicn of His other, Gog or
Pan. He must have faith that there is no will-to-live ocutside His
own declarations of infinte subjectivity: "I am Alpha and Omega”.
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God is, for Hughes, a kind of proto-existential hero, who makes
the fallacious claim that He is determined saolely by Himself,
through His own ability to choose. I will be returning to the
issue of Hughes and existentialism in later chapters; 1in the
present context, one can note that God's freedom is simply a
rather grand solipsism: His shout 1s contradicted by the fact that
the rocks and trees, metonymic of nature, tremble in "their own
country”. Fature, as Schopenbauer argues, is the most obvious
locus in which to observe the ceaseless struggle of the will-to-
live. For Hughes, the essential spirit of nature lies beyond the
realm of God's Jjurisdiction, beyond the diction, the Loges, of
God: as Keith Sagar commentis, Gég is "all that is not Logos".<”
In the gender-based binary opposition of Hughes' work from Wodwo
onwards, this “space" is the suppressed "feminine" without-world
to the "masculine® and patriarchal outlook of Christianity and, by
extension, occidental thought in generzl. To lock forward to
Crow, Gog personifies the answer to Crow's perplexed questions

concerning creation in "Crow's Theology":

he realized that God spoke Crow -
Just existing was His revelation.

But what

Loved the stones and spoke stone?
They seemed to exist too.

And what spoke that strange silence
After his clamour of caws faded?
(¢, p. 3

Crow has to learn that he is not the "revelaticn” of God but the
manifestation or objectification of a far greater will. Xuch as
the feminine will-to~live eluded verbal formulation in "Trees®,
this unrepresentable thing-in-itself can, for Crow, only be
apprehended through intuition, the fitful sixth sense of "Quest®.
That expressive silence is the "absence" that bounds beside Gog;
the non-verbalized khowledge of all that resistis the totalizing
logocentrism of God's theology.
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One needs to extend the implications of this issue, and realise
that it 1s this unbearable, unrepresentable other that Hughes'
texts seek to bring within their own juris-diction. The absent
fox that, in Heaney's reading, Hughes brings into presence in "The
Thought-Fox" 1s an early instance of what Gog more clearly
symbalizes. Hughes 1indicates Gog's signi&icance via

two
aphoristic images:

The dog's god is a scrap dropped from the table.
The mouse's saviour is a ripe wheat grain.
Hearing the Messiah cry

¥y mouth widens in adoration.

These lines outdo Geoffrey Eill in thelr sensitivity to the
puances of language. The "dog's god" is its nature, its will-to-
live, as is the "mouses's savicur”. With a Rabelaisian zest, the
pear-palindrome of the former phrase and the quasi-pun in
"caviour®/savour, subvert God's egg-headzdness and undermine His
_ authority. Vhat Gog expresses is the pithy knowledge of "Loges":
"Gad is a good fellow, but His mother's against Hixm" (¥, p. 34).
In this 1light, we can see that the Panic beast of the first
section of "Gog" is to be set against the knight of the poem's
third and final section: their relationship being close to that
between knight and dragon in "Quest®,

However, Hughes is not simply satirizing the knight in favour of
the rough beast of Gog: the latter's Dionysian existence 1s so

extreme that it is terrifying. BEHughes himself has said:

I wrote ... {al jaguarish poem called "Gog®". That actually
started as a description of the German assault through the
Ardennes and it turned into the dragon in Revelatioms. It
alarmed me so much I wrote a poem about the Red Cross Knight

Just to set against It with the 1dea of keeping it under
control.<® '

This is reminiscent of the earlier "A MNodest Proposal”, which alsa

sought to set some sort of Apollonian order against the desolation

of the Dionysian fluzx. In Wodwo, this 1is due +to the
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acknowledgement that the will finds itself mirrored in an amoral
struggle of entity with entity that the rational consciousness can
only balk at. The central section of "Gog" concludes Qith this
pessimistic outlock, one that depleys Schopenhauver's image of the

mirror of phenomena 1in conjunction with Hughes' feminine

perscnification of the noumenal will:

Sun and mocn, death and death,

Grass and stones, their quick peoples, and the bright
particles

Death and death and death -~

Her mirrors.
(¥, p. 181)

A1l the phencmena of the object world previcusly mentioned in this
cection - sun, moon, flora, fauna, earth and atocms - ars the
reflections of a greater reality. This is at the core of the
metaphysic "Gog" opposes 1o the Christian Logos, din whick tke
feminine will is all that exzists without God. This will is His
"Mother", as "Logos" puts it: she i3 also the femals cof "Karma":
"the mother / Of the God / Of the world / Made of Blood" (F,

160-161>.

PP-

The paradox inherent in Hughes' early poetry is that in attackirg
the Christian and patriarchal Logos, Hughes simply repeats the

misogynist thinking he is lambasting, only in an invertad fora.

This is clear if we link "Gog" to a later prose ccmment:

The idea of nature as a single organism is not new. It was
man's first great thought, the basic- intuiticn of most
primitive theologies. Since Christianity bhardened into
Protestantism, we can fcllow its underground heretical life,
leagued with everything occult, spiritualistic, devilish,

over—emotional, bestial, nythical, feminine, crazy,
revolutianary, and poetic.=+®

Tature becomes "feminipe" in this argument because that which is

_resisted - here patriarchy represented by the male trinity of the
Protestant religion - is perceived as "masculinisi®. All that is

rejected, denied and supprgssed by patriarckal culture accrues to
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{ts other, nature, which assumes the nostalgic status of an
imaginary plenitude, in which no lack existed. The result of
patriarchal religion is the production of an d1mplicit list of
binary oppositions: Christian/"occult”, God-like/"devilish”,
restrained/"over-emotional®, raticnal/"bestial", reasonable/
"crazy", and conservative/"revolutiomary". All of which, in this
model, can be subsumed within the "masculine®/"feminine"
antithesis. Ordering these oppositions into hierarchial
oppositions‘is the image of depth, the latter term having been
suppressed by the former, driven into an "underground heretical
1ife", yet threatening to emerge like Yeats' rough beast as the

present gyre shifts into its opposite.

Vhat is problematical about the attempt to integrate society with
pature through the retrieval of the suppressed halves of these
oppositions is that Hughes equates his "heretical" nature worship
with what are already patriarchal sterectypes of femininity, such
as madness, the over-emotional and the devilish. I shall be
pursuing, in the following chapters, the inability of Hughes'
texts to escape from patriarchal models they implicitly condemn.
For the moment, 1t is apparent why, from his early poems of
desperate unallayed desire for the sexual object, Hughes' poetry
of the 1960s should create a mythology of nostalgia in the face of
the world of natural objects. And, as Hughes' comment about "Gog"
suggests, this is a profoundly ahkistorical nostalgia. That a poem
which originally began as an account of a particular event in the
latter stages of WVorld Var II, can be transformed into the
prophetic apocalpypse of Revelation., is indicative of the manner
in which Hughes' pcétry repeatedly turns from the material facts
of history to the metaphysical consolations of a supra-historical,

archetypal feminine will, and, in his later poetry, to the
cyclical round of natural time.

N¥ostalgia is therefore bound to the notion of desire with which I
began this chapter. In Hughes' work up to and including the
symbolic quest-romances of the 1970s, nostalgia is a kind of



- 38 -

death-wish: the resoclution of desire in the plenitude of
integrated being is virtually indistinguishable from the cessation
of Karma in the state of XNirvana. As Gifford and Roberts remark:
»If ... [Hughes'] imaginatior is to a considerable extent death-
orientated it is because the fact of death, resclutely
contemplated, is the ultimate type of that unity of the inner self
and ‘'external' nature which he attempts to express in his poems
celebrating intense life.”®? This is the mirror image of what
Thomas Vest calls the "unbordered I" of "Vodwo",®' the egg-head's
anti-self. Hughes' early claim that his poetry is concermed with
the "war between vitality and death" hence becomes increasingly
misleading as his work develd?s: it is wvitality that is the
Schopenhauerean "war" of the will-to-live; death provides the
satiation of that struggle, the desirable retreat from the field
of life. It is only with the failure of the quest-rcmance in
Gaudete and Cave Birds, and the contrary position taken by the

nature poetry of the '70s, that we shall see a revision of this

tenet.

1I. VOVELLING EMBRACE

Seamus Heaney's early love lyrics are comparatively slight.
Although formally accomplished, they lack the taut oxymoronic
interest of Hughes' love poems. Nevertheless, they do provide a
point of entry into the outstanding place-name poems in Wintering
Out, where femipinity begins to take on the symbolic connotations
which inform the "archetypal" female of the bog poems in North.
Vhereas Hughes' wuse of femininity is usefully 1linked to the
metaphysics of Schopenhauver and the early Nietzsche, Heaney's
notion of femininity in theze early poexs (and his criticism) asks
tc be read in the context of post-structuralist and post-modernist
critiques of "origig" and "ground". What I will argue is that
HEeaney's early poetry, culminating in Nortad (which I comsider in
~ chapter five), rums contrary to such theories, asserting the need

for a form of grounding "closure"; one which, unlike FKughes'
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ontological Dionysian ground of experience, takes the form of

regional and naticnal identity; in, short, of "motherland”.

Heaney's early love poetry, such as "Valediction", celebrates the
balance of man and woman in a reciprocal relationship and laments

the disharmony of their separation:

Lady with the frilled blouse
And simple tartan skirt,

Since you have left the house
Its emptiness has hurt

All thought. In your presence
Time rode easy, anchored

On a smile; but absence

Rocked love's balance, unmoored
The days. They buck and bound
Across the calendar

Pitched from the quiet sound

0f your flower-tender

Voice. Need breaks on my sirand;
You've gone, I am at sea.

Until you resume command

Self is at mutiny.

(DN, p. 46)

The extended metapkor of this poem, that of the pllotless ship,
stresses the "need" of the man for the presence of the woman.
Like the floundering male of Hughes' "The Voyage"”, the man needs
to locate and anchor himself through his "clain" on the female.
Carlanda Green, in one of the few articles to directly examine
"+the feminine principle" in Heaney's poetry, implicitly sees the

structure of "Valediction" as one repeated throughout Heaney's

work:

For Heaney, the feminine essence may be embodied in a woman,
an otter, a cow or a water pump. Vherever it is found, the
feminine principle 1indicates an otherness about the
female.... Because he often cannot understand how she knows
what she knows, man, chiefly rational, finds her mysterious
and often mistrusts ber. Vithout her, however, bhe 1is
fragmented and disorientated.... Through union with woman,

man finds rejuvenation, increased sensitivity to life's
nysteries and self-completion.S=
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The essentialism of Green's argument, however questionable, is
faithful to Heaney's poetry. It is but a short step in the course
of Heaney's work from the notion of a general "feminine essence"
to the national essence of motherland that is the central concept
of nationalism. That this essence is perceived as "an otherness”
to a "rational" male self will find further development in
Heaney's sense of displacement from the irrational fidelity and

atavistic piety that he comes to associate with Republicanism.

*Valediction”, of course, bhas no overt political content. It
simply examines wbhat Green terms the fragmentation and
disorientation that the male experiences without the female other.
The central metaphor relies on the notion of woman as bothk anchor,
a secure ground for the male, and pilot, that which gives
direction to his temporal voyage. Her "“presence” in space allows
him to control time, her "absence" precipitates a frightening
failure in the man to retain any ability to master time's
progress. This ship of time, however, forces the metaphor into an
ambiguous conclusion, one thkat questions Robert Buttel's belief
that the poem 1s "too mneatly clinched®.®== Firstly, the poet
describes his womanless situation as some sort of gasping "strand”
whilst, secondly, the vertiginous lack of "balance" revitalizes
the cliché "all at sea". The uncontrollable "sea" of, say,
emotion becomes the "need" from which the poet is stranded. He is
both all at sea and bereft of it.

These two meanings are not irreconcilable. Both, as the position
of the semi-colon implies, are bound to the generél movement of

the central metaphor, and rely on the same sort of conrectlon as,

for instance, in Coleridge's famous lines, "Vater, water, every

where, / Nor any droputo drink",®4 where that which is desired is
both absent and yet (seemingly) +tantalizingly all-pervasive.
chwever. there 1s another metaphor entwined with that of the
unquenching, restless sea of need: that of the woman's voice. The

subdued puns on "pitched" - both cast and timbre - and "sound" -
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depth and noise - weave in the importance of the presence of her
voice to the metaphorical drift of the sea and ship imagery. I
will return to the idea of the "feminine" voice later in this
chapter; here, it is sufficient to note the proximity of the
various notions of “home", presence, voice and the woman. These
are some of the markers 1 will use to map out Heaney's poetic
territory. What, in the case Df-Hughes' metaphysical extravagance
are also central terms, become, in Heaney's early love lyrics,

bound to a mundane domesticity, that captured, for example, in
"Night Drive":

I thought of you continuously

A thousand miles south where Italy

Laid {ts loin to France on the darkened sphere.
Your ordinariness was renewed there.

(DD, p. 34)

The need to lay loins together in order to find renewal and hence
st11l the mutiny of emotions 1s perceived, in contrast to the
frightening loss of selfhood experiemced by the male in many of
Hughes' lyrics, as a restraint that 1s, paradoxically, liberating.

As "Poen For Marie" declares:

Love, you shall perfect for me this child

Vhose small imperfect limits would keep breaking:
Vithin new limits now, arrange the world

Vithin our walls, within our golden ring.

(DN, p. 48)

The poem invites comparison with Donne's "one little roome, an
every where",®5 although, of course, 1t {ights shy of the
contorted conceits of Donne's poem. In "Poem", the limitations
imposed by the woman are a renewing arrangement of the male. The
perfection of the circle, the "golden ring", circumscribes the
lovers within love's walls, these walls being expressly equated
with the woman to whom the poen 1s addressed. These are the walls
celebrated in "Scaffolding”: "We may let the scaffolds fall /
'Confident that we have bullt cur wall” (DX, p. 50). The communion
of the male and the female is a sublimation of both terms into a

renewed entity. I will have much to say about the image of sexual
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conmunion in later poems, here, at a simpler level, an emphasis is
laid on interdependence. One instance of this uplifting
"ordinariness", combined with a sexualization of the landscape
akin to that of *"Night Drive" (a motif used to different ends in

North), is that contained in the short poem "Lovers on Aran":

The timeless waves, bright sifting, broken glass,
Came dazzling around, into the rocks,
Came glinting, sifting from the Americas

To'possess Aran. Or did Aran rush
To throw wide arms of rock around a tide
That yielded with an ebb, with a soft crash?

Did sea define the land or land the sea?

Each drew new meaning from the waves' collision.
Sea broke on land to full identity.

(DN, p. 47)

The harmony here is the diametrical opposite of the disharmony of
the "Valediction". The metaphor of the sea is combined with that
of the land to force a “"collision” of two that combine to achieve
a "full identity”; the loss of "Valediction" being the antithesis
to this definition of "new meaning”.

The embrace of "Lovers on Aran", the appropriation of the other in
order to achieve a stable identity, is given fuller expression in
*Undine”. The female persona, a water-spirit, represents that
which Green calls the mysterliocusness of both the woman and the
land. The poem charts the taming of these by the male lover and
farmer - "the 1liberating, humanizing effect of sexual encounter",

as Heaney puts it in "Feeling Into Verds" (P, p. 53):

I swallowed his trench

Gratefully, dispersing myself for love
Down in his roots, climbing his brassy grain -
But once be knew my welcome, I alone

Could give him subtle increase and reflection.
He explored me so completely, each limb

Lost its cold freedom. Human, warmed to him.
(DD, p. 26)
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sUndine" is particularly interesting in that even as the poem
defamiliarizes the land, via the sprite-like perscnification, it
parrates an appropriation of the strange by the human. This
gesture 1is central to Heaney's poetry. Femininity becomes
increasingly the sign for all that is somehow "extraneous" to the
~male poet. Dillon Johnston has perceptively remarked that in the
second part of Wintering COut, the poems from "A Vinter's Tale"
through "First Calf" "portray woman, moved by elemental forces of
pmoon and tide, as antithetical to the pragamatic world of man."ss
The persona of "Shore Woman”, walking the strand, bas rights on
the beach's "fallow avenue" (WO, p. 67) apart from her husband;
whilst the unmarried mother of "Limbo" drowning her child in the
shallows opens up a region, "A cold glitter of souls / Through

some far briny zone", that the male Christ is denied access to:

Even Christ's palms, unhealed,
Smart and cannot fish there.
(VO, p. 70

The outcome of associating femininity with the non-prag matic, the
mysterious and the irrational will be the connection Heaney draws
between this gender and an archetypal and atavistic sense of
pational identity, one which the poet of North seeks to probe and
appropriate in an analogous manner to the male digger of "Undine".
Indeed, the poet as spadesman is present from as early as the

poetic manifesto "Digging":

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.

I'11 dig with 1it.

(DN, p. 14)

I find myself in partial agreement with Thomas Dillon Redshaw,
when he writes that Undine "seems to be Gaea, mistress, and Muse
possessed by male enérgy.... Heaney's laborer, also a poetic
vdigger', finds his regional coronation in Undine's final embrace,
which turns him into husbandman."®” However, this "embrace" needs
to be seen in relation to the poet-warden invoked in "Englands of

the Mind". That is, the digger-poet's "exploration" of Undine is



- 45 -

as much an attempt to circumscribe her - to appropriate her via
the pen-spade - as 1is her reciprocal possession of him. The poet
as husbandman is Heaney's variation of the poet as warden; that
which Heaney desires to draw within the "jurisdiction" of his
early poetry is what *Valediction" terms the necessary “presence"
of the other, without whom the self can have, in the words of

»Lavers on Aran", no "full identity”.

To return to Heaney's comments on Hughes also opens out anather
relevant and related dimension of this poem, which, alongside the
emphasis laid on the issue of identity, provides a means of entry
in the place-name poems of Vintering Out,. In "Englands of the
¥ind", Heaney referred to the poet as not only a "warden" but as a
»yowel-keeper”. This curious appellation is pertinent to "Undine"
as one of Heaney's chief delights in this poem is not the
metaphorical narrative but the phonic properties of the title. Im
"Feeling Into Vords" he writes:

It was the dark pool of the sound of the word that first
took me: 1f our auditory imaginations were sufficiently
attuned to plumb and sound a vowel, to unite the most
primitive and civilized associations, the word "undine"
would probably suffice as a poem in itself. Unda, a wave,
undine, a water-woman - a litany of undines would have ebb
and flow, water and woman, wave and tide, fulfilment and
exhaustion in its very rhythms.

(P, pp. 52-53)

To "sound" a vowel is both to voice it and to "plumb" its depths;
and it is also to "sound it ocut", to explore its "dark pool® and
locate the exhausting fulfilment of its manifold connotationms.
The poet who could write the poem Heaney imagines in this extract
would be the "vaowel-keeper" par excellence. In the case of
»Undine"”, the narrative, on one level, is an allegory of such a
sounding, as the poetic husbandman seeks to possess the water-
woman. What is significant in the above quotation 1is that the
wassociations" that the word spawns are, in Heaney's opinion, more
than simply intelligible meanings: the very sound of the rhythmic
properties of Unda, undine should suggest onomatopoeically the
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conceptual meaning of the words. Heaney's phonologism is central
to his poetry and closely bound to the notion of the embracing
poet-warden. As I will make clear, the vowel, for Heaney, also
has a kind of gender and signifies a certain nationality. This,
in turn, is linked to the "political linguistics" of Wintering Cut
which pick up on and amplify the non-political issues raised in
the early love poems. It is to the first part of this collection -

with several glances back to previocus volumes - that 1 now turn.

Vintering Out opens with "“Fodder®. Immediately the reader is
introduced to a poem indicative of many in the volume: poems
concerned with the aural quality of words, and centred on - like
the love poems from Deatk of a Naturalist and Door Into the Dark -
the notions of presence and didentity, and their antitheses,

absence and lack.

Fodder

Or, as we said,
fother, I open
ny arms for it
again. But first

to draw from the tight
vise of a stack

the weathered eaves
of the stack itself

falling at your feet,
last summer's tumbled
swathes of grass

and meadowsweet

multiple as loaves
and fishes, a bundle
tossed over half-doors
or into mucky gaps.

These long nights

I would pull bhay

for comfort, anything
to bed the stall.
(VvD, p. 13



-47 -

The anecdotal dimension of this poem is negligible: the catching
and casting of bundles of hay into cattlesheds. 0Of more
importance is the manner in which the word "fodder" may be said to
signify home, both in 1its provincial pronunciation, " fother”, and
the manner in which such pronounciation merges "mother” and
»father" within a single noun. In many ways, it is thus the vocal
nembrace” of the maternal/paternal sign, rather than that of the
hay, that is the significant event in the text. The regional word
provides a sense of linguistic identity; and, in this 1light, the
poenm appears to be similar in theme to Paul Muldoon's "Quoctf",
where the homely word of the title is seemingly even more private

than Heaney's localized term:

How often have I carried our family word

for the hot water bottle

to a strange bed,

as my father would juggle a red-hot half-brick
in an old sock

to his childhood settle.

I have taken it into so many lovely heads

or laid it between us like a sword.

An hotel room in Few York City

with a girl who spoke hardly any English,

ny band on her breast

like the smouldering one-off spoor of the yeti
or some other shy beast

that has yet to enter the language.5% ~

®Fodder" differs from "Quoof" in that the former text's titular
word has a provincial signification, whilst Muldoon's “quoﬁf" is,
apparently, a more restricted term, familial ‘rather than local.
Heaney's speaker expresses a sense of regional identity, whilst
xuldocn's_expropriated persora seems to be caught within a sense
of lipguistic isolation and alienation. And yet, the poem "Quoof"
is, on one level, simply a definit?on of the signifier, "quoof" -
it is a taking of the term into the reader's head, thus allowing
. 4t to "enter the language". The result, almost paradoxzically, is
that the reader finds an affinity with the displaced étranger in a
forevgn city, as he or she learns to comprehend the "shy beast" of
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the sign. Contrariwise, Heaney's "we" 1s exclusive rather than
all-embracing: the reader of "Fodder" 1s the outsider, excluded
fram the desirable community evoked in this instance of regionmal
identification. Ve will see more clearly the implications of
Heaney laying a word - "like a sword" - between the indigenous
and the stranger in "Broagh". In “Fodder", the anecdote is the
basis for a subtle examination of a central issue in Heaney's
early poetry: the need to define the self within the boundaries of
what I will broadly 1label bheritage. Here, that heritage is

communal; elsewhere, it is more specifically natiomnal.

On a related level, the metaphérical encircling of the intimate
and exclusive word, in. "Fodder", 1is close to those poetic
vcircles" within which Hughes, according to Heaney, conjures up
"presences”. If in a far less charged manner, Heaney's text is
equally an exercise in which the poet-warden seeks to allay a
feeling of lack; 'he is wintering out, yearning, in Robert Buttel's
words, "for the prelapsarian blessings of hay".S® However, in
contrast to the manifest meaning of "The Thought-Fox", the quasi-
Proustian moment narrated 1in this poem (where “"meadowsweet"
replaces Proust's "petites nmadeleines")®® speaks of something
past, not, as in Hughes' poem, something, "now / 4nd again now".
The remembrance does not fully compensate for +the apparent
{nadequacies of the present; the poet is left within "long
nights". This sense af displacement recalls the disorientation of
the speaker of "Valediction", although, in the present text, the

expropriation takes on a far less specific meaning.

The lack of full identity that infuses "Fodder" can be explicated
by turning to the introductory note to ‘Stations, a series of
contemporaneous  prose  epiphanies  which  Heaney links to

Vordsworth's “spots of time":

Thaose first pleces [composed in California in 1970/71] had
bteen attempts to touchk what Wordsworth called "spots of
time®, moments at the very edge of consciousness which had
lain for years in the unconscious as active lodes of nodes,
yet on my return a month after the introduction of
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internment my introspection was not confident enough to
pursue its direction. The sirems in the air, perhaps quite
rightly, Jjammed those other tentative if insistent signals.
s, p. I

The prose poems are, like "Fodder", highly personal reminiscences,
whilst the "jamming" of the act of remembrance is said to be the
result of political events. Throughout Heaney's poetry, the
turbulence of Irishk history functions as a kind of white noise
which threatens to block out the "tentative i1f insistent signals”
of a Vordsworthian recollection of the individual's past.” The
phonic- and  place-mame poems provide a  wish-fulfilling
compensation for the "lack" -that Heaney perceives as the
consequence of the colonial heritage of Ireland. The sense of
displacement present in a poem as straightforward as
»yalediction”, is transformed into a far more complex feeling of
regional and national expropriation; one which the ability to
"sound"” the semantic and aural properties of languoge, as in a

poen such as "Undine", provides an imaginary method of combating.

In this respect, "Anahorish" is indicative, as it postulates a

pecessary and intimate bond between sound and home:

¥y "place of clear water",
the first hill in the world
where springs washed into
the shiny grass

and darkened cabbles

in the bed of the lane.
Anahorish, soft gradient
of consonant, vowel-meadaw
(V0, p. 16

The translation of the place-name, Anahorish, into English evokes
a locus which has, in Terence Brown's words, a "Gaelic purity”.s?
This, in turn, 1is the prelude to an expression of what is little
less than the Bdenic.plenitude lacking in "Fodder": this is "the
first hill in the world". Vhat is more.striking still is the
manner in vwhich the word's phonemes are, in the second stanza,

perceived as themselves signifying the very “nature" of the place:
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"soft gradient / of consonant, vowel-meadow". The aural
properties of the word are not arbiﬁ%ry sounds, but contain the
very essence of the primal location. The articulation of the word
restores the essential properties of this original place,

bestowing a full identity upon the memory of the poet.

Robert Buttel glosses this search within place-names for roots and
origins - for a stable ground within a troubled historical
perspective - with the commentary: "Language is one more genius of
the place; 1its roots are in natural sounds and in the native
tradition, the Gaelic sound often indeed a +tramsliteration of
nature's ur-language."®* Buttel's remark, however, suppresses the
element of linguistic playfulness that infuses a place-name poen'i
such as "Anahorish®. It also fails to question the fallacious
intimacy postulated between sound, semse and place, and hence
fails to interrogate the necessity that drives Heaney to make such
a fantastic link. It is pertinent to see these poems as suffering
from the phonologism that Jacques Derrida has described as the
belief that, "the formal essence of the signified is presence, and
the privilege of the proximity to the logos as phoné 1s the
privile ge of presence", & Heaney's relish of words and, in
particular, place-names, is one that posits a necessary link
between sound and - to quote the title of one of Heaney's essays -
a "sense of place" (see P, pp. 131-149); ome wkich hence grants
the privile ge of presence in the comprehension of the signified,
the "place of clear water". This, in turn, feeds back into the
desire for a secure locus and origin for a self which feels itself

to be displaced and expropriated by historical events.

This dimension of Heaney's early poetry is worth comparing with
the post-modernism of a poet such as John Ashbery. In "Down by
the Station, Early in the Morning", Ashbery, like Heaney, is drawn
to the texture of almost insignificant details culled from the

past in order to buttress a threatened self-presence:
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It all wears out. I keep telling myself this, but
I can never believe me, though others do. Even things

do.
And the things they do. Like the rasp of silk, or a

certain
Glottal stop in your voice as you are telling me how you
Didn't have time to brush your teeth but gargled with
Listerine
Instead. Each is a base one might wish to touch once

more

Before dying. There's the moment years ago in the

station in Venice,
The dark rainy afternoon in fourth grade, and the shoes

then,
¥ade of a dull crinkled brown leather that no longer
exists.
And nothing does, until you name it, remembering, and
even then

It may not have existed, or existed only as a result
0f the perceptual dysfunction you've been carrying
around for years.®4

Ashbery's interest in time is, of course, in its dislocation, but
interestingly 1t is still an attempt at self-comprehension via

remembrance and naming. As Ashbery himself has said:

Vhen one is writing one is somehow at a command post of
one's entire life and one's experiences get intruded in the
wrong chronological order. Suddenly an experience or a poem
that I read years ago and haven't thought about since, will
somehow insert itself 1n a poem without my really having
anything to do with it or knowing how it happened. But it's
an example I guess of being concerned about time.=%

These two passages from Ashbery's work help orientate Heaney's
position within the post-modern world of sliding signifiers and
rapidly disappearing grounds to the autonomous self. I will be
exploring this in more detail in relation to the political aspects
of Heaney's verse, but we can profitably begin with the difference
between these two contempqﬁry poets’ approach to the issues of
time and remembering. Ashbery's experimentalism may be read as a-
struggle to examine disparate events as they impinge on and
éonstruct the present moment of individuality even as they de-
construct the very notions of a stable self-presence. His

truncated and disorientated approach 1s suitably radical to this
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task, Heaney's place-name poems may appear as equally
experimental but, in fact, they are highly traditional. They are
derived from Irish poems called dinnseanchas, which Heaney, in
*The Sense of Place” describes as "poems and tales which relate
the original meanings of place names and constitute a form of
mythological etymology" <P p. 13D). It is both important and
indicative that Heaney's meditations on place-names should be
based on poems which are Irish and which attempt not to slide the
signifier but to explicate its "original meaning”, to unearth its
central signified. Etymology, in this case, is a record and a
remembering that seeks to ground the poet in a langucge he is, in
part, expropriated from, but which exists - in Buttel's term - as
a primal “ur-language”. One should thus be wary of fully
endorsing Richard Kearney's belief that,

Heaney's notion of homecoming as an endless circling around
an origin that is no-longer or not-yet, an absent centre, a
siteless site, 1s in tune with the basic post-modernist
emphasis on cultural discontinuity and bheterogeneity....
(His] poems often serve as ironic self-parodies of the
orthodox Irish cultural aesthetic, with 1its concern to
retrieve a sacred, mythic motlerland... Here one finds
parallels with the post-modern philosophy of Derrida and
Foucault, the post-modern 1literature of Ashbery and
Pynchon. =€

In contrast to Kearney, I argue in +this chapter and, more
particularly, 1in chapters five and seven that Heaney's desired
homecoming should not be read in this neo-Heideggerean manner.
The absence of a stable origin or centre is suppressed by Heaney's
elaborate poetic play with etymology - as in the place-name poems
- and, as in North, by the construction of a "sacred, mythic
motherland” which is not to be read as ironic. In their delight
with the sensible texture of language - the signifier - the place-
pame poems, in Wintering Out, do engage with post-modernism, yet
the engagement is one that seeks to occlude the semse of "cultural
discontinuity" by sounding out or retrieving a heritage (which
acts as a kind of transcendental signified) in which to situate an

expropriated self. That this becomes an increasingly
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problematical and, ultimately, 1lmpossible desire 1s ocne of the
principal arguments of this thesis. To erase this issue in the
light of questionable affinities between Heaney and certain
contemporaries 1is to repress a large part of the tension in
Heaney's work. As we shall see, both Heaney's poetry and prose
fit uneasily into the preoccupations of post-structuralist and
post-modernist thought; it is only with Heaney's more recent
poetry that a highly tempered variety of post-modernism begins to

question the strateglies at the heart of his earlier work.

Heaney takes the grounding adumbrated in "Anahorish" to
extraordinary imaginative lengths. The strategy of these poems is
one that seeks to grant the phonic aspect of language an essential
npomeliness". The desire is to create what Heaney refers to in
»Mossbawn® as the "Omphalos", the umbilical, "natural" attachment
to motherland: "Broagh, The Long Rigs, Bell's Hill; Brian's Field,
the Round Meadow, the Demense; each name ... liels] deep, 1like
some script indelibly written into the nervous systen" (P, p. 20).
This necessity tempers the quasi-hedonistic delight taken 1n the
material properties of language, a bliss present as early as the
poen "Saint Francis and the Birds", in Death of a Naturalist,
This text, as Blake Morrison notes, concerns "Francis ... as a

poet discovering his creative powers".®7

Vhen Francis preached love to the birds
They listened, fluttered, throttled up
Into the blue like a flock of words

Released for fun from his holy lips.
Then wheeled back, whirred about his head,
Pirouetted on brother's capes,

Danced on the wing, for sheer joy played
And sang, like images took flight.
Vhich was the best poem Francis made,

His argument true, his tone light.
(DN, p. 53)
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The joy described in this short lyric is compatible with the
verbal delight articulateqf%he place-name poems, but unqualified
by their nostalgic, almost elegiGc quality. The play the
Franciscan poet indulges in is illuminated and qualified if we
juxtapose this poem with another account of the Franciscan bliss,
one that also throws 1light on the stance Heaney's work takes
towards the post-modern and post-structuralist notion of
“freeplay". The following quotation is taken from Roland Barthes'

eulogy of Sevro Sarduy's Cobra:

Cobra is in fact a paradisiac text, utopian (without site),
a heterology by plenitude: all the signifiers are here and
each scores a bull's-eye; the author (the reader) seems to
say to them: I love you all (words, phrases, sentences,
adjectives, discontinuities: pell-mell: signs and mirages of
objects which they represent); a kind of Franciscanism
invites all words to perch, to flock, to fly off again: a
marbled, irridescent text.... Cobra 1s the pledge of
continuous Jjubilation, the moment when by its very excess
verbal pleasure chokes and reels into bliss.*=®

The Franciscan playfulness that Barthes describes 1is the
jouissance Barthes' translator renders, perhaps a little weakly,
as "bliss". In Heaney's poem such paradisiac jubil.ation is the
verbal pleasure of the creative act. Vords are, as in Barthes,
metamorphosed into carefree birds, without aim, without restraint.
Fevertheless, it 1is clear that if "Saint Francis and thke Birds" is
"about" bliss, it does not enact it in quite the manner Barthes
ascribes to Sarduy's text, much as Heaney's concera with time past
and self-presence clearly differs from that of Ashbery. This is

bound to the curious reference at the close of the poem to a

"true" "argument”. For Barthes, the "truth" of the text is
antagbhistic to its Joulssance. By "truth" Barthes intends us to
understand an involvement of "the written ... in the social
contract.... [Tlhe text authenticates writing: its literalness,

its origin, its meaning, that is to say, its 'truth'."s® It would
‘be goiﬁg too far to suggest that this is identical to the “"truth”
at the close of "Saint Francis and the Birds", but the checking or
closure =— the grounding - of linguistic play in the place-name



- 55 -

poems is precisely bound to a faithfulness to origins, meaning and
a historical contract with Ireland and the Irish that is, in the
words of "Belderg" from North, "persistent if ocutworn” (¥, p. 14).
This 1is the *site" which Barthes believes to be absent from
Sarduy's text; and is that elusive site Kearney argues is likewise
a veliled Being or "not-yet" in Heaney's poetry of homecoming. It
is a contract made to this site, however, that helps the reader
come to terms with the foregrounded phonologism of the place-name

poems.

The poet 1is thus interpreting names, meditating on the
relationship between language and referent, signifier and
signified, attempting to see a necessary link between the two, an
intimacy which will appease the winter of discontent glimpsed at
the close of "Fodder®”. Pope writes famously in his Essay on
Criticism, +that "the Sound must seem an Eccho to the Sense".7°
Heaney pushes such a “commonsensical” belief to its utmost limits,
seeking all the time to direct his Franciscan play to the site of
his nostalgia. The predicament of the displaced poet is that
expressed via the figure of the "Servant Boy":

He is wintering out

the back-end of a bad year
swinging a hurricane-lamp
through some outhouse;

a jobber among shadows.
014 work-whore, slave-
blood, who stepped fair-hills
under each bidder's eye

and kept your patience
and your counsel, how
you draw me into

your trail. Your trail

broken from haggard to stable,
a straggle of fodder
stiffened on snow,

comes first-footing



the back doors of the little
barons: resentful

and impen itent,

carrying the warm eggs.

(Vo, p. 1T

The reference to the “"siraggle of fodder" recalls the speaker of
*Fodder". Like "him, the boy is in "some outhouse", without a
home, dispropertied in a winter environment. Heaney binds thkis
condition to that of the woman .- “"whore" - and the “slave". I
will be returning to the latter in the case of the "Freedman" in
my reading of North. In Wintering Out, the "whoring" voice of
*The Last Mummer” reiterates the image of the "work-whore" in
*Servant Boy". The mummer i{s a marginalized artist i1in the
contemporary world; his marginalization perceived as closely bound
to a subdued anger, a "resentful / and impenitent" voice, as he
picks "a nice way through / the long toils of blood" (W0, p. 19).
This “"whoring" tongue, vociferating through "feuding", broaches
the political and historical import of these poems, linking the
situation of mummer and servant boy to the position of the

Catholic in Northern Ireland.

In conversation with Neil Corcoran, Heaney has commented on the
writing of Czeslaw Milosz in terms that seem to be at the same
time applicable to the political dimensions of many of the poems
in Vintering Out:

¥ilosz I just flnd enormously close: the wonderful sense of
loss of what is most cherished, and the way he can turn
what, in lesser hands or with a lesser writer, would be a
poem of personal nostalgia into a symptom of great cultural
and historical change, without portent ousness. That move
from personal lyric lament to visionary, tragic lamentation:
I just love the rnote. And he's so stern too, he's both
stern and tender, and I like that very much. And I guess
somewhere in it i1s a closeness because of the kind of
Catholic subculture into which his sensibility pays, and out
of which it springs.”?

In the hands of the artist, personal loss must be transformed into

more than individualistic nostalgia - the latter tone dominant in
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many poems in Death of a Naturalist and Door Inta the Dark
("Follower" and "Ancestral Photograph”, for instance).  Heaney's
remarks concerning Milosz apply more fully to many of the poems in
the first part of Vintering Out, which expand upon the nostalgic
backward look of a large amount of poems in the previous
collections. The poem, apparently, must be symptcmatic of
history, a product of a particular historical conjuncture, and a
record of or lamentation at the change history has wrought. This,
in turn, is linked to a Catholic "subculture": for Heaney, the
sense of expropriation or homelessness are seen as part and parcel

of this culture in Northern Ireland.

The need for the stable ground in the early love poems is hence
politicized in many of these texts, where Heaney redeploys
femininity as a trope for his Irish identity. In "A New Song", 2
female figure becomes the vehicle for a meditation on the
relevance of "site" and situation that informs a place-name poem

such as "Anahorish":

I met a girl from Derrygarve

And the name, a lost potent musk,
Recalled the river's long swerve,
A kingfisher's blue bolt at dusk

And stepping stones like black molars
Sunk in the ford, the shifty glaze

of the whirlpool, the Moyola
Pleasuring beneath alder trees.

And Derrygarve, I thought, was just,
Vanished music, twilit water,

A smooth libation of the past

Poured by this chance vestal daughter.
(Vo, p. 33)

The girl is a kind of petite madeleine who precipitates through
recollection the "smooth libation of the past". It is her very
presence that makes vocal what is absent: the place, Derrygarve,
‘though "vanished”, is intimated by its place-name, by the sign
"Derrygarve”. The power of names 1in recalling referents is

stressed in Heaney's bhyperbolic reference to the "lost potent



_55_

musk" of the name, where the sensible properties of the sign are
such that, in a remarkable synesthesia, it stimulates the sense of
smell. This is the potency of languwage in Heaney's early poetry;
acting in conjunction with memory, language enables the speaker to
endow the place with an anthropomorphic identity: Derrygarve, in
the second stanza, 1s personified, given teeth, eyes and a quasi-
sexuality, the river "pleasuring beneath alder trees". However,
in the final stanzas - which Eileen Cahill felicitously terms
"orally mil;tant" -72 this striking evocation of nostalgia is
bound to language, nationality and creed, and hence politicized:

But now our river tongues must rise
From licking deep in native haunts
To flood, with vowelling embrace,
Demesnes staked out in consonants,

And Castledawn we'll enlist

And Upperlands, each planted bawn -

Like bleaching-greens resumed by grass -
A vocable, as rath and bullaun.

The site of Derrygarve becomes loaded with political implications
as the girl starts to accrue the suggestiveness of the female
figure of an aisling. The Franciscan delight with langucge at the
opening of the poem 1s here modulated into a semantic sounding
that is now no longer simply nostalgic but organized around the
historical and social determinants of language. The nouns of
these two stanzas have a significance which is the product of
Anglo-Irish emmity: demesnes are Protestant sites, whilst the rath
referred to in the final line derives from the Irish word for a
hill-fort, the residence of a tribal leader. That these two nouns
eignify sites is important. As in "Anahorish", the play of the
signifier is seen to be limited by the word's "contract" with a
historical situation. In what may well seem a more extravagant
manner, Heaney also grants the division of the alphabet into
consonants and vowels a political dimension. Consonants
metaphorically stake out the non-indigenous Protestants' demenses;
'in contrast, the *native® Catholics are granted a "vowelling

embrace". One can turn to the autobiographical passages in the
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first section of Preoccupations +to explicate the political
resonance of these stanzas' interpretation of the vocalic and
consonantal aspects of langauge, and thus position Heaney in
"between" the two antagonistic cultures outlined in "A New Song".
The most relevant passages are those in "Belfast", where Heaney

writes:

I was symbolically placed between the marks of English
influence and the lure of the native experience, between
"the demesne” and "the bog".... Mossbawn was bordered by
the townlands of Broagh and Anahorish, townlands that are
forgotten Gaelic music in the throat, bruach and anac fhior
aisce, the riverbank and the place of clear water, The
names lead past the literary mists of a Celtic twilight into
that civilization whose demise was affected by soldiers and
administrators like Spenser and Davies, whose lifeline was
bitten through when the squared-off walls of bawn and
demesne dropped on the country like the jaws of a man-
trap.... I think of the personal and Irish pieties as
vowels, and the literary awareness nourished on English as
consonants. (P, pp. 35-37)

The sence of being "in between" 1s a constant in Heaney's work:
between two cultures and two languoges. The differentiation
between vowel and consconant becomes an image for this division,
foregrounding ome distinction between English and Irish. The
point Heaney drives home is the displacement he feels; one which
he seeks to overcome in the attempt to occlude the distinction
between sign and referent in the place-name poems and in the
desire to bring vowel and consonant together in the "vocable"
announced at the end of "A New Song". A "vocable" is not only
that which 1s sounded by the voice, but, importantly, in an
obsclete or forgotten sense, a "name". It is just such a name
that the speaker remembers through the course of the poem. To
forget is to be expropriated from a heritage both personal and
pational; the reappropriation through memory becomes politicized
because, as Neil Corcoran notes, the term "rise" recalls the
Faster Rising and, in this =semse, the "flood" 1is an
ijnsurrection.”® This 1s an extension into the wider realm of
.socio-political events of the need for harmony and stability

voiced in the early love poetry. However, it is clear from the
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tone of the above passage that Heaney is drawn to one half of his
opposition, to the civilization whase umbilical "lifeline" was
curtailed by the colonial "mantrap". This is, in Heaney's words,
the "feminine element [thatl for me involves the matter of
Ireland” <P, p. 34). That Heaney labels Irishness "feminine" 1is
due in large part to the rhetoric of Irish nationalism, with its
personification of Ireland as a female figure (which I discuss in
more detail in chapter five). Nevertheless, this use of gender in
relation to national ground is another extension of the stable
ground offered byAthe female in Heaney's love poetry: a motif that
continues up to the marriage poems of Field VWork. The
displacement from this sense of place likewise dominates Heaney's
work throughout. As, for instance, in "Terminus® <(collected in
Heaney's most recent volume of poetry, The Haw lantern), where the

speaker declares, "I grew up in between":

Baronies, parishes met where I was borm.
Vhen I stood on the central stepping stome

I was the last earl on horseback in midstrean
Still parleying, in earshot of his peers.
(HL, p. D

Such an "in between" existence is, in Heaney's poetry up to and
including Field Work, seen as a site of disablexment. In
» Terminus" - which is representative of Heaney's more recent work
as a whole - the displacement 1s seized upon as an alternative
#centre” : the "central stepping stone" is a new ground. [ will
be returning to the nature of this revaluation of displacement in
chapter seven and in my concluding remarks on both Heaney and
Hughes. As regards Wintering (Out, the decentered Irish poet, like
the servant boy, 1is caught in an "outhouse", somehow alienated
from his origins. Colonialism has created a poetic nostalgia that
is not merely personal, as in "Fodder™, but, in the case of "A ¥ew
Song", national. Hence, the emphasis 1laid on the need to
appropriate heritage, the provincial and the Irish language by the

place-name poet.
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Heaney's "vowelling embrace” thus bears comparison with Hughes'
poetic, specifically as outlined in Heaney's essay, "Englands of
the Nind". Vhereas Hughes, as a poet-warden, encircles vowels
within his consonantal voice, Heaney seeks to 1liberate the
suppressed vowel-like voice of the native, and embrace the
imperial consonant. In both writers the encircling is an
appropriation of some sort of presence, and thus, although vowel
and conscnant in "A New Song" invert Heaney's reading of “The
Thought-Fox", the postulated movement in both texts is not
dissimilar: both chart the desirable reappropriation of that which
is at present absent and lost. In this manner, the resemblance
between Heaney's "A UNew Song" and Hughes' "Song" 1s quite
striking: in both songs the locus of desire is prefigured in the
figure of a "girl" or "lady®. Nevertheless, in the case of
Heaney, the political aspect of this gesture is important: the
girl, 1like the visionary woman of an aisling, partly signifies a
feminine Ireland. Hughes' lady, on the other hand, is an early
personification of the "apolitical® substratum of natural being
from which humanity is exiled. As mentioned, in Heaney, the
presence he accords to the word, and its intimate relationship to
the voice and to place, positions his place-name poems in an
antagonistic stance to much contemporary thought 55 language and
meaning. The aural “"pleasuring” of "A New Song" and related texts
is, in Heaney's sense of the term, Franciscan, playful;
pevertheless, this verbal pleasure is determined by the “truth" or
the Real of history. Bearing this in mind, one must read these
poems as politically inspired, and, in contrast to the manifest
content of Hughes' poetry, closely linked to a historical context
and, in Barthes' words, bound to a "social contract". This is

particulary the case in "Toome":

My mouth holds round
the soft blastings,
Toome, Toome,

as under the dislodged
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slab of the tongue

I push into a souterrain
prospecting what new

in a hundred centuries’

loam, flints, musket-balls,
fragmented ware,

torcs and fish-bones

ti1l1 I am sleeved in

alluvial mud that shelves
suddenly under

bogwater and tributaries,
and elvers tail my hair,
(VD, p. 269

Once again it 1s the phonic aspect of the signifier that spawns
associations. The act of articulating the place-name, the 1lifting
of the tongue in the mouth and the pursed lips, produces a sense
of verbal archaeology, in which the place-name's history is

“counded”. Blake Morrison remarks of this fancy:

The finds ... recede and descend through time -~ from the
loam of the recent past, through the "musket-balls" used by
the British military during the late eighteenth century

skirmishes ... to the ‘'torcs' <(neckware) of the ancient
Irish.... The {finall image ... declares that the poet has
located his primeval, preliterate self and “guttdral
muse”".... He has done so not by leaving his native ground

but by looking into it more deeply; he chooses excavation
rather than exile.7¢

This is inadequate and misleading. The poem is a meditation on
the "exile" revealed by the verbal "excavation”. The mouth "holds
round", verbally embracing, the place-name, which, in a Proustian
manner similar to "Fodder", recalls the past, invigorating the
present. However, the past created here gaoes beyond the
individual and into what is a racial memory; as Stephen Dedalus
muses in Ulysses: "The cords of all link back, strandentwining
cable of all flesh".”® This 1is the wumbilical 1link of the
*Omphalos", that which the intrusion of the British broke with
"the squared-off walls of bawn and demesne". The poem narrates a
desire for a verbal continuity with this vanished past. The final

image 1s suggestive of an edbryonic security: the poet is
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"sleeved”, cauled in the "mud" of the motherland, an "alluvial"
matter that, historically, lies before the imperialist possession

of Ireland.

The prose poem, "Cauled", from Stations, examines a childhood
memory in an ahistorical 1light, but interestingly links the motif
of embryonic security - the cauled child - with the familar voice
- the calling adults:

They thought he was lost. For years they talked about it
until he found himself at the root of their kindly tongues,
sitting like a big fieldmouse in the middle of the rig.
Their voices were far-off now, searching something.

Green air trawled over his arms and legs, the pods and
stalks wore a fuzz of light. He caught a rod in each hand
and jerked the whole tangle into life. Little tendrils
unspruag, new veins lit in the shifting leaves, a caul of
shadows stetched and netted round his head again, He sat
listening, grateful as the calls encroached.

s p. B

This is not fully representative of Stations. Many of the poems
in the volume +transform perscnal nostalgia into historical
lJamentation in the manner Heaney perceives Milosz's work as
achieving. That said, the cauled/called homonym is crucial to any
understanding of Heaney's poetry up to and including North. The
“kindly tongues" are the familiar, family voices - the Irish
voices that the lost poet desires to be cauled in. It is
precisely such a re-calling that 1s enacted at the close of
*Toome"; yet it is a wish-fulfilling verbal appropriation of a
past from which the poet of the early 1970s is necessarily
displaced. Therefore Morrison is misguided to believe there is no
woyxile”: the exile is a sense of dislocation from an "unsullied"
(a notion I return to below) motherland. Full identity is only
achieved through this compensatory verbal appropriation of
heritage; through the retrieval of what is less a "pre-literate
self" than a pre-English lecus. The self submits to this
"ocsence”, making a surrender in some ways similar to that which

T. S. Eliot makes to "Tradition".”® The tradition, in Heaney's
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case, is that which Jon Silkin identifies as follows in his
reading of the place-name poems: “Poems that inter-relate place
pames and Gaelic word-sounds ... to produce a quiet but self-
defining 'Irish Ireland', represent Heaney's saddened, cautious
transmission of a political attachment to his 'land’'; his positive
expression of this comes through his concern with the partly
submerged Gaelic language."”” The "nationalist" nature of this
"attachment” toc a Gaelic tradition is tentative, but central to

the poems.

Delving into the past is a constant in Heaney's early poetry. I
have already invoked the poetic announced in "Digging", where the
poet attempts to make his craft a continvation of his father's and
grandfatber's spade-work. However, 1its concern with (family)
tradition - as the rather heavy-handed and militant conclusion
stresses - is as much a desire to appropriate ancestral precedent

as a convincing figurative alignment:

But I've no pen to follow men like them.

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I'11 dig with 1it.

The notion of a digging pen is, of course, fanciful; the notion of
the poem as an archaeological dig even more so. But the
extravagance of the image is intimately linked to the phonologism
of the place-name poens. The delicious consonance in "Digging"
attempts to re-present the "squelch and slap / Of soggy peat, the
curt cuts of an edge / Through living roots". The "roots" here
are as much familial as natural; in the place-name poems they also
become linguistic. This desired "grounding" is, as we have seen,
at the heart of Heaney's work: 1t is a wished-for stability
similar to that which Hughes' poems strain toward. In fact, in an
astute reading of "Digging®, Nell Corcoran has suggested that
Heaney's poem is, in a sense, a reworking of "The Thought-Fox".
Both poems "situate their poets behkind a window, pen in bhand, in
the act of composition”:
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The Hughes poem is more specifically preoccupied with its
gwn making, as it intently conjures up the notion and image
of "fox" which ... 1s also the conjuration itself....
Heaney's poem is less intent on 1its own process and more
concerned, ultimately, to enforce a moral and propound an
aesthetic, but its progress is very similar to Hughes's....
{Jlust as the fox enters "the dark hole of the head" in "The
Thought-Fox", [thel assoclated memories merge in Heaney's
head, and emerge as words on the page.”®

Vhether it is intentiocnal or not, 1t is interesting that Corcoran
employs Heaney's own image - in "Englands of the Mind" - of
"conjuration" in relation to "The Thought-Fox". The poetic
conjuring 1is tke wish-fulfilling act of the poet-warden as he
seeks to recoup a sense of deferred self-presence through a poetic
of appropriation. Heaney's vowelling embrace is the desire of the
expropriated poet to "re-caul" himself by recalling familial
heritage (as in "Digging"”), the historical past (as in "Toome"),
or the personal past (as in "Cauled"). This is a "sleeving” in
what increasingly comes to be seen as a feminine tradition. The
conclusion to "Bogland", in Door into the Dark, presents the
excavating self in search of such origins, and, in Dick Davis'

words, presents "the earth as both mother and lover®:7=

Qur pioneers keep striking
Inwards and downwards,

Every layer they strip

Seems camped on before.

The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage.
The wet centre is bottomless.

(DD, p. 56)

The poet as pioneer or digger is close to the poet-warden of
Wintering Out. Heaney makes the link via the multiple meaning of
the word "sounding" in "Gifts of Rain": "He fords / his life by
sounding. / Soundings” (WO, p. 23. The necessity for these
soundings - that are, as in "Valediction", both of voice and depth
- is that articulated in the third section of this poem: it is "in
the shared calling of blood / arrives my need / for antediluvian

lore." The poet-pioneer sounds out place, recalling the past like
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an archaeoclogist; seeking a tradition that is pre-colonial, and,
in a striking metaphor, "antediluvian®. The recourse to a ground
prior to displacement, before the imperialist flood, is, of
course, the vocal sounding of the place-name poemns. The 1link
between sign and place postulates a (now disrupted) intimacy not
only between the voice and ear, the "lobe and larynx" of "Oracle”
(WO, p. 28>, but also between the poet and that which "At a Potato
Digging" calls the *black / Mother"” (DN, p. 31) of a feminine

Ireland.

However, just as these poems seek to caul the self within an Irish
Ireland, soc too the poems tend to exclude the non-indigencus - as
in "Broagh", a poem which, perhaps as much as "Digging", bears

comparisan with "The Thought-Fox":

The garden mould
bruised easily, the shower
gathering in your heelmark
was the black O

in Broagh,

its low tattoo

among the windy boortrees
and rhubarb-blades

ended almost

suddenly, like that last
gh the strangers found
difficult to manage.

(Vo, p. 27

The simile in the final stanza explicitly equates the place with
the native word. The bond created by the rhetorical device is
another expression of a regional and hence, by extension, a
pational identity. The vivid connection drawn between the
onomatopoeic quality of the phoneme and the natural event, the
csudden bhalt to the rain - both end "suddenly"” - is reinforced by
the link made between calligraphy and native soil by the mark left
in the earth by the heel. The circle of this "black (" embraces
the poetic self and excludes the "strangers". The word is thus,

as Heaney says of Hughes' poetry, a circle within which presence
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is conjured, in which the lack of "Fodder” is allayed in the

achievement of self-presence.

However, with reference to the undecidable movement of “The
Thought-Fox", "Broagh" repeats, in its own manner, the necessity
of culling images from writing, or marks, that can only contradict
the very claims made for the exalted appropriation of identity via
the voice. The "heelmark" 1s that which complicates Heaney's
text, as like the fox's spoors - which apparently wrote "now" -
the mark left by the shoe refers to the very absence of the
printing foot. It 1s a {foot-print, a covert pun that lends
credence to the fanciful comparison with the shape of the printed
o, In "The Thought-Fox", the fox's trail revealed its full
presence to be endlessly deferred in the without-world of the
other; the "capture" of the animal was a purely imaginary
recuperation. So too, the totality of Heaney’'s conceit is undone
at the very moment it seems to achieve maximum credibility. If
the spoken word, "Broagh" is, in Heaney's words, "forgotten Gaelic
music in the throat", the written "0O", 1is even more so a mark of
absence and loss: the footprint can only re-mark upon its maker
baving moved on. The poet is, in fact, estranged from the "figure"
who marked out the very place that the poet feels himself to be at

home in. As Seamus Deane comments:

In Vintering Out [Heaney]l associates himself with outcasts
or lost remnants of a tradition, with victims in fact. We
can see this in smaller details too. How often people are
poignantly remembered by the mark they leave behbind -
heelmarks ("Broagh"l, wound scars ["Veteran's Dreanm"l], the
traces of rings embedded in the flesh or bone {"Mother of
the Groom", "“The Tollund Man"l.... The estrangement of
these figures is itself a medium or metaphor of the poet's
estrangement, °

It is against such estrangement (the "black stump of home", as the
poem "Stump" brutally puts 1t (W0, p. 41D that the poems
overtly pit themselves. In the light of Heaney's comments 1in



Precccupations, the foregrounding of the vowel "0' in "Broagh" can
be seen as signifying the wish to locate an Irish identity through
a word which 1s non-English, which cites a primal Gaelic past.
However, the poem subtly- makes the reader aware of the fact that,
as Terry Eagleton comments in Criticism and Ideology, “language

.. is in reality a terrain scarred, fissured and divided by the
cataclysms of political bhistory, strewn with the relics of
imperialist, nationalistic, regionist and class combat."#®' Thiis
is the displacing fissure of the colonial "in between" that gives
rise to the poetic "estrangement" Deane notes. "Broagh" is a poem
that seeks to make the vowelling embrace with an Irish site, and
thus overcome this divide, and yet paradoxically, but perhaps
inevitably, the poem ends up writing the failure to overcome a
cense of alienaticn. The speaker is as much a "stranger” as those

invoked in the final lines.

In Heaney's oeuvre, the linguistic and regional consequences of
imperialist history are linked to a notion of "sexual" division
and conflict. In his texts, the notions of mother tongue and
mother earth are inseparable, and the struggle between Ireland and
Britain can, as it were, be read in the "combat" between vowel and
consonant, male and female. This is explicit in a poem with the

telling title, "Traditiomns”:

Qur guttural muse

was bulled long ago

by the alliterative traditionm,
her uvula grows

vestigial, forgotten

like the coccyz

or a Brigid's Cross
yellowing in some outhouse

while custom, that "most
sovereign mistress”,
beds us down into

the British isles.

(Vo, p. 31
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The imperialist invasion of Ireland is imaged as a male violation.
As John Vilson Foster remarks: "For Heaney then the Irish
landscape and culture are, after Joyce, not merely a river but
female - vowel-vaginal, we might say, unlike the Anglo-Saxon
tradition which is male terrestial, phallic-consonontal.”®=
Foster is right to make these connections. However, it must be
stressed that such "femininity" is, as "Traditions" makes clear,
no longer unsullied, but "bulled" by colonialism. The poet of the
phonic lyrics may express 2 desired communion with the "vaowel=-
vaginal” landscape, but concurrent with the wish for a cauling in
the "maternal” collective tradition is a sense of estrangement,
due to the overweening ©presence or intervention of the
"masculinity" of English imperialism. "Traditions" thus 1looks
forward to the sexual concelts of North, to which I tura in

chapter five.

In both Heaney's and Hughes' early poetry, the poetic condition is
thus one of alienation, of expropriaticn and estrangement, whilst
poetry is a medium in which is articulated the desire for the
consolations of a deferred "feminine" ground. The differences
between the two writers are, abviously, considerable; and in order
not to erase or iron out these differences I will be exploring the
shared theme of alienation and desire, and its relation to the
notions of masculinity and femininity, in separate discussions of
their later vaolumes of poetry. However, before doing so, the
conclusions I have drawn in this chapter can be usefully supported
and expanded upon by a reading of their prose works, one

undertaken in the following, concluding chapters of Part I.
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CHAPTER 2. THE SATIETY OF THE VOID: HUGHES'
ROE-FICTIONAL PROSE

I. POETRY AND MENTAL HEALTH

In interview with Christopber Ricks, William Empson once remarked:

The poem ought to be about a conflict which is raging in the
mind of the writer but hasn't been solved. He should write
about the things that really worry him, in fact worry him to
the point of madness. The poem is a kind of c¢linical
ocbject, done to prevent him from going mad. It is therefore
not addressed to any public, but it is useless to him unless
it is in fact clear and readable, because he has to - as it
were - address the audience within himself. It isn't
expressed unless it's a thing which somebody else can read,
so 1f it's obscure 1t actually fails in this therapeutic
function, it isn't saving his sanity.’

This characteristically invigorating comment suggests that "the
poen” is addressed to oneself as much as another. Poetic language
is a formal attempt to resclve what otherwise remains a tortuous
contradiction; it attempts to impart an understanding which will
mprevent" madness, bring sanity. Interestingly, if somewhat
surprisingly, Hughes and Empson are both concerned with the same
{ssue: the therapeutic function of art. In the case of Hughes,
this is largely an inheritance of Romanticism; in his key 1970
essay, "Myth and Education", and its extensively revised version
of 1976, Hughes argues that the poem as a kind of "clinical
object” needs to liberate Empson's inner audience via what is a
peo-Romantic conception of vision and imagination. This expansion
of subjectivity 1s close to the visionary imagination held by
villiam Blake to overcome the crippling limitations of what, in
Jerusalem, is described as "the Eye of Man, a little narrow orb,
clos'd up & dark".® To breach such an egg-headed sensibility is
to overcome the dualism outlined in the early poetry between self
and other, conscious and unconscious existence. The therapeutic

consequence would be a «condition of being close to that
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personified in Blake's Universal Men, those who, at the close of

Jerusalem, are described in the following grand fashion:

The Four Living Creatures, Chariots of Humanity Divine

Incomprehensible
In beautiful Paradises expand....

And they conversed in Visionary forms dramatic which

bright
Redounded from their tongues in thunderous majesty, in
Visions
In new Expanses, creating exemplars of Memory and of
Intellect,
Creating Space, Creating Time, according to the wonders
Divine

0f Human Imagination .
& they walked
To & fro in Eternity as One Man reflecting each in each

& clearly seen
And seeing, according to fitness and order.®

By vision, Blake means the perception of the human in all things;
that is, the object world is not something "out there”, but is, in
fact, the imaginative projection of the subject. Blakean fourfold
vision is imaginative perception; in other words, the "wonders
Divine / Of Human Imagination” restore an ability to bhumanize the
world, to see the vast array of isclated phenomena as distinct
entities yet as comprising a wunified 1if diverse totality.
Likewise, in Hughes, the faculty of imagination is projected as
that which may overcome the alienation at the heart of the early
poetry. As we shall see, in my readings of Hughes' symbolic works
of the 1970s, Hughes' central trope for restored vision is that of
a "marriage" of opposites followed by the rebirth of a figure
cimilar to Blake's Universal Man. In this chapter, I provide a
discussion of the prose analyses which inform and clarify Hughes'
dense and often elliptical quest-romances. The notion of a
therapeutic, redemptive imaginative, I argue, needs to be seen in
the context of Hughes' highly problemtical critique of a
patriarchal society dominated by Blake's fallen "Eye of MXan".
Hughes' cultural criticism is covered in later sections of this
éhapter; the present section is concerned with Hughes' theory of

the imaginationm. Firstly, its relationship with Romanticism, one
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which finds a seemingly curious antagonist in existentialism (a
philosophy that questions both Hughes' belief in the "healing"
possibilities of imagination and his notion of an essential, or
"natural®, being that expanded vision is said to redeem); and,
secondly, the similarities that exist between Hughes' aesthetic
and C. G. Jung's concept of "individuation" or gychic integration.

The 1976 revision of "Myth and Education" contains a forceful
argument for the necessity of a visionary imagination, one that
will enable the inc;:vidual to attain a wholeness of being that -
however commonsensical Hughes' thesis appears - 1s nothing short
of Blake's hyperbolic condition of Eternity, where "every Man
stood fourfold"”. Like bhis Romantic precursor, Hughes claims that
the despotic eye has curtailed the individual's ability to react

in an imaginative manner. He writes:

But we sit, closely cramped in the cockpit behind the eyes,
steering through the brilliantly crowded landscape beyond
the lenses, focussed on details and distinctioms. In the
end, since all our attention from birth has been narrowed
into that outward beam, we come to regard our body as no
more than a somewhat stupid vebhicle. All the wurgent
information coming towards us from the inner world sounds tao
us like a blank, or at best the occasiocnal grumt, or a

twinge. Because we have no equipment to receive 1t and
decode it. The body, with its spirits, is the antennae of
all our perceptions. The receiving aerial for all our

wavelengths. But we are disconnected. The exclusiveness of
our objective eye, the very strength and brilliance of our
objective intelligence, suddenly turns into stupidity - of
the most rigid and suicidal kind.<

The image of the cockpit suggests that the eyes' lenses, whilst
perceiving the object world, make the self slavishly dependent
upon 1it. This is the condition that Wordsworth, in The Prelude,
terms the state "in which the eye was master of the heart*.® In
Hughes' essay, the result of such a limited and limiting vision is
what he calls an “"objective intelligence”, wholly reliant upon the
*objective eye". It 1s a mode of perception that recalls Blake's
statement that the physical eye "leads you to Believe a Lie / Vhen

you see with, not tbro', the Eye".® In consequence, the world of
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objects is perceived as a series of dislocated aspects, by a
consciocusness that is both alienated from the outer world and
ignorant of the existence of the inner world. This, of course, is
the diminished existence of the "Egg-Head": he who "shuts out the
world's knocking / With a welcome, and to wide-eyed deafnesses /
Of prudence lets 1t speak". The "wide-eyed deafness" of the
objective eye creates a diminished form of imagination, one that
{s visual (like Coleridge's Fancy), which Hughes 1labels the
»objective imagination”. This is a faculty, however, far more
crippling that Coleridge's concept of Fancy because it turms what
Hughes in "Myth and Education" calls the "inmer world, with its
spirits", into a demonic unconscious. In chapter one, we saw how
Hughes deploys the figure of the knight in "Quest" and "Gog" to
symbolize the repression of a "feminine", uncomscious will; and
that - in the exchange following the oral delivery of the 1970
version of "Myth and Education” - he interprets the myth of St
Gearge and the dragon as a "key symbolic story” in Vestern
culture; a narrative which has as subtext the suppression of both
wimagination” and “vital natural life". St George, as befits a
national saint, thus represents a condition that, for Hughes, is

largely that of modern existence:

People rushed towards the idea of 1living without any
religion or any inner life whatscever as if towards some
great new freedom. A great final awakening. The most
energetic intellectual and political movements of this
century wrote the manifestos of the new liberation.?

The savage irony directed at modernity in this passage reveals
that, like Blake, Hughes' work needs to be seen in the light of
its historical context, however ahistorical or "mythical" the
latter's poetical writings frequently appear to be.® In Blake's
case, the revolutions in France and America led to an intial
belief in the possibility of a new Jerusalem being constructed on
Earth through political action. Like Vordsworth and Coleridge,
powever, Blake soon lost faith in this radical possibility, and,
in a move characteristic of the Romantic poets, turmed to a more

subjective apocalypse: a revelation through the emancipation of
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vision. . In the case of Hughes, one turns to a very different
historical conjuncture. Hughes came to public fame during the
cold war period, and his interest in Eastern European writers and
their political situation attests to a profound interest in the
socio-economic context within which poetry is produced. The pre-
Glasnost stalemate of East-West relations leaves 1ts mark in
Hughes' poetry and prose as a profound disatisfaction with tke
possibilities of political change. The early poem, "A WVoman
Unconscious", is a rare example of a poem which directly refers to
the nuclear age, but it 1is indicative of what Stan Smith calls
"the inner experience of an era of social impasse"? that
permeates a great deal of Hughes' work. Turning to the prose, the
1978 1introduction to Vasko Popa's Collected Poems 1943-1976,
repeats this experience whilst indicating Hughes' faith in-

transcendence on an individual plane:

Circumstantial proof that man is a political animal, a state
numeral, as if it needed to be proved, has been weighed out
in dead bodies by the million. The attempt these (East
European] poets have made to record man's awareness of what
is being done to him, by bhis own instituticns and by
history, and to record along with the suffering their inner
creative transcendence of it, has brought their poetry down
to such precisions, discriminations and humiliations that it
is a new thing.'?

Transcendence, 1in this poetic, 1s a subjective or "inner”
redemption. History and the state apparatuses' "institutions”
impinge upon but in no way negate a creative autonomy that stands
apart from the realms of ideology and politics. This is the
heritage of Romanticism; and it is this firm belief in "inner
creative transcendence" that lies behind the attack, in "Myth and
Education”, on those "energetic, intellectual and political
movements" of the modern era. One of these movements can be
singled out for further discussion in relation to Hughes' theories
of the imagination. The belief in a "new freedom" that rejects
both the notion of a repressed unconscious and the need for
religion is, in this century, espoused most vocally by

existentialism, particularly in its popular Sartrean form. Hughes
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explicitly attacks Sartre's existential freedom in the early poem
"Wings", where Sartre's denial of the inner life in favour of an
absolutely free consciousness leads less to existential anguish
(which 1s a positive expression of freedom)> than to an empty
idealism, where the objective imagination paradoxically empties

the object world of meaning:

He regrows the world inside his skull, like the spectre
of a flower....

The skull-splitting polyp of his brain, on its tiny

roct,
Lolls out cver hia iromically:

Angels, it whispers, are metaphors, in man's image,
For the amoeba's exhilaratioms.
(v, p. 174)

In Sartre's work, imagipaticn 1s necessarily an annihilation cf
reality: to imagine scxetding cne has to posit its nothingness,
that is, 1ts ncn-existence as an object of percepticn. Therefore,
according to Hughes, this visual objective imagination turns the
material world into a "specirzs" whilst simultaneously locking the
self within the cockpit of the skull, condemning it to an absurd,
solipsistic creaticn of no-thing. In "M. Sartre Considers Current
Affairs", Hughes mocks this view of a free intentional imagination
as simply a more sophisticated form of egg-headedness. In "Nyth
and Education", it is arguable that Hughes silently returns to the
earlier target of his satire, and proceeds to attack the freedeonm
of Sartrean imagination as a2 pointless liberation that, in denying
human  nature, forces one's inner 1life into repression.
Consequently, "the defrocked inner 1life ... fell into a bhuge
sickness., A huge collecticn of deprivation sicknesses. Arnd this
is how psychoanalysis found 1t.""? However, the "cure" Hughes
postulates for this eickness is not so much a Freudian one as it
is a unique combination of Jungian analytical psychology (in
particular, Jung's concept o©f individuation) and the sublime
transformation af percepticn that 1Is present in  Romanticism's

redemptive imagination. I will return shortly to the former of
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these cures; the second Hughes describes, in "Myth and Education®,
as a faculty that is not sclely dependent on the aobject world,
instead, it brings that outer world into some sort of relationship

with repressed inner life:

So what we need, evidently, is a faculty that embraces both

worlds simultaneocusly. A large, flexible grasp, an inner
vision which holds wide open, like a great theatre, the
arena of contention.... This really is imagination. This

is the faculty we mean when we talk about the imegination of
the great artists. The character of great works is exactly
thisg: that in them the full presence of the inner wcrld
combines with and is reccnciled to the full presence of the
oguter world. And in them we see that the laws cf these two
worlds are not contradictory at all; they arz one all-
iaclusive systsm.... They are the laws, simply, of human
nature. '

Hughes' concept of human nature is that of an essence which,
contra existentialism, precedes existence. In his review of ¥aw
Nicholson's btock, The FEavironmeatal KRevolution, Hughes makes
precisely this poiat when his dualistic model of cuter and inner
worlds is inscribed within the context cf nature. It is "both
ipner and outer nature” that conscicusness is exiled or alienated
from, and, in a manner typical of Hughes' work from WVodwe onwarde,
that inner nature is troped as feminine, as "MNother Nature".'S
This trope foregrcunds the extent to which Hughes' attack on
contemporary society comes intc a rather uneasy relationship with
the feminist movement that, even more sc than ezistentialism, has
gained strength in the peosi-war pericd. In Hughes' view the
limitaticns of the objective eye and the objective imagination are
products of a Vestern Civilization that is inherently patriarchal.
In the review cited above, Hughes makes the connecticn between a
civilization "against Conservation" <(one that mkes "the
assumption that the earth is a heap of raw materials ... given to
man by God for his exclusive profit and use") and a society that
suppresses women: "The creepy crawlies which infest [the earthl
are devils of dirt and without a soul ... put there for his
exclusive profit and use. By the skin of her teeth, woman escaped

the same role.”'+ In Hughes' two major volumes of the 1970s,
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Gaudete and Cave Birds, the expanded visionary imagination that
the protagonists assume 1s a rejection of the misogyny that, in
Hughes' view, Reformed Christianity bhas bequeathed +to the
twentieth century. In chapter six, we will see how those twa
texts thus need to be read in a double focus, as Hughes' quasi-
Romantic <(and anti-existentialist) prose formulations of the
objective eye and 1its contrary, the visionary imagination, are

rewritten within the context of sexual politics.

I discuss Hughes' important review of Max Nicholson's bock in more
detall later in this chapter. In "Myth and Education", Hughes'
merely leaves his critique of patriarchy implicit. His principal
concern is the role of literature in the healing of the divided
psyche. Suchk healing 1is synonymous with a valid form of
education, in which "great" literature works upon and enlivens the

reader's imagination:

I think if you are to thirk of imaginative literature as an
educational tool, you are finally up against the fact that
imaginative 1literature is therapeutic and does bhave a
magical effect on people's minds and on their ultimate
bebaviour. This is the appeal of great works of imaginative
literature to us as adults, that they are hospitals where we
heal, where cur imaginations are healed, that when they are
evil works they are also battlefields where we get
injured.'s

This aesthetic, 1in which a timeless work of art redeems an
historically conditioned subject, 1is bound to an ethic: that is,
quite simply, that art can be good or evil. Reading is not quite
the relaxed occupation some pass an idle hour with, but rather a

space where one's very existence is decided.

In the children's primer, Poetry iIn the Making, Hughes writes a

parable of the composition of an imaginative work of literature:

The special kind of excitement, the slightly mesmerized and
quite involuntary concentration with which you make out the
stirrings of a new poem in your mind, then the outline, the
mass and colour and clean final form of it, the unique
living reality of 1t i1n the midst of the general
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lifelessness, all that is too familiar to mistake. This is
hunting and the poem is a new species of creature, a new
specimen of the life outside your own.

(P¥, p. 17

This short allegory ties Hughes' poetics firmly to issues raised
in his early poetry. Both centre on poetic "hunting”, the
appropriation within the writer's jurisdiction of an "other"
without whom the self is in some way lacking. What is important
here is that the otker is a part of the self: the hunter hunts
wwithin" his mind for a life "cutside hie own". The hunt 1s hence
clase tao the desire expressed in certain early poems: the
appropriation of the without-world of the poem would be a
synthesis of poet and pcem, 2 resolution of the Empsonian
wacnflict" invoked at the beginning of this chapter. The above
passage from Poetry in tie Haking is frequently - and rightly -
linked to the poenm "Pike" in Lupercal, but it can be equally read
ijnto "The Thought-Foz". The pcet-warden of that text encircles
the poem in a paradaoxically passive gesture, through that which
Hughes, in Poetry In tke |Making, calls an "involuntary
concentration”. The poetic thus narrates another fable of the
desire for what, in the early pcems, is a "feminine" other, which
an anti-conservational modern world has, along with actual woren,
suppressed. Like the early poems, the appropriation of this other
will help to heal a divided psyche, whilst it is the repression of
the rough beast, the "devil of suppressad life", that causes
mental illness, that exiles the human individual from a natural
plenitude of being. The reading of "great works" of literature
1ifts this repression because it is part of the process of their
composition that they bhave confronted a "life outside" the
writer's own. They have reached beyond tke confines of the egg-
head to acknowledge what is usually suppressed in modern culture
ané rejected by such "ranifestos of the new liberation" as
existentialism. Therefore, for Hughes, "these works seem to heal
us ... it is imagination which embraces both auter and inmner

worlds in a creative spirit".’®
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Bowever, this desirable therapeutic function 1s rendered
problematic by Hughes' realization that poetic language
transgresses such resolution. This is a problem that, implicit in
the deferment of writing in "The Thought-Fox" and "To Paint a
Vater Lily", becomes more and more explicit in Hughes' pcoems of
the 1970s. In Pogetry in the Making, Hughes writes, "it is this
1ittle goblin in a word which is its life and poetry, and it is
this goblin which the poet has to have under control" (PX, p. 18).
The "life" of the word 1is, as the perczonification suggests,
transgressive, Izmpisi. It is tkis gcblin which resists the
closure of the rending divide Hughes believes to be the moderan
human condition, first articulated in the unresolved exile
narrated in "Song”. As in that poem, closure existe only as an
ideal which language incesszantly compromises. Hughes makes clear
the difficulty of controlling language in an article on Laura
Riding:

Her pursuit is religious only in the sense that
Vittgenstein's demands on and final despair with language
can be called religious.... Some abstract, suicidally high-
minded demand for an ideal has got the upper hand of tkhe
creature sunk in the chattering fever of approximations and
compromise which is the life of expresszive speech.'”

The dimpish "life of expressive scpeech" is the slippage of
signifiers that complicates the “truth* value cf the words the
poet has at his or her command. The "ideal" asks to be read as
comewhere “beyond" the anmbiguous "approzimations and compromise”
of material language. The difficulty fcr the poet-warden 1is
exerting contrcl over the goblin-word: it should bow to the
autherity of the autkhor. However, the word's transgression
appears to be essential to 1t s "life" - to utterly "control” it
would, implicitly, be its "death". Again, this strikes a chord
with the early poetry. In the latter, the final control or
appropriation of the other is seen to entail an annihilatien cf
subjectivity, a destructicn at the root cof tke fear that is the

corollary of the desire expressed in the poems. In Hughes' entire
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corpus, plenitude, in all its forms - from the possession of the
sexual partner to the fullness of a stable linguistic meaning where
the signifier does not compromise or approximate the signified but
is at one with it - i3 the mirror-image of the void. The "exile"
of the material signifier from the ideal signified, that is its
slippage with regard to oze determinate meaning, 1is thus seen as a
precondition of the "life® or existence of language, of
"expressive speech", much as desire is seen in the poems as the
necessary precondition of life itself. Hughes' attitude te
language 1s thus highly ambivalent, echoing the ambivalence of his

attitude to the without-world of the other in the early poetry.

Hughes' difficulty, in the case of poetic language, is ia lar

o)
D

part due to his belief that cognition is separate from linguistic

conpetence:
It is the same with all our experience of life: the actual
substance of it, the material facts of it, embed themselves
in us quite a long way from the werld of words. It is when
we set cut to find words for some seemingly quite simple
experience that we begin io realize what a Auge zap there is
between cur understanding of what happens arcund us an
inside us and the wcrds we have at our command to say

comething about it.
(PY, p. 119; italics mine)

The first sentence makes a judgement abcut the felt or lived
experience of existence; words appear to have a problem getting to
grips with this dizensiozn. Hughes' "material factsz", although
impossible to articulate, are a priori certain: the goblin-wecrd
cannot fully express that which the "understanding” bas alrzady
comprehended. It is with this vague and debatable notion of
»understanding” that Hughes' poetics are obsessed. Vords do
indeed refract reality, but - confra Hughes - "understanding" is
structured by the symbolic order of language the human individual
ig inserted into: there is nc non-linguistic conscicusness with
which tc compare one's use of language. Hughes' text seems to
‘suggest that one can step outside the, in his words, "huge gap"

between signifier and signified, and realise, in a transcendent
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world of ‘“understanding®, our error: the Fall that language

entails.

Poetic language is thus, 1in this poetic, an inadequate tool for
the poet who seeks to use imaginative literature for therapeutic
ends. Ekbert Faas, quoting Hughes, summarizes this dilemma when
he asks: "But how can such an insight into the ‘'world of final
reality’ be embodied in human language, a medium so much of
conscious reasoning and purpose-orientated communication?"'®
Faas, 1in a reading of what he terms Hughes' "'flash-visicn'
creativity”, argues that the poet denies "metaphysical claims for
language as a secret code to the Absclute" as symptomatic of the
nynwarrantable claim ... that all creation 1is ruled by an
underlying 'Logcs'". He applauds Hughes' work as similar in aim
tp Eastern principles which consider language as a "means to those
ends which are ultimately inaccegible to” any form of human
communication”.'®  Presumedly, Faas is refefﬁng to the Indian
notion that, "one has but to alter one's psyché&ogical orientation
and recognize (re-cognize) what is within. Deprived of this
recognition, we are removed from our reality by a cerebral
shartsightedness which is called in Sanskrit maya, ‘delusion'".=°
language is, as "human communication”, such a form of "cerebral
shortsightedness"; as Faas puts 1t, 1t can only be a "means”.
Vhatever Faas' intention, this is a truly "metaphysical" solution:
it relies on an acceptance of the "beyond" of language being re-
cognizable to our "understanding” when material langauge has been
accepted as maya. Hughes' article on Laura Riding is relevant in

this context:

Perhaps her secret lies in +this combination of a
concentrated, ruthless drive towards things beyond language
with a new-molten supple wild and free language. She has a
nreligious” respect for the thing to be said, but no respect
at all for the available means of saying it. “The pcetry
does not matter". But only a poet with an immense natural
verbal gift can get away with that.=’
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Hughes' attitude towards this opposition, between the sensible
"supple wild and free langucge” and those intelligible "things
beyond language®, is clear from the comment that shortly follows

this statement:

(Riding'sl priorities were right. To respect words more
than the truths which are perpetually trying to find and
correct words 1s the death of poetry. The reverse, of
course, 1s also the death of poetry - but not before it has
produced poetry.

This, of course, argues that the signified - "the thing to be
saild" - is the important element of the sign; the signifier - "the
available means"” - 1s a secondary surplus. The latter is that
which needs to be kept under control, corrected by the truth of
the former. Once again, the 1imagery of transgression and
restraint 1s inseparable from that of life and death. The first
wdeath" is that caused by ignoring the "understanding" of the "re-
cognized” mind; the second, that of the impish "1life” of the
goblin-word. This conception of language is only conceivable
within a semiology that opposes the conceptual to the material,
with the latter perceived as a Fall, a transgression, from the

former but intimating a transition back to transcendental truths.

If the division between consclous and unconscious existence is the
cause of soclety's sickness ("the inner world, separated from the
outer world, is a place of demons. The outer world, separated
from the inner world, is a place of meaningless objects and
machines"),2®2 the closing of this wrenching split by imaginative
literature is forestalled by the "huge gap" present in language
itself. Hughes' desire to heal a sundered psyche hence develops
an aesthetic in which "great" art has a moral - an ethical - duty
to unite a split identity into what is comparable to Jung's notion
of the individuated "Self".

For Jung, individuation is "the metaphysical process" in which

» consciousness must confront the unconscious and a balance between
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opposites must be found". The desire for +this healing
reconciliation springs from "the religious need [thatl] longs for
wholeness, and therefore lays hold of images of wholeness offered
by the unconscipus".=2 The unconscious thus functions as the
alienated other to a consciousness which perceives itself as
lacking totality or wholeness. The Jungian Self is not to be
confused with the egocentricity of the Egg-head or individuation
with the synthesis of desiring subject and desired subject in the
masturbatory  "contentment" of the first of the "Two Phases".
This would result, in Jung's words, 1in "a hopeless conceptual
muddle. Individuation 1is then nothing but ego-centeredness and
autoeroticism.... Individuation does not shut one out from the
world, but gathers the world to one's self."=4  Individuation
provides a useful parallel to the central impulse in Hughes’
work: the desire to heal the psyche by the destruction of a

repressive egg-headed ego-centrism.

However, the Empsonian obscurity of poetry impinges on this
aesthetic of totalization. Hughes' belief in the approximations
of language jeopardizes the task of imaginative literature to heal
the psyche to itself. This is the dilemma Hughes stresses in the

following remark, made in conversation with Faas.

You choose a subject because it serves, because you need it.
Ve go on writing poems because one poem never gets the whole
account right. There 1s always something missed. At the
end of the ritual up comes a goblin. Anyway within a week
the whole thing has changed, one needs a fresh bulletin.
And works go dead, fishing has to be abandoned, the shoal
has moved on. Vhile we struggle with a fragmentary Orestes
some complete Bacchae moves past too deep down to hear. We
get news of it later ... too late. In the end, one's poems
are ragged undated letters from remote battles and weddings
and one thing and another.2s

This remarkable passage concentrates several of the elements
considered abave. The mnotion of distinct ©but potentially
complementary "worlds" disjointed but, however inadequately, able
'tD be mediated by the poet's craft, 1s caught in the imagery

common to Hughes of fishing. The fisherman's line is a mediator
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between two worlds separated by the thin film of the surface of
the water; his is a chancy trade: the “shoal" may well "move on".
This image recalls the parabolic fishing in Poetry in the Naking,
as well as the mediating "tube"” of writing Hughes invokes in the
context of his early poem "To Paint a Vater Lily". It is also
close to Joseph Campbell's "monomyth", in which the subject seeks
to undergo “detachment or withdrawal ... a radical transfer of
emphasis from the external to the internal world”. This is the
heroic quest for "a portion of [al lost totality",®® which, like
Jung's process of individuation,is the internalized quest-romance
for a renewed existence devoid of the division between conscious
and unconscious experience. Campbell's monomyth is reinterpreted
in the 1light of creativity in Peter Redgrove and Penelope
Shuttle's Tke Wise WVound:

It is acknowledged that the process which leads to discovery
in science and to the creatiom of new works of art involves
a creative surrender and a rhythm. No artist, no scientist,
no poet can make his works by a deliberate act of will....
There is a descent and a return, with the knowledge and
prize of inner riches.=?

Redgrove's and Shuttle’'s "creative surrender” is another form of
Campbell's "withdraéﬁ". and is equally informed by the Jungian
desire for "wholeness". But lacking in these accounts (and,
incidentally, in Redgrove's poetry) is the element of despair so
central to Hughes' work. If Hughes’ poetics may be seen as
revolving around the same structure of alienation and desire that
infuses the early love poetry, it is thus no surprise that poems
are perceived, in the above quotation from the 1970 interview with
Faas, as "ragged ... letters" - approximations and compromised
expressions - from, amongst other locales, remote "weddings". The
alchemical wedding between "masculinity" and "femininity" is an
image I shall return to in later chapters. For the present, it is
noteworthy that, as in the poems, there is a need to appropriate a
remote without-world in order to overcome the sense that existence
is pothing more nor less than lack. The frustration of desire in

the poems is repeated in the prose due to the inherent deferral of
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language. In Hughes' cultural writings, the deferred wish for
plenitude is reinscribed in the context of femininity.

II. NATURAL DESIRE: NATURE, CULTURE AND HISTORY

In the early love poems we saw how a desirable plenitude of being
- the "wedding"” of self and other, subject and object - finds a
mirror-image in the "death" of the singular subject. Annihilation
negates all dualisms and is that which lies beyond and without
desire. Although Hughes' work is explicitly related to Jungian
analytical psychology, thkis paradox s mors obvicusly a
psychoanalytical one. In classical Freudian terms, desire for the
mother is an incestuous wish curtailed by the intervention of the
father and the threat of castration. Wilbelm Reich, whilst
disputing many of the tenets of psychoanalysis, reiterates the
Freudian notion of the unallayed desire which stems from the
Oedipal moment, whilst casting it into a terminoclogy more
pertinent to Hughes' texts: "The striving for non-existence, for
the Nirvana, for death, then, is identical with the striving for
orgastic release, that is, the most important manifestation of
1ife."=e Death, in this schema, is fundamental to a full life, as
it mirrors the fullness Relch locates in sexual climax. Desire
structures post-Oedipal existence because the latter is riven by a
"striving" for the lost relationship with the mother, a desire -
at least for Reich - only allayed in “"orgastic release". In many
ways, this may be said to echo Hughes' emphasis on "physical re-
conquest” in the early love lyrics. However, such release fails
to satisfy fully Hughes’ alienated personae and protagonists:
'Hughes' texts are consequently more aware than Reich's that to end
desire, as Buddhist thought acknowledges, entails the rejection of
subjectivity, of 1life itself. The Buddhist concept of Nirvana
denotes "non-existence", beyond all "striving": Nir-vana literally
means "without wind", and it is the "wind" of karma which is
equatable with the unsatisfied striving of Freudian desire.=?
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This powerful if pessimistic realization 1is central to Freud's
later work. The primary repression of the desire for the mather
results in the substitution of other objects of desire, in a chain
whose initial link would be a plenitude that Freud's use of the
» Nirvana principle" could anly relocate in the void of non-
existence or death.®> Jacques Lacan's interpretation of Freud is
relevant in this context, in particular, his formulations of the
"imaginary” and the "symbolic".®' The "imaginary" identification
of the child with the mother's body is a form of metaphorical
equation or identification, whilst the displacement of "symbolic"
desire can be, Lacan insists, thought of as structured
metonymically.®® It is rewarding to consider Hughes' social and
historical comments in terms of Llacan's psychoanalytical
appropriation of these two figures of rhetoric. The reason being
that Hughes' view of poetic language 1is 1inseparable from his
cultural criticism: bath turn on the same axis and share the same
problematic. At the core of each is the notion of a desirable
transition back to an "imaginary" plenitude, either of meaning or
being; a transition which is in constant danger of becoming a Fall
or a transgression. His texts chart an exile comparable f:o what
Lacan terms the "symbolic order", in which the subject, in the
psychoanalyst's wordé, is "caught in the rails - etermnally
stretching forth towards the desire for something else - of
metonymy" . 3% That "something else", 1in psychoanalysis, 1s
principally the mother's body, which the symbolic order of
society, family and languoge denies the child. What replaces the
mother is a series of substitutes, which in Lacanian theory are
termed "objet petit a". Just as post-structuralist theories of
meaning argue that language is anincessant sliding of signifiers,
with no final transcendental signified, so too, according to
Lacan, desire is jan inexorable slippage from objet petit a to
objet petit a, with no closure (save death). For Hughes, this
condition of constant metonymic displacement from object to object
jg - as we shall see in the context of his review of MXax

Ficholson's The Environmental Revolution - on a cultural plane,
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the very structure of Vestern civilization. This 1is a
civilization which has substituted a host of "abjects” for the naow
lost relationship with "Mother Nature". Recalling the signifier's
exile from a full meaning as set out in certain prose works, and
the lack at the heart of the desiring subject in early poems such
as "Song" and “Incompatabilities”, Hughes, 1in bhis cultural
criticism, lays this model of alienation and exile like a transfer
upon upon the development of Vestern culture. He charts an
alienation from nature, expresses an awareness of humanity's lack
¢tdue to the "re-cognized” understanding outlined above), and
thence propoées the need for an "environmental revolution" which
will be synonymous with a return to a "lost" unity of "inner" and

"osuter" nature.

In the light of Hughes' articles on the necessity for a visicnary
imagination, that will liberate a now suppressed natural being,
what Stephen Heath calls the "Reich-Cooper sexology" - that
#"commands us to authentic orgasm in the name of a repressed or
alienated nature® -4 arguably informs Hughes' historicism.
Juliet Mitchell summarizes this concept of "alienated nature” in
her analysis of Reich: it 1s a passage equally applicable to
Hughes:

Reich's simple proposition was that Nature and Culture are
today at loggerheads, but were not so in the primitive past,
nor need be so in the primitive future. If Nature and
Culture would be at one again, so would all lesser
conflicts.®®

In Stan Smith's words, quoted in chapter one, this is the
postalgia for the future present in a poem such as "February". In
Hughes' prose, such nostalgia becomes the central element of a
powerful cultural narrative, one most clearly set out in his
review of Max Nicholson's The Environmental Revolution, from which
1 have already cited several passages. The following quotation is

the impassioned heart of the review:
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The subtly apotheosised misogyny of Reformed Christianity is
proporticnate to the fanatic rejection of Nature, and the
result has been to exile man from Mother Nature - from both
{nner and outer nature. The story of the mind exiled from
Nature is the story of Vestern man. It is the story of iis
progressively more desperate eearch for mechanical and
rational and symbolic securities, which will substitute for
the spirit-confidence of the Nature he has lost. The basic
myth for the ideal Vesterner's life 1s the Quest. The quest
for a marriage in the soul or a physical re-conquest. The
lost life must be captured somehaw. It is the story of
spiritual romanticism and heroic technological progress. It
is a story of decline. When something abandons Fature, or
is abandoned by Nature, it has lost touch with its creator,
and is called an evolutionary dead-end. According to this,
our Civilisation is an evolutionary error. Sure enough,
when the modern mediumistic artist locks into his crystal,
he sees always the same thing. He sees the last nightmare
of mental disintegration and spiritual emptiness, under the
super-ego of Moses, in its original or in some Totalitarian
form, and the self-anaesthetising schizophrenia of St. Paul.
This is the soul-state of our civilisation. But he may see
something else. He may see a vision of the real Eden,
"axcellent as at the first day", the draughty radiant
Paradise of the animals, which is the actual earth, in the
actual Universe: he may see Pan, whom Nietzsche mistook for
Dionysus, the vital, somewhat terrible spirit of natural
1ife, which is new 1n every second. This is what will
survive, i1f anything can.3s

The vibrant "paradise” of the animal world in Hughes' poetry is
due to their "imaginary" identity with Mother RNature. For
humanity, the ®"symbolic" alienation of culture has severed this
pre-QOedipal duality, through the intervention of the patriarchal
totalitarian Father, "the super-ego of Moses". The result is that
wexile" which, in psychoanalysis, 1is the trajectory of desire.
Freud's family romance hence becomes the image of a collective
tragedy, that of a “technological progress" which, in reality, is
a catastrophic "decline”. This entropic decline - reminiscent of
"Fourth of July" or "February" - is a narrative of the Vestern
"mind", a psychic journey which turns the exile into a "Quest", an
Exodus. But the quest for the "Marriage 1in the soul" |is
transgressive, displaced onto "rational and symbolic securities”,
metonymic substitutes comparable to the Lacanian objet petit a.
An Edenic plenitude of being is thus superseded by "mental
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disintegration and spiritual emptiness”, the condition outlined in
"Myth and Education” as that of an existence stripped of
imagination. Therefore, it 1s the role of the imaginative, or
*mediumistic”, artist to glinmpse what has been lost, re-cognize

the lack at the very centre of his or her community.

The key term in this “"story® is, of course, nature. A necessary
fiction of culture, it is that which exists beyond and before
civilization. It is an ather that i1s both the Dionysian
substratum of being and the object world of nature itself. For
Hughes, nature is most suitably personified as feminine and as
maternal, as Mother FNature, whilst Vestern culture, due to 1its
Judaeo~Christian heritage (Moses and St Paul), becomes implicitly
troped as masculine. This binary opposition is reminiscent of the
early poetry, in which the cultural egg-head, "the staturing 'l
am'" of the symbolic order of society and language, is usually
pmale, alienated from a variety of females, ranging from the
petrarchan lady of *Song" to the quasi-Schopenhag}ean feminine
will of "Gog". Voman and nature thus become that which man and
culture define themselves against. Joseph Campbell makes this
very point when he writes: "The fear of woman and the mystery of
her motherhood have been for the male no less impressive forces
than have the fears and mysteries of nature itself™.®” However,
Campbell, like Hughes, fails to questior this patriarchal belief,
thus foregrounding the element of sexism inherent within the
"quest” to reappropriate Mother Nature. As Héléne Cixous

conments:

So in the end woman, in man's desire, stands in the place of
not knowing, the place of mystery. In this sense she is no
good, but at the same time she is good because it's this
mystery that leads man to keep overcoming, dominating,
subduing, putting his manhood to the test, against the
mystery he has to keep forcing back.=®

The notion of femininity occupying the place not only of a lost
origin but of a radical inscrutability is one I will return to in
the following section and in my reading of Crow. For Hughes this
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original mystery has been supplanted by substitutes which simply
provide "symbalic securities"”. The text claims that such
displacements or transgressions are due to the refusal +to
é@nowledge the repressed desire for a metaphorical identification
with the appealing fiction of a lost nature. The feminine is
thus, as origin, to be venerated rather than reviled. In the oral
exchange following the 1970 version of "Myth and Education”,
Hughes déclares that the patriarchal revulsion of all things
feminine is a construct of Protestantism: "The fundamental pattern
was made within Protestant Christianity that the devil, woman,
nature were out of bounds",3? Fevertheless, such a
marginalization - the equation woman = devil = nature ~ 1s one
that, in the very act of veneration of all things feminine,
Hughes' prose articulates. Luce Irigamy opens out the patriarchal
strategy that structures Hughes' apparent rejection of patriarchy,
when she writes of the masculine %“desire to force open, to
penetrate, to appropriate for himself ... the secret ... of his
origin."<4° It is precisely this desire that colours the whole of
Hughes's work, and it is ome that seeks to interpret history as
the exile from an origin that must, in the realm of the
transcendent "understanding”, be seen as a telos. This is why the
review foregrounds the importance of “conservation, our sudden
alertness to the wholeness of nature, and the lateness of the
hour”. This is "only the crest of a deeper excitement and
readiness", because humanity is on the brink af "the re-emergence
of nature as the Great Goddess of mankind, and the Mother of all
1ife".4' Conservation is thus clearly a part of the general tleme
of the appropriation of the without-world of the other; it is a
cultural movement that re-cognizes the necessity for the
collective 1individuation of nature and society into a new
*wholeness", Unlike the contemporary political interest in
vgreen" issues, however, Hughes' sense of conservation as an
intimation of the resurrection of a lost totality is seemingly

above political considerations. As Terry Eagleton has written:
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If the woman figures a politically subversive desire, she
can also come to symbolize, like FNature Iitself, the great
pre-political matrix from which all cultures proceed, and
which supposedly transcends their petty particularities.
Voman would appear in this sense to be on the side of both
anarchy and order, though the order she symbolizes runs
"deeper” than the political.4®

Hughes' feminine Nature is projected as just such a pre-political
matrix. It 1s a consoling fiction which derives, in part, from
Rousseau — an invention castigated by Nietzsche as humanity's need
for "good nature”: "a corner of the world into which man and his
torments could not enter”.#® This myth of nature as a refuge in
which society's problems are transcended is, of course, a cultural
vision: such a nature is always already a dream of culture, the
space of an imaginary resolution of cultural problems. It
therefore comes as no surprise that Hughes entertains a desire for
a form of "natural" society: a naturalized culture in which the
without-world of nature has been reappropriated, thus fulfilling
the lack at the heart of industrial society.

This 1s the culture that is described in Hughes' highly ambivalent
interpretation of Henry Williamson, for whom he delivered a
memorial address in 1977, Like +the 1971 review of The
Environmental KRevolution, this is a crucial document in any
discussion of Hughes' social criticism, and has been lamentably

ignored in recent studies of his work.

The fascination of this address lies in its acceptance of certain
of Villiamson's central temnets whilst, concurrently, displaying
considerable unease at their political consequences: "we had
terrible arguments about his politics, wonderful evenings when he
told his stories".44 Hughes' conception of nature, in the review
of The Environmental Revolution, is itself a "story", a powerful
parrative of civilization's continuing exile from its maternal
origins. It is this fiction that the address condones as those
vreal and good things", the fundamentals that Williamson
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celebrated: "Everything ... in the real moral basis af his vision,
seens to me good and right for every time and every place".4s [t
{s this wmorality that Hughes wishes +to disentangle from
Villiamson's political beliefs, principally from the latter
writer's faith in the defunct "order” of the country estate. The
estate is an example of a cultural construction of an apparently
timeless, apolitical and hence "natural" society, with all the
ideclogical implications such a construction depends upon.
Underlying this belief of Villiamson, 1is one that 1s more
conducive to Hughes. VWilliamson, in Hughes' interpretation, finds
in nature abundant vitality and, specifically, energy:
#(yilliamscnl] worshipped energy. And worshipping energy, he
feared - with a fear that was always ready to become rage -
inertia, disintegration of effort, wilful neglect, any sort of
sloppiness or wasteful exploitation."4® Hughes' opinions coincide
exactly with Villiamson's here: "inertia" is simply another name
for the stultifying "objective imagination"” lambasted in the 1976
essay on myth and education, and identified there as a product of
the "scientific outlook”. A scilentific culture, it is argued,
alienates the self from nature, offering an "objective percepticn”
devoid of natural energy. However, Williamson's questionable
political interpretation of this fundamental energy must be
marginalized as simply a peripheral excess, one which in no way
negates the validity of his central "vision®. In order to isolate
thics essence in Villiamson's work, Hughes' text 1is forced into
what is largely a semantic sleight of hand. The result is a
reading that betrays itself as as ideologically motivated as the

work under consideration:

Even here, we can see how a keen feeling for a biological
law - the bioclogical struggle against entropy - quickly
sprouts its social and political formulations, with all the
attendant dangers of abstract language. He worshipped
natural creativity - and therefore he rejoiced in anybody
who seemed able to make positive things happen, anybody who
bad a practical vision for repairing society, upgrading
craftsmanship, nursing and dimproving the land. He
worshipped the clear, undistorted spirit of natural life -
and this led him to imagine a saclety based on natural law,
a hierarchic society, a soclety with a great visionary
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leader. It seemed to him that he had glimpsed the perfect
society in the stable, happy world of the big old estates,
where discipline, courtesy, tradition, order, community and
productive labour flourished in intimate harmony with a
natural world that was cherished.“*”

The fairly neutral tone of this commentary should not mislead the
reader, The biological law invoked at the opening of the
paragraph is one which lies behind Hughes' contention 1in the
review of The Environmental Revolution that, according to the law
of entropy, Western civilization is an evolutionary error and thus
a dead-end. Williamson's own error was to translate his awareness
of this “"fact" into the dangerous dimension of “abstract
language”. Aside from this erroneous judgement, Villiamson is
said to remain faithful to the truth of his vision in his worship
of the essential substratum of existence: "the undistorted spirit
of natural life". The fullest cultural expression of this spirit
- which the earlier review calls the “"spirit-life of nature" - is
a society which 1s glossed as "based on natural law”. Hughes here
repeats precisely the mistake attributed to WVilliamson, as he,
like Williamson, reads nature into the "social and political
formulation" of the "big, old estate.” Hughes rescues
Vvilliamson's vision by refusing to admit that the estate is
determined by economic not natural laws, The adjective,
»natural®, is itself becoming dangerously abstract, as 1t ceases
to simply denote a law of nature and starts to connote impli%}

cultural values: those of stability, tradition, order, etc.

That this natural prejudice is ideological is exhibited in the
soclety projected by the text. The "intimate harmony" between the
ectate and the objective world of nature proper is due to the
fé?er having supposedly modelled itself on the latter; the same
laws structure both. This Jjustifies the naturalness of "a
hierarchic society, a society with a great visionary leader”.
Indeed, democracy i1s as unnatural for Hughes as it 1is for
villiamson: it is, in the words of the address, "the shoddy,

traditionless, destructive, wurban emptiness" of contemporary
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society.#® The neo-Yeatsian portrait of the great country house
is an apparently better imitation of nature's hierarchial
structure. Once again, however, the terminology of the passage
undoes its own assertions. As mentioned, discipline, courtesy,
tradition, order and community are all glossed as natural. That
this is a somewhat unlikely description of an English estate is
irrelevant; what is more pertinent is the glaring discrepancy
between these attributes and the blind "energy" the passage
originally invoked. In the course of the attempt to naturalize a
specific culture, natural "enpergy" =~ a form of Schopenhauer's
will-to-live - finds itself displaced into "natural creativity”.
The two terms - "energy" and "creativity” - are hardly synonyms;
one cannot praise energy unless it is Interpreted as a positive
attribute, as "creative". Contrary to the views of many of his
critics, Hughes is not a nihilist: his work relies on an equation
in which the amorality of nature is interpreted in a moral light.
Only by eliding emergy into creativity could a morality based on
such a reading of the hierarchic model of nature be constructed.
The estate-society is a "reading" of nature, one conducted under a
cultural aegis, which relies upon an identification of "energy"
and "creativity”, the suppressed difference between these two
terms becoming apparent in the increasing ambivalence as to what
the signifier "pnature" actually dengtes, Consequently, for all
Hughes' wariness with regard to WVilliamson's theories, his
commentary finds itself reiterating and amplifying precisely those
reactionary elements in Willianmson from which he seeks to distance

himself.

Villiamson's estate is a desperate attempt to reinstate nature in
modern culture. Hughes' ambiguous response to this cultural
vision is in large part due to the historical perspective outlined
in his review of The Environmental Revolution: the exile described
in the review needs the far more "revolutionary® possibilities of
global conservation than that provided by the example of
Villiamson's quasi-feudal society. In the striking "Fote" he

appended to his selection, A4 Choice of Shakespeare's Verse, Hughes
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describes a particular period within the more general historical
schema of the review. This is the period from the Middle Ages to
the English Civil Var, with particular emphasis on the Elizabethan
and Jacobean eras. It 1s a periond, Hughes argues, crucial to an
understanding of the loss of the Edenic "imaginary" unity with
Yother Nature. Like the review, the "Note" narrates this episode
in the "story" of the West in terms of gender, recasting the
subjects of history within a sexual fable.

In granting this historical pericd such importance, Hughes joins
forces with T. S. Eliot, who, in a famous passage of "The
Metaphysical Poets", makes the claim that "in the sceventeenth
century a dissociation of sensidility set in, from which we have
never recaovered”.<® For Hughes this dissociation, 1in its
origins, predates the seventeenth century; it is also more than
simply a question of aesthetic sensibility: 1t 1s the {final
destruction of an already weakened belief in a feminine, natural
principle. These differences aside, it is noteworthy that both
writers desire to locate a unity of being they feel is absent from
twentieth century existence. In Hughes' view, Shakespeare's work

is the supreme record of this momentous loss:

The groundplan of Shakespeare's imagination very closely
fits the groundplan of the religious struggle which -
history tells us convincingly - embroiled every fibre of
Elizabethan life.

This stfuggle was, of course, the struggle between the
radical Calvinists and the Reformed Church at the head of
which stood the Queen. The Calvinists, or Puritans as they
came to be called, intensified their efforts throughout
Shakespeare's time ... claiming that the Reformation in
England had been muffed, that it had done no more than
replace the Pope with the Queen, and that all the old evils
were still there, still to be rooted out.

(CSV, p. 185)

Calvinism simply foregrounds the misogyny that, in the review of
The Eavironmental Revolution, 1s seen as informing Protestantism
as a whole. The Queen is a link, however weak, with the Mother

Fature worship Reformed Christianity wished to suppress. Such
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worship, in a debased but still prominant role, survives within
Catholicism in the adoration of the Virgin Mother (see CSV, pp.
185-187). This gender-orientated "religious struggle"”, which
Hughes locates in the Elizabethan era, 1is the outward face of a
larger crisis, one in which all traces of "the old evils" were to

be stamped out:

The Queen of Heaven, who was the goddess of Catholicism, who
was the goddess of Medieval and Pre-Christian England

who was the goddess of all sensation and organic life - this
overwhelmingly powerful, multiple, primeval being, was
dragged into court by the young Puritan Jehovah. It was a
gigantic all-inclusive trial: the theology of 1t being
merely the most visible face of the social revolution
included behind 1it. Throughout Shakespeare's life-time,
this was the agitation inside everybody, as the two fought
it out.

csv, p. 187

In Hughes' reading, the determination of the religious struggle
provides the "most visible face" of what is, in fact, a "social
revolution”. The "Note" thus appears to hint at a necessary
distinction between the theological debates of the time, the
political power-struggles 1lying behind the church's religious
debates, and the the ultimately determining economic factor of the
rise of the bourgeoisie, as the tranéition from Feudalism to
Capitalism accelerates. However, Hughes' reading is by no stretich
of the imagination an exercise in historical materialism. Hughes
collapses any notion of base and superstructure into his non-
dialectical model of history as decline; the religious issues are
used to foreground a moment which, like a sudden downward movement
on a graph, is merely an increase in the angle of culture's Fall
from a state of nature. The contradiction centrestage in the case
of this historical period thus becomes a concrete instance in the
historical overview set out in the review of The Environmental
Revolution. This is what Hughes labels a "trial" of the original,
valid worship of Mother FNature by the wusurping, erronecus
Christian faith, 1n its virulent form of Calvinism: "So the
quarrel opened an archaic mythological dimension beyond the

{mmediate theological cne" (CSV, p. 186).
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In conclusion to this section, we can reduce Hughes' cultural
criticism to the folgaing formula: before the "evolutionary error”
of civilization, there was nature. In both the review of The
Environmental Revolution and the "Note" on Shakespeare, this is
conveyed in terms of gender, femininity providing a trope for what
is the other to a patriarchal culture. This suppressed femininity
must be returned to the centre: "She is", in Heinrich Zimmer's
words, "brahman, the life-force of the universe that secretly
dwells within all things".®° This is analogous to Hughes' "vital,
somewhat terrible spirit of natural life", that essence which is
the substratum to all existence. The cultural criticism is thus
structured around the same concerns as both the early poems and
the prose formulations of poetic language. In all, the dominant
tone 1is nostalgic, a hankering after a plenitude of being,
language or culture, a fullness that merely remains a constant
object of desire. In the final section of this chapter, I read
these issues into Hughes' literary criticism, taking as nmy text
Hughes' interpretation of Shakespeare in the "Note", a
paradigmatic essay which also raises the importance of the

practice of shamanism in Hughes' poetry after Wodwo.

III. CRITICAL DESIRE: SHAKESPEARE AND THE CRITIC AS SHAMAN

At the heart of the "Note" lies a contradiction, cne that involves
a crucial vacillation between two opposed readings of Shakespeare.
The first is that which predominates throughout the "Note": this
one may term the "ynmediated" relationship betwen poet and
history, poet and audience, text and critic. Shakespeare
presents, in bhis "skeleton-key fable" (CSV, p. 182), the bare

bones, as it were, of a psychic histaory:

As will be seen, I trust, when I come to cutline it, this
fable of his, this very private assembly of his deepest
obsessions, reflected perfectly the prevailing psychic
conflict of his times 1in England, the conflict which
exploded, eventually, into the Civil Var.

(CSV, p. 184; italics mine)
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Shakespeare's work is a perfect reflection of its three referents:
his private "conflict" (in Empson's sense), the national "psychic
conflict® and the historical situation I briefly analysed at the
close of the preceding section. However, these three different
referents are themselves reflections of one another, as what
Hughes calls Shakespeare's "sexual dilemma" (the "tap-root" of the
poetry and plays [CSV, p. 1811, is, in fact, the mirror image on
a individual plane of the psychic dilemma gripping sixteenth and
seventeenth century society in general. Shakespeare's oeuvre is
thus simply the passive representative of a "world picture". This
mimetic criticism of Shakespeare, however, seems to contradict a
remark made late in the "Note", one which broadens the narrow

focus adopted so far:

Inevitably, his fable takes account of other parallel worlds
of experience, besides the state of religious feeling in his
day. It is a perfect example of the ancient universal
cshamanistic dream of the call to the poetic or holy life.
(csv, p. 199

The "other worlds of experience"” remain unexplored in the "Nate",
but the question this contradiction raises is: can a shamanic
Sbakespeare be compounded with a Shakespeare who 1is simply a
passive recorder of social and psychic conflicts? The shaman, or
priest-doctor, 1s an educator and healer in certain so-called
'primitive" societies. His active, communal role 1is one Hughes
perhaps feels is weakly shadowed in the public position of Poet
Laureate. That aside, what needs to be stressed is that the
shaman is a mediator between a tribal community and what Hughes
calls "“parallel worlds of experience”. Claude Lévi-Strauss’
interpretation of shamanism succinctly explains the significance

of the shaman's role:

The shaman provides the sick woman with a language, by means
of which unexpressed, and otherwise inexpressible, psychic
states can be 1mmediately expressed, And it is the
transition to the verbal exXpression - at the same time
making 1t possible to undergo in an ordered and intelligible
form a real experience that would otherwise be chaotic and
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inexpressible - which induces the release of the
physiological process, that is, the reorganization, in a
favorable direction, of the process to which the sick woman
is subjected.s!

The shaman seeks to verbalize the individual's sickness and thus
enact some sort of cure. This is similar to the emphasis Hughes
lays on the necessity of imaginative literature releasing
repressed elements of the sick psyche into creative co-operation
with the conscious mind. In the context of the "Note", Shak%eare
would thus be a poetic healer as much as a recorder of a sick
society, for, in Hughes' interpretation of shamanism, it is the
practicality of the shaman's trade, his social function within the
tribe, that is important. As Hughes writes, in a review of Mircea
Eliade's Shamanism "Shamanism is not a religion, but a technique
for moving in a state of ecstasy among the various spiritual
realms, and for generally dealing with souls and spirits, in a
practical way, in some practical crisis. It flourishes alongside
and within the prevailing religiomn."== Shamanism 1is marginal,
"alongside and withkin", it is parasitical upon a more full-blown
religion. It is less a theology than a career, a skill or a
technique. And 1like all techniques, it requires a gift to
practise it well - not all can shamanize. In this respect the
chaman and shamanism are an obvious choice as metaphors for the
poet and the poetic act, especially wﬁen chosen by a poet
particularly concerned with the "ethical" uses and abuses of
poetry. As Hughes puts it: "Some shamans shamanize to amuse
themselves, but usually the performance is public and to some

public purpose”. s3

For Hughes, then, the shamanic act is a metaphor for the healing
that imaginative literature should emact. It is principally an
image of the desire to close a division between the "two minds" of
the psyche that are described in "To Paint a Water-Lily" and that
find extensive formulation in the prose. Eliade's comprehensive
book on shamanism - one that obviously influenced Hughes' own

texts - makes the pertinent point that, "each time a shaman
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succeeds in sharing in the animal mode of being, he in a manner
re-establishes the situation that existed in 1illo tempore, 1in
mythical times, when the divorce between man and the animal world
had not occured."®4 Like Hughes, the shaman is thus, in this
reading, nostalgic, concerned with the restoration of wholeness
and individuated being. Hughes emphasizes +this point in bhis

review of Eliade's work:

The results, when the shaman returns to the living, are some
display of healing power, or a clairvoyant pilece of
{nformation. The cathartic effect on the audience, and the
refreshing of their religious feeling, must be profound.
These shamanizings are also entertainments, full of
buffconery, mimicry, dialogue, and magical contortioms.®s

Hughes thus sees the shamanic poet, such as the Shakespeare
intimated at the end of the "Note", as a doctor and educator
effecting catharsis. At the same time, however, the solemnity of
this role is combined with what, in my reading of Crow, I term
(after Mikhail Bakhtin) a “carnivalesque” Iirreverence, a
"bufﬁ%nery“. This is all due to the shaman's marginal status, his
tangential relationship with the dominant religion. He is hence,
like Hughes'’ ideal writer of imaginative literature, not in
cahoots with a society’s principal mores because he brings back to
society that which 1t represses. However, Shakespeare, in the
majority of the "Note", is read as failing to do more than reflect
the puritanical suppression of femininity. Shakespeare's texts
merely repeat the dilemma gripping Jacobean society; a dilemma, it
appears, that they do not attempt to cure but simply re-enact in
various degrees of savagery. The throw-away reference to
Shakespeare's shamanic status towards the end of the "Note" is
largely undermined by the predominant emphasis on his passive
reflection of the spirit of the age. 1In fact, in a move that we
shall see to be analogous to Crow's, it 1s the critic of
Shakespeare who adopts the role of the shaman rather than
Shakespeare himself. Hughes' criticism becomes the healing medium
.thato in the essays on education, he had granted to imaginative
l1iterature, the object of critical study. Shakespeare's texts
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become the "sick woman" who, in Lévi-Strauss's words, the shamanic
critic "provides ... with a language" . One of the principal
interests of the "Note" lies in Hughes' reasons for taking this

somewhat odd critical approach.

Recalling Hughes' view of this historical period, i1t is apparent
that Shakespeare's texis are produced from within a historical
context that is a lynchpin in the decline of social and religious
l1ife. At one end are the Middle Ages, Catholicism and a weak but
pervasive sense 0f the Mother Goddess and all that that entails.
At the nearer end lies the symbolic patriarch Cromwell. It is the
passage from one to the other that The Complete Works describe and
presage. This transition makes its first presence, interestingly,
in an absence, in the blind spot between the two poems Venus and
Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. Hughes' interpretation of these

two works is central to his essay as a whole:

At first glance, each of these [poems] is the obverse of the
other. In the first a love-goddess - the love-goddess -
tries to rape Adonis, a severely puritan youth. In the
second, the lust-possessed king, Tarquin, rapes the severely
puritan young wife, Lucrece.... Venus 1s not only the
goddess of love, she is the Queen of Heaven, whose doves are
the original ministers of grace.... She is also the Queen
of Hell, in which aspect her wild boar is the demon of
destruction and death.... As Venus, again, she is also
Isis, mother of all the gods, and all living things: she is
Nature.

(CSV, p. 189

This is the initial critical reading; what 1is required of .the

critic, however, 1s a rigorous re-reading:

Once we have seen that the two poems are each other's
obverse, in the fairly mechanical way common in mythology,
we can see that they are also, in a deeper sense
complementary. In the first, the Divine Power in female
form offers her love with such fullness and intensity that
ordinary defensive humanity does not know to accept it. In
the second, the Divine Power, enraged after rebuff, in male
and destructive form (Mars is the Shiva behind the boar and
behind Tarquin), completes the visitation fatally.... Row
perhaps we can see how the two poems are, in fact, the two
unjoined balves of a single story. (CSV, pp. 189-190)
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This is, to mix metaphors, the "skeleton-key fable" in embryonic
form. It is also the Hughesian Fall read into Shakespeare. The
"story of the mind exiled from Nature" finds poetic expression in
his two early poems. Hughes, as critic, takes texts that appear
tp be mirror images - that is, reversed or "obverse" images - and
makes them "complementary", bringing them together in a linear
development. The result is a revenge fable: the Goddess is
spurned, incensed she returns "in male and destructive fora",
wreaking vengeance. The "feminine" has two guises: welcomed she
could be creative, rejected or repressed she turns destructive.
It is this national psychic repression that Shakespeare records
and that the critic must identify as the latent content of
Shakespeare's work. Those texts, hawever, not only record this
national illness, they are themselves a part of it. The pcems and
plays reflect the suppression of the feminine by the patriarchal
puritans and partake of the puritanical attitude themselves.
Shakespeare's texts fipally plummet to the depths of repressionm,
as Prospero drowns his "book in the sea" because "it contains the
tragedies, with their evidence® (CSV, p. 198). The shamanic
critic, like the shaman proper, is thus to be seen as in some

sense marginal to the orthodoxy espoused by his primary texts.

The early narrative poems tell "the two unjoined halves of a
single story", yet this is the story in its infancy, at the
teginning of Shakespeare's work, where the "national tragedy"

(CSV, p. 197142 lies hidden in the abyss between the poems:

And the story these two halves make is Shakespeare's fable -
his major discovery, the equation on which all his work is
based. But the most inspired piece ©of intuition in the
whole assenmbly, the @mechanism on which the dramatic
development depends, 1s still absent. It occurs in the gap
between the two poems.

(Csv, p. 180
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The movement of Hughes' reading of history springs from such a
*gap", an absence or lack, as does his view of the function - and

dangers - of poetic lanaguage. The telos that is a return to an

vimaginary® state - the desirable outcome of conservation in
Hughes' ‘“story" of humanity - reappears in the “Note" on
Shakespeare as the aim of the critic. He makes the shamanic

flight and return that brings to light the repressed aspects of
the text - its "“unconscious” - and restores the text to a

plenitude of "meaning".

The "gap" in the text is read as the point at which the "Divine
Power" changes "nature”, and switches from benevolent love to
destructive rage. It is the moment where Venus turns into Hecate,
where the female takes on male attributes. That this gap is
closely associated with the nature of femininity is more than
coincidental. At the root of Adonis' downfall is his failure to
fully comprebend Venus: denying her sexual advances, he leaves
her, in Hughes' reading, unfulfilled. She thus returns in
terrible form to gore him in the shape of a boar: "The boar that
demolished Adonis was, 1in other words, his own repressed lust -
crazed and bestialized by being separated from his intelligence
and denied" (CSV, p. 192>, Denying Mother FNature (Venus), his own
Dionysian nature (the boar) - as 1in the review of The
Environmental Revolution, the two are interchangeable - returns
but, because unsublimated, only to destroy him. The critic's
role, like the shaman's, |is to articulate this inexpressible
"sickness", and thence reappropriate what Shakespeare - and Adonis

- repress.

Such an interpretational approach has as its object of desire the
mysterious, inscrutable void in the text, an absence that 1is
linked to the notion of femininity, to Venus. Jacqueline Rose has
explored and documented this relation of "femininity" to textual
mystery and critical bafflement. - Particularly relevant to the
present argument 1is her discussion of T. S. Eliot's reaction to

Hamlet:
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The place of the XNona Lisa in Eliot's reading of Hamlet
suggests that what is felt as inscrutable, unmanageable or
even horrible for ar aesthetic theory which will only allow
into its definition what can be controlled or managed by
art, is nothing other than femininity itself.®e

Hughes' work is itself dogged by the Xona Lisa syndrome. His
poetry and prose is in large part a narrative of the desirable
appropriation and control of what increasingly becomes imaged as
feminine. In the "Note®, if Hughes is overtly criticizing the
"puritanical" Adonis, his strategy is drawn by the same enigma -
that of the woman. That Hughes' text remains fixated but baffled
by an enticing gap is noted by David Holbrook, at a point where
the latter writer himself goes on to admit to his own bafflement:
"In Ted Hughes' DNote we never, in fact, learn fully what this
sensational dilemma is.... I cannot follow how he moves from
these observations to see In the gap between these two poems ‘a
frightening psychic event' - which is the key to the Civil Var!"s?
Holbrook pinpoints Hughes' connection between such inscrutability

and the issue of femininity as follows:

Hughes sees the religious struggle as having its roots in
the sexual dilemma - as a war over "the dark and vicious
place", a stuggle over the fallen body and a final loss of
the creative soul. The "dark and vicious place" is a
fantasy of woman's genital.=®

In chapter four, we shall see that Holbrook does not escape the
sexism he here attributes to Hughes; nevertheless, his essay
usefully foregrounds the association in the "Note® Dbetween

inscrutability and femininity.

In trying to locate that which lies in the "gap" between the two
parrative poems, Hughes' critical desire is displaced onto a later
1ink in the Shakespearean fable, onto Measure for Measure. This
text is read as exposing the absent cause of the narrative poens:
"it is in Measure for Measure that we see most clearly what is

missing from the broken joint between the two long poems":
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A demon has arrived. Angelo is suddenly, and dead against
his will, inflamed, as Dryden might say, by Venus. Angelo
is no longer Angela. His brittle puritan mask is split -
and another being emerges. At the same point, 1in the
parallel story of the long poem, Adonis has ceased to be
Adonis. In his case, Shakespeare 1s younger and things
occur in a more mythical remove. The demon stands in its
symbols uninterpreted. But a demon has arrived there too -
in the shape of a boar. Adonis is suddenly destroyed by
Venus in her infernal aspect, as a mythographer might say -
he is taken over by Venus as the Queeen of Hell, The
brittle puritan gentleman ceases to be. In his place we
have a flower - interpret that as we like. This blood-
splashed flower is what stands in the gap between Venus and
Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece.

(CSV, pp. 190-191)

Angelo's lust for Isabella is a mirror-image of Tarquin's for
Lucrece. Angelo is an Adonis who becomes a Tarquin, whilst the
boar represents their infernal desires. The shamanic critic has
found the answer to the Shakespearean equation. Or bhas he? The
bafflement still persists, the displacement ontu the later play
leaves the previous enigmatic moment obscure. There is the not
unsurprising use of the image of the boar to "symbolise" Adonis’
repressed lust, and it 1s this the critic latches onto, the boar,
as it were, leaping the divide between the two poems. But if this
is the bridge, the interpretational link, the metamorphosis of the
male protagonists in this now triple drama (Adonis = Tarquin =
Angelo), is complicated by Adonis' particular metamorphosis in the
earliest text, that of a man into a flower: "This blood-splashed
flower is what stands in the gap®". The absence springs forth a
presence. But it is one that evades interpretation - we may
»interpret that [the flower] as we like." The boar is really a
substitute for the original object of desire, the "nature" of the
gap. And the flower-gap remains uninterpreted. Hughes is not
alone in being frustrated - one need only consider Venus herself

as she contemplates the transformed boy:

... the boy that by her side lay kill'd
Vas melted like a vapour from her sight,
And in his blood that on the ground lay spill‘d,
A purple flower sprung up, checker'd with white,
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Resembling well his pale cheeks and the blood
Vhich in round drops upon their whiteness stood.

She bows her head, the new-sprung flower to smell,
Comparing it to her Adonis' breath;

And says within her bosom it shall dwell,

Since he himself is reft from her by death ...

"Poor flower," quoth she, “this was thy father's guise,~
Sweet issue of a more sweet-smelling sire,-
For every little grief to wet his eyes;
To grow unto himself was his desire,
And so 'tis thine .,.."=%®

The narrative voice makes an initial interpretation, of how the
flower "resembles" the dead boy. The flower is a substitute that
is, 1in turn, a metaphor: the referential reality of the boy
"melted like a vapour” - even the metamorphosis is metaphorical.
Vapburized, the Real 1s replaced by the anemone. It is this
"reality" Venus had been unable to possess, instead she is given a
stand-in, a flower, which she plucks. Via the latter's presence
she can designate that which is absent: Adonis. The flower is, it
appears, a form of "language", one that Venus employs to
articulate her grief. It signifies the dead boy's breath by its
smell, and she will thus keep 1t to substitute for "he himself ...
reft from her". Venus' predicament seems to prefigure that of

Hughes; both are unable to possess the object of their desire.

Hughes' *"Note" chases the boar through the tragedies to be
confronted with the final plays. Of the former, XNacbeth is read
as displaying the nature of the gap, but it is simply yet another

displacement:

( Tarquinl reappears, almost at once, as Macbeth.
Shakespeare limits this play to a close-up of that vital
moment - the switch from Adonis to Tarquin, a magnified,
slow-motion close-up of what happened in the gap between the
two long poems, a microscopic analysis of that flower
springing from the blood of Adonis, a continuous explosion,
Macbeth emerging from the rags of a former Adonis in a cloud
of bloody blackness. The blackness, too, is analysed and it
turns out to be Macbeth's state of possession by demons -
actually his wife, behind whom stand the three witches,
behind whom stands no other than Hecate herself - Venus in
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the underworld. This 1s the full-length portrait of the
Shakespearean moment. Adonis, fully comnscious, and dead
against his will, understanding just what it means to become
Tarquin. Macbeth's horror at himself, as the change works,
is the greatest horror in the plays.

(CSV, p. 196)

It appears that the critic here grasps the flower by the stalk:
“This is ... the Shakespearean moment”. This moment, however, is
once again complicated by the issue of femininity. The “"slow-
motion close-up" cannot freeze frame; the interpretation finds its
object of attention displaced from the demons to the wife to the
witches to Hecate to Venus to become a "coatinuous explosion".
Vhen does the "moment" actually occur? The metamorphosis of
¥acbeth has challenged and baffled generations of critics and
students of Shakespeare. Does it occur during the drama or before
the play commences? Who is the agent of his destruction: bhis
wife, the witches, himself? For Hughes, all the demonic females
are embodiments of Verus in her aspect of Hecate. It is this
"other" that Macbeth has repressed and which violently redournds
upon him, in a manner highly reminiscent of the dangers of
repressing inner ‘“nature” in "Myth and Education". The
problematical “moment"” of motivation, however, is unlocatable; and
this interpretational uncertainty is bound up with the status or
"nature" of the women in the play. Hughes attempts to identify
the cause of the drama in the successive shadowing of Venus that
the Hecate/Lady Macbeth/demonic possession chain exhibits, but the
result is an uncertain "blackness" that shrouds the "moment®. The
effect is catastrophic but the source, the "tap-root", evades the
critical gaze. The action of the play turns around a terrible
vagueness, around the "gap", around the woman. The "lack” is that
which has spumed countless critics into wild flights of
interpretational fancy, in an attempt to comprehend the play, to
give the text a determinate meaning and thus achieve narrative
closure. One may well feel that Macbeth himself is the first to
be dismayed. Cheated by the prophecy that "no man that's born of
woman / Shall e'er have power upon thee", he is the first critic

to fall and fail in his reading of femininity, the first to
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realise the play to be - in his frustrated interpretation -~ "a
tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury / Signifying
nothing".®?

In one sense then, the critic feels cheated. Shakespeare, to a

certain degree, has failed Hughes:

Shakespeare's persistence has to be admired. After all his
experience of the odds against the likelihood, he did
finally succeed in salvaging Lucrece from the holocaust and
Adonis from the boar. He rescued the puritan abstraction
from the gulf of Fature. He banished Venus as Sycorax, the
blue-eyed hag.... And within an impenetrable crucible of
magic prohibitions, he married Lucrece (Miranda) to Adonis
(Ferdinand). But what a wooden wedding! Vhat proper little
Puritan puppets!

(CSY, p. 108)

In turn, critics of Hughes feel themselves cheated by his critical
judgement of Shakespeare. This seems to be a universal
predicament (excluding Keith Sagar, who merely paraphrases the
fable). s Holbrook is, of course, thoroughly disgusted by

virtually the whole procedure:

It is surely deeply disturbing to find a writer respected
for his contributions to education and poetry, and now Poet
Laureate, attempting thus to cut Shakespeare down, to fit
his own limited and bleak philosophy of being — to something
like the shrunken lump of pitiful pulsating insignificance
to which Hughes reduces life in his repugnant, cynical and
nihilistic Crow. =2

Other, more sympathetic, critics are, however, equally unconvinced
by Hughes' judgements on the final plays. Graham Bradshaw feels
that Hughes is here - and elsewhere - too much under the influence
of Robert Graves' reading of the final plays: "Vithin the
imprisoning dualism of the Gravesean schema, any 1idealistic,
morally constructive effort becomes suspect, ‘cynical', a
hubristic assault on the Goddess".®® Ekbert Faas, in a different
fashion, believes that Hughes' later work (post 1981) “may arrive
at an answer to the ‘cruel riddle' which he believes - I think

erroneously - Shakespeare did not solve".®4 Holbrook's reaction
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is a paranoid reflex to impertinent comments about the Bard;
Bradshaw's, a more subtle defence of Shakespearean Englishness, a
defence which, as Bradshaw seems to realise toward the end of his
essay, is close to Hughes' own views on the essential chlaracter of
the English; whilst Faas' is a belief in Hughes' and Shakespeare's
prophetic or “shamanic" potential. However, all these critics are
concerned with salvaging Shakespeare from desecrationm. All,
including Hughes himself, use The Complete Works to support their
own positions. "Shakespeare" becomes caught in a merciless game of
appropriation: all seek a "truth® of the text, a truth which is

merely a rewriting for more or less explicit purposes.

Hughes, in trying to pin down the source of the Shakespearean
parrative, runs back and thence forth across the text, chasing the
elusive boar through its substitutions. The desire is not only
one that seeks to explicate Shakespeare, but also one that seeks
to locate the "moment" of the “"creative soul®, before "England
lost her soul" to the "Puritan abstraction" (CSV, p. 199). This
abstraction is synonymous with the transgression from Mother
Nature analysed above. TIransgression as much as alienation is a
terror in Hughes' early poetry and his prose writings. It reduces
poetry to ‘"“ragged ... letters", qualifying its therapeutic
function; 1t is also the movement of history, which 1is
consequently a record of exile. Informing Hughes' analyses of
poetic language, the meditations on nature and culture, and the
reading of Shakespeare 1s the constant desire for "closure" - of a
sundered psyche, of a fragmented society, of history, and of
narrative. The shaman provides a powerful metaphor for any
creative act which attempts such closure. Nevertheless, to
appropriate Shakespeare myself, it is worth concluding with a line
from one of the narrative poems which are so central to Hughes'
"Note": "The sea has bounds, but deep desire bath none".&s
Desire, transgression, lack and gender - it is these concepts
which inform Hughes' hajor poetry of the late 1960s, the '70s and
180s, and to which those chapters on Hughes in the second part of

this thesis address thenmselves.
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CHAPTER 3. SEXUAL/TEXTUAL POETICS: BEAKEY'S CRITICISM

I. FENMINIST PERSPECTIVES

An interesting perspective in which to view Heaney's criticism is
provided by Mary Ellmann's often humorous, frequently merciless,
reading of "sexual analogy" in traditional literary discourse.
Ellmann succinctly sums up such questionable analogies in the
phrase: "Western criticism begins with this ... tedious
distinction - between manly Homer and womanish Virgil."? Such a
distinction, obviously enough, 1is a typical sexist formulation,
nevertheless, Ellmann still concludes by granting the 1literary
text a "gender". Mary Eagleton, quoting from Ellmann's Thinking

About Women, neatly summarizes her position:

She does not write of "male" and "female" but of "masculine"
and "feminine" modes of writing, <characterizing the
“masculine” in terms of an authority apparently absent in
the so-called "feminine®. Crucially, she presents this
masculine volce as not necessarily the prerogative of the
male writer, nor is the feminine voice possible only for
women. ... It is in +the writing which expresses the
"disruption of authority" or the *"disruption of the
rational" that Ellmann finds the characteristics of "what
were previously considered feminine habits of thought."=

Do we have here another "tedious distinction" or a radical
formulation? As Eagleton goes on to suggest, Ellmann's modes of
writing prefigure the écriture feminine advocated by writers such
as Héléne Cixous and Luce Irigary. Thelr concept of a "feminine
writing" alsoc does not, 1in itself, entail a female author. As
Cixous comments: "Great care must be taken in working on feminine
writing not to get trapped by names: to be signed by a woman's
pname doesn't necessarily make a piece of writing feminine. It
could well be masculine writing, and conversely, the fact that a
plece of writing is signed with a man's name does not in itself

exclude femininity. It's rare, but you can sometimes find
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femininity in writings signed by men: it does happen."® In this
argument, the text is "feminine" because it is disruptive of the
Law, of patriarchal authority; and "femininity", in this sense,
takes its "meaning" from its subversive relation to the male bias

of culture.

Seamus Heaney's criticism enters this arena with an alarming
ingenuousness. Heaney, like Ellmann and Cixous, is drawn to the
definition of modes of writing that can be dubbed "masculine” and
"feminine”; and for which, in his case, the most clear formulation
is that made in an essay on Hopkins, "'The Fire i' the Flint':
Reflections on the Poetry of Gerard Manley Hopkins", included in
his first collection of prose works, Preoccupations. In a key

passage in this essay, he writes that he is

setting up two modes and calling them masculine and feminine
- but without the Victorian sexist overtones to be found in
Hopkins's and Yeats's employment of the terms. In the
masculine mode, the language functions as a form of address,
of assertion or command, and the poetic effort has to do
with conscious quelling and control of the materials, a
labour of shaping; words are not music before they are
anything else, nor are they drowsy from their slumber in the
unconscious, but atkletic, capable, displaying the muscle of
sense. Vhereas in the feminine mode the language functions
more as evocation than address, and the poetic effort is not
so much a labour of design as it is an act of divination and
revelation; words in the feminine mode behave with the
lover's come-hither instead of the athlete's display, they
constitute a poetry that is delicious as texture before 1t
is recognized as architectonic.

(P, p. 88

This masculine/feminine opposition is, in the main, "tedious" and
traditional, locked into the sterotypical bind Freud noted - and,
perhaps, passed over - in the 1915 revision of Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality: "'Masculine' and 'feminine' are sometimes
used in the sense of activity and passivity, sometimes in a
biological, and sometimes, again, in a soclological sense. The
first of these three mearings is the essential one".4 Heaney's
examples in the essay on Hopkins are, to rewrite Ellmann's phrase,

mmanly" Hopkins and "womanish® Blake, his distinction largely
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informed by Freud's connection between masculinity and activity,

femininity and passivity.

Preoccupations is a collection of essays that tends to circle
around such stylistic binary oppositionms. The passage quoted
above is the most striking, but it is symptomatic of the volume as
a whole. The poles of the opposition are modes of writing that
Heaney frequently regards as antithetical, and that, in "The
¥Makings of a Music", he links to Valery's distinction between le
vers donné and le vers calculés., The former for Heaney is the
feminine mode, where the music of the poetry is "hypnotic,
swimming with the current of its form, rather than against it".
This is a passive mode of writing. The active, masculine mode, on
the other hand, is one in which, "instead of surrendering to the
drift of the original generating rhythm, the poet seeks to
discipline it, to barness its energies in order to drive other
parts of his mind into motion". (P, pp. 61-62). However, this is,
in fact, not a true polar cpposition. As Heaney's reading of le
vers calculés makes clear, the active masculine mode works upon
the feminine donné. The writer, in this mode, harnesses the
palpable rhythm and coerves it into a calculated form. Heaney's
sxample of this kind of active music is, in "Makings of a Music",
Yeats. Elsewhere, in "Yeats as an Example?", he makes clear that
this music involves both elements of the stylistic opposition,
because Yeats "narrows the gap ... between mystery and mastery"”
(P, 103). As I hope to demonstrate in this sectionm, the example
of Hopkins implies a similar compounding of the two modes. This,
in turn, links to the impulse in Heaney's own poetry, in that the
vsurrender” to poetic rhythm is bound to a desire for authorial
*mastery”. In the case of the place-name poems from Wintering
Out, such a crossing of the two modes resulted in a poetry that
foregrounded a surrender to sensible texture whilst,
simultaneously, stressing a calculated assertion of an intelligjple
stance. In chapter one, I suggested that such desirable poetic
closure distinguishes Heaney's Franciscan play from post-

ctructuralist notions of {reeplay. Instead, Heaney expresses
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what, in both the prose and the poetry, becomes an increasing
vacillation over a desire for an untrammelled play of langauge,
the delights of the signifier, and a belief in the need to ground
this "bliss" in the final authority of an intelligble "signified"”,
In this chapter, I will explore this dilemma in the light of the
preoccupations of the prose, preoccupations which, in Part II, we

will see informing the direction of the poetry from North onwards.

Vhat emerges throughout the twenty odd years of Heaney's critical
writing 1s a recurrent interest in poetic "playfulness". In the
earlier articles this is labelled a feminine, rhythmic quality; in
the more recent writings, it is the liberation of lyricism from
political orthodoxy and social determinations. However, in both
cases, this play is one that is finally limited by what may be
termed "masculine" mastery, the final authority of the author. A4s
chown in the examples of "Fodder", "Anahorish” and "Broagh",
Heaney displays an impliat unease with the formulations of post-
modernism, with its critique of the governing tongue of the author
and its rejection of determinate meaning in favour of a more

“open" textuality.

In the essay on Hopkins, this unease can be seen as soon as one
seeks to compare Heaney's notlon of a feminine mode with Ellmann's
and Cixous' feminine writing. Heaney's mode can be seen to
resist identification with an interpretation of feminine writing
as a rupturing of masculine authority, mainly because 1t does not
oppose the masculine mode, but submits its "play" to authorial
"command”. This distinction can be usefully broached by examining

the sexist connotations of Heaney's argument.

Heaney states that, unlike Freud's "tedious distinction"", his
pmodes have no "Victorian sexist overtones". However, the imagery
Eeaney deploys 1s far from neutral: the two modes' defining

characteristics contain a host of physical and, as we shall see,
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sexual attributes. To concentrate the key terms in the essay's
vocabulary is to extract certain commonplaces. The masculine mode
is one of address, assertion and command; 1t 1s a conscious
quelling and control, a labour of shaping; it is athletic and
architectonic. The <feminine mode, 1in contrast, i1is a drowsy
slumber, an unconscious divination and revelation, a lover's come-
hither that 1s delicious as texture. This crude distillation of
Heaney's definitions forces one to realise more fully the "sexual
analogy" the essay invokes, that which made Edna Longley find
Heaney's «criticism "at once stirangely sexy, and strangely
sexist."® In the passage under consideration, Heaney does appear
to avoid blatant "sexual analogy”: athleticism can pertain to male
or female, lovers exist in both sexes, etc. Indeed, all the
attributes seem to be strictly speaking non-sexual, Just as the
two modes are concerned with textual “"gender" rather than
authorial sex. Biological determinism is thus avoided. This is
Heaney's intention: he wishes to be "sextual" rather than sexist.
And yet, the rhetoric is underscored by - although it does not use
it to evaluate - Ellmann's ancient distinction. The terminology
is, on a closer inspection, that of conventional patriarchal
thought. Héléne Cixous, with remarkable concision, sums up such

imagery as follows:

Where 1s she?
Activity/passivity
Sun/Xoon
Culture/KRature
Day/Night

Father/Mother

Head/Heart

Intelligible/Palpable

Logos/Pathos.

Form, convex, step, advance, semen, progress.

Matter, concave, ground - where steps are taken, holding-
and dumping-ground.

¥an
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Heaney's formulations draw sustenance from such sexism; following

Cixous' formulations one may rewrite his prose as follows:

Address/revelation,

Assertion, command/divination,
Conscious/unconscious,

Labour of shaping/lover's come-hither,
Athletic/drowsy, slumber,
Architectonic/delicious as texture.

¥asculine/feminine,.

One can follow the import of suck phallocentricism throughout
Heaney's reading of Hopkins, his preoccupations tending to centre
on what Cixous - echoing Freud's distinction - locates as the
"absolute constant which orders values and which is precisely this
opposition: activity/passivity”.” Early in the essay, Heaney
links Shakespeare's Poet's words (from Timon of Athens), "Our
poesy is a gum which oozes / From whence 'tis nourished”, to
Eliot's "dark embryo within {the poetl which gradually takes on

the form and speech of a poenm":

The symbolist image of poetic creation, one might say, is
the unburdening of the indefinable through pangs that are
indescribable, where the poem survives as the hieroglyph of
a numinous nativity. At any rate, from Shakespeare's ooze
to Eliot's dark embryo, we have a vision of poetic creation
as a feminine action, almost parthenogenetic, vwhere 1t is
the ovum and its potential rather than the sperm and its
penetration that underlies their accounts of poetic origims.
And out of this vision of feminine action comes a language
for poetry that tends to brood and breed, crop and cluster,
with a texture of echo and implication, trawling the ear
with a net of associatioms.

(P, p. 83"
The Eliotic "awful daring of a moment's surrender”, that
»apnihilation ... in itself indescribable”,® which is a constant

in Eliot's work from The Waste Land to the late essays collected
in On Poetry and PFoets, is reiterated in Heaney's essay via a
religious 4image: "the poem survives as the hieroglyph of a

puminous nativity". The feminine poetic action results in the
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parthenogenetic or virgin-birth of the poem: this is the writer as
mother. Mary Ellmann has a fine passage on this poetic virgin-

motherhood:

often, the uterus alters its sex and character, and becomes
a creative force of an autogenetic variety. The male
uterus-mind, engaged in the production of some work, usually
a work of art, seldom seems to have required the impetus of
fertilization.... In writing, this analogy is responsible
for that vast body of comparisons, on which a moratorium
will shortly be set by the government, of the imagination of
the womb (Joyce: "0O! In the vigin womb of the imagination
the word was made flesh").'®

Heaney's parthenogenetic "numinous nativity" is an dimage the
forthcoming moratorium cannot ignore. In particular, what should
be noted is that his virgin-born poem is endowed with a remarkable
fecundity: 1its language broods, breeds, crops and clusters. The
metaphors turn on a stereotypical axis - spirituality-fecundity -
one which the Christian Nativity nparrates so well: God's
transcendental penis becomes the Logos, that which creates the
Vord made flesh in a kind of aural intercourse. Joyce's "virgin
womb” and Heaney's quasi-oxymoronic "almost parthﬁbgenetic" both
rely on the image of Marian inmpregnation, that curious notion
realized, for example, in Yeats' arcane reference, in a note in
the Collected Poems, to certain "Byzantium mosaic pictures of the
Annunciation, which skow a line drawn from a star to the ear of
the Virgin. She received the Word through the ear, a star fell,
and a star was born."'' Like Mary, the "male uterus mind" - in
contrast to the labial creativity postulated by femininst writers
such as Luce Irigai} -'2 ig an appropriation of female biological
processes for the purposes of expressing the apparent "otherness"

of male imaginative creativity.

The reader, like Mary, experiences the feminine fertility of
language aurally: the brooding and breeding, with metaphorical
difficulty, “trawls" the ear. It cannot penetrate, of course,
because it is not "masculine". This marine imagery, in what is

largely a Marian context, is adopted due to its suggestions of
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fluidity i1in contrast to masculine "architectonics". This
rhetorical gesture has analogues: Virginia Woolf, musing upon a
"girl with a pen in bher band", makes the same move, binding

femininity, fishing and the workings of the imagination:

The image which comes to my mind when I think of this girl
is the image of a fisherman lying sunk in dreams on the
verge 0f a deep lake with a rod held out over the water.
She was letting her imagination sweep unchecked round every
rock and cranny of the world that lies submerged in the
depths of our unconscious being. Now came the experience,
the experience that I believe to be far commoner with women
writers than with men. The line raced through the girl's
fingers. Her imagination bad rushed away. It had sought
the pools, the depths, the dark places where the largest
fish slumber,'®

The phrase, "far commoner®, tempers any suggestions of biological
essentialism, if only just., Vbhat the passage decribes is close to
the drowsy “"slumber" of Heaney's intuitive "feminine action", the
surrender to "unconscious being". Such creative bliss is similar
to Hughes' description of poetic "capture", in Poetry in the
Making, that I quoted in the previous chapter: "At every moment
your imagination is alarming itself with the size of the thing
leaving the weeds and approaching your bait. Or with the world of
beauties down there, suspended in total ignorance of you."
Voolf's and Hughes' allegorical accounts seem to contain a notion
of poetic creation which, to a certain extent, is summed up in
Heaney's trawling vocabulary. Vriting is a kind of listening, a
passive desire for the word; the writer is "hung/Listening", as
Vordsworth in The Prelude phrases such "wise passiveness".'4
Indeed, Vordsworth's poetry, in "The Makings of a Music" |is
presented as an exemplary instance of le vers donné, the poet
allowing "himself to be carried by (ihe poem's] initial rhythmic
suggestiveness, to become somnambulist after its invitations" (P,
p- 61). This poetic passivity does ceem, in Ellmann's words, to
express a "disruption of the rational®, nevertheless, the mode's
patriarchal comnnotations negate any reading that would align it
with a "disruption of authority". This comes across clearly as

soon as one turns to Heaney's discussion of the masculine mode in
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relation to Hopkins. This develops further <the fertile
womb/fertilizing penis antithesis, the latter image overtly firing
Heaney's description of Hopkins' poetry:

In Keats, the rhythm is narcotic, i1in Hopkins it is a
stimulant to the mind, Keats woos us to receive, Hopkins
alerts us to perceive.... There is a conscious push of the
deliberating intelligence, a siring strain rather than a
birth-push in his poetic act. Like Jonson, he is poeta
doctus; like Jonson's his verse 1s “rammed with 1life",
butting ahead instead of hanging back into his own centre
in bis maturer work [his posturel is one of mastery, of
penetration. His own music thrusts and throngs and it is
forged.
(P, pp. 85, 87)

Hopkins' phallic verse, his "siring strain", brings to mind the
arresting opening sentence of Sandra M. Gilbert's and Susan
Gubar's boock, The Madwoman In the Attics "Is +the pen a
metaphorical penis?” Gilbert and Gubar suggest that, for Hopkins,
it was exzactly that:

The artist's "most essential quality”, he declared, is
"masterly execution, which is a kind of male gift, and
especially marks off men from women, the begetting of omne's
thought on paper, on verse, or whatever the matter is"....
The poet's pen 1is 1n some sense (even wmore than
figuratively) a penis.'®

In order to avoid, or sidestep, Hopkins' Victorian sexism, Hearney
does use the pen-is as a figure. This, however, can be read as
merely a more unconscious form of sexism. Heaney's rhetoric, like
Hopkins' letter to R. V. Dixon (from which Gilbert and Gubar quote
in the above passage), remains fixated with the poetic phallacy.
The masculine action is a "conscious push .. of intelligence", as
opposed to the "unconscious birth-pusk® of Keats (or that of
Blake's "fecund”" poem, "The Sick Rose" [see P, p. 84]). The verse
ijs "‘rammed with 1life'", "butting” with “mastery"  and
penetration”; it "thrusts" as it pen-etrates; and it is "forged".
This final image, like the feminine trawling, is not explicitely
sexual. It is employed because Heaney perceives the act of

beating out metal as a metaphor antithetical to the trawling,
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marine surrender. The image prefigures a later passage describing
Robert Lowell's poetic craft -~ from Heaney's 1977 memorial
address - where he dwells more fully upon the metallic ﬁetaphor of

writing:

[Lowell]l had in awesome abundance the poet's first gift for
surrender to those energies of language that heave to the
fore matter that will not be otherwise summoned, or that

might be otherwise suppressed. Under the ray of his
concentration, the molten stuff of the psyche ran hot and
unstaunched. But its final form was as much beaten as

poured, the cooling ingot was assidbusly hammered. A fully
human and relentless intelligence was at work upon the
pleasuring quick of the creative act.'s

In this reading, (feminine) fluid matter is coerced, controlled by

(masculine) form; "intelligence” works upon the "unconscious",
"sensible", "pleasuring quick" of the poetic raw material.
Cixous' "Form ... Matter" dichotomy informs this poetic parable,

as the imagery implies the compounding of what may appear, at
first sight, to be opposites. To put it bluntly, something has to
be controlled or coerced, the pen-is has to sire or "work upon"
another element. Therefore, the forged verse has the masculine
mode's "command"; in contrast to the "gum which oozes/From whence
‘tis nourished", it may be said to be a product of "the quick
forge and working-house of thought".'”

The phallic imagery in the discussion of Hopkins is thus centred
on the notion of active, authorial mastery. As Gilbert and Gubar
comment: this is "the patriarchal notion that the writer 'fathers'’
his text just as God fathered the world”".'® The connection they
draw between tihe Authority of God and that of the author is
pertinent to Heaney's vocational reading of Hopkins: "Composition,
in other words was not Jjust a matter of natural volition and
personal appeasement but had to be a compliance with and an
epactment of the will of God" (P, p. 95). God's hand is behind,
or controlling, Hopkins': the poet-priest complies with, submits
to, indeed, surrenders to His will. Vith a strange twisted

movement the masculine poet re-creates creation - he embodies a
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higher Authority. This 1is bhence, somewhat paradoxically, the
Marian predicament, that articulated in the quotation from Joyce
which Ellmann singles out: "0O! In the wvirgin womb of the
imagination the word was made flesh". Hopkins' poetry is thus a
conflation of the two modes; Heaney's sexual imagery cannot but
compound the two modes in a hierarchial relationship, where

masculine authoritarianism turns the feminine matter into form.

This is consequently an important, albeit oblique, commentary on
the early poetry. Hopkins is, in Heaney's reading, another poet-
warden. His texts do not disseminate meanings; they seek to sire
or authorize them. In the context of Ellmann's "sexual analogy",
bo%h modes are consequently aspects of the "male uterus-mind". It
is thus interesting, perhaps almost inevitable, that, in his essay
on Hopkins, Heaney himself should cite the same Joycean

formulation as Ellmann:

The new rhythm that was bhaunting his ear had the status of
dark embryo, but it needed to be penetrated, fertilized by
the dark descending will; the rector's suggestion had the
status of an annunciation in what Stephen Dedalus, that
other scholastic artist, called *“the virgin womb of the

imagination”.... Hopkins's poems were conceived as the
crossing of masculine strain on feminine potential.
(P, p. 99

This echoes the reading of Hopkins made by Gilbert and Gubar:
Hopkins is seen as fathering his own text. This has ramifications
that recall the distinction in Heaney's early poetry between the
Franciscan "play" and a "true argument”, one that finds expression
in the manner in which the play of the place-name poems is subject
to closure. In the terms of the Lowell memorial address, the
"pleasuring quick" of the feminine mode is, in Hopkins, checked by
masculine "relentless intelligence”. Like Hughes, Heaney, in a
quieter manner, is drawn to the desire for the poet-warden's
control and command, even where he foregrounds language's sensible
properties. The essay on Hopkins is indicative of this trait in
Heaney's work; it relies upon Cixous' “Intelligible/Palpable"
opposition because the palpable texture of language is limited by
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the authoritative assertions of intelliéble meaning. The play of
the signifiers serves a determinate signified. Heaney is quite
explicit about this in his reading of Hopkins' poetry: "The words
are crafted together more than they are coaxed out of one another,
and they are crafted in the service of an idea that precedes the
poem, 1is independent of 1t and to which the poem is ultimately
subservient” (P, p. 84). As we have seen, Heaney's own feminine
or Franciscan poems, however much they forground the "pleasuring
quick" of the signifier, are themselves "subservient" to an

"idea", one that is a mark of regional and national identity.

In the essay, the opposition begins to undo itself as the voice of
»command” and "control® comes to be written of in the vocabulary
of the feminine, that is, subservient and supplicatory in the face
of its idea, that Logecs it embodies, so to speak. In semiological
terms, the signifier merely opens up the way for an apprehension

of the signified. As Jacques Derrida writes:

The semiological, or, more specifically, 1linguistic
"science" cannot therefore hold on to the difference between
signifier and signified - the very idea of the sign -
without the difference between sensible and intelligible,
certainly, but also not without retaining, more profoundly
and more implicitly, and by the same token,the reference to
a signified able to "take place" in its intelligibility,
before its "fall," before any expulsion into the exteriority
of the =sensible here below. As the face of pure
intelligibility, it refers to an absolute logos to which it
is immediately unified. This absolute logos was an infinite
creative subjectivity in medieval theclogy: the intelligible
face of the sign remains turned toward the word and the face
of God.'*®

Derrida's 1link between Saussure and a theological theory of
meaning is pertinent to Heaney's "crossing” of the masculine and
the feminine modes in Hopkins. There the "intelligible" precedes
and directs the "sensible" - the "idea" has mastery over the
potential material. To "command", or "control," is above all -
at least in this argument - to communicate a stable meaning; the

"jdea" is the higher Authority that the " sensible” must bear
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forth. There is thus a necessity for the atonement of signifier
and signified, but 1in a hierarchical relationship, one of
supplication, of devotion. Only then is the poet also a kind of
priest, his language embodying and imparting the Logos. Heaney
thus reads Hopkins' poetry in the light of an image that is both a
sexual and a religious Atornement of masculine "mastery"” and a

"melting" femininity :

And just as Christ's mastering descent into the soul is an
act of love, a treading and a melting, so the poetic act
itself is a love-act initiated by the masculine spur of
delight. But Hopkins was no doubt aware that even the act
of love could be read as a faithful imitation of Christ, a
sign of grace, insofar as the Church fathers perceived the
sign oi the cross in the figure of a man and woman splayed.
(P, p. 97

The essay on Hopkins is a projection of poetic preoccupations that
structure Heaney's own early work onto another writer. Hopkins'®
submission to the authority of God, and the compelling desire for
determinate meaning, are echoed in Heaney's own texts where the
authority and determinations are not religious but
national/regional. The example of Hopkins, in this respect, as a
writer subservient to what we may term "orthodoxy®, reaches
forward to Heaney's more recent prose. In "The Government of the
Tongue", he reappears as a poet who corrects Heaney's emphasis on

the autonomous self-government of the tongue:

All the same, as 1 warm to this theme, a voice from another
part of me speaks in rebuke. "Govern your tongue,” it says,
compelling me to remember that my title can also imply a
denial of the tongue's autonomy and permission. In this
reading, "the government of the tongue" {s full of monastic
and ascetic strictness. One remembers Hopkins' "Habit of
Perfection"”, with its command to the eyes to be "shelled",
the ears to attend to silence and the tongue to know its
place.

(GT, p. ©6)

In "'The Fire 4i' +the Flint'", the masculine mode checked and
commanded the feminine; in "The Government of the Tongue", there

is a more troubled but no less imperative desire to curd the
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Franciscan play. There 1s a world of "public and private
repressions" where the “"undirected play of imagination" |is
possibly licentious. This realm Heaney links to the predicament
of writers curbed or curtailed by an authority greater than their
own: such as "ideal republics, Soviet republics ... the Vatican
and Bible-belt" (GT, p. 96). The command is one that comes from
this further authority rather than from the author's own, yet,
this 1s anot so much an "authoritarian ceansorship® as "an
implacable consensus” (GT, p. 97), one Heaney claims is present in
the poetry of George Herbert or the later Eliot. These are
examples of poets who "embrace the claims of argument and idea”
(GT, p. 98)>. In their work, the intelligible properties of the
signified are raised at the expense of the sensible delights of
the signifier. The essay proceeds to invoke Zbigniew Herbert's "A
Knocker": "Herbert's poem ostensibly demands that poetry abandon
its hedonism and fluency, that it become a nun of language and
barber its luxuriant locks down to a2 stubble of moral and ethical
goads" (GT, p. 100). This takes us back to the Heaney of the
place-name poems, texts that likewise barbered their linguistic
juxuriance to a determinate social consensus, that of the native

in opposition to the "strangers" in, for instance, "Broagh".
II. MODES OF AUTHORITY

The issues of play and authority involve the poetics in politics.
For Heaney, sexual vocabulary bridges any possible distinction; as
Manly Johnson comments (using stereotypical vocabulary common to
Heaney as well): "“The conflict d4in his poetry betwéen the
principles of 'siring' and the 'birth-push' reflect the conflict
in Ireland, and not only the trouble in the North but the
primordial maternal Eire of legend and literature up against the
cocksure, brawling force of weaponry and street violence."2® This
kind of crude "sexual analogy" is something I will return to in
more detail in my interpretation of Heaney's sexual conceits in

North. In the present context, it is the manner in which poetry
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might relate to or engage with the socio-political sphere that

needs to come centre-stage.

This introduces the issue of poetic obedience to political, social
and ideological "ideas" - forms of higher "authority" - raised in
Heaney's criticism of Hopkins. It 1s the notion of poetry's
freedom from such factors that Heaney explores in his 1986 T. S.
Eliot memorial lectures, gathered under the title The Government

of the Topgue. Heaney defines his lectures' title as follows:

Vhen I thought of "“the government of the tongue" as a
general title for these lectures, what I bhad in mind was
this aspect of poetry as its own vindicating force. In this
dispensation, the tongue (representing both a poet's
personal gift of utterance and the common resources of
language itself) has been granted the right to govern. The
poetic art is credited with an authority of its own. As
readers, we submit to the Jjurisdiction of achieved fornm,
even though that form is achieved not by dint of the moral
and ethical exercise of mind but by the self-validating
operations of what we call inspirationm.

(GT, p. 92)

The feminine surrender and the masculine address are replaced in
this formulation by, as Jerry Eagletoﬁ rather sharply put it, "a
reach-me-down Romantic individualism.... Society is an implacable
demand out there, beyond the wayward innocence of the lyric
impulse."=' This is indicative of the movement of Heaney's verse
from the 1970s to the 80s. For the post-North Heaney, poetry is
self-validating: its address is a form of "authority" that is, in
cone way, removed from the messy business of societal reality.
This is a reworking of the figure of the poet-warden, and,
interestingly, Heaney redeploys the term "jurisdiction" - "the
jurisdication of achieved form" - that ﬁe had earlier used to
describe the authoritarianism of that figure in "Englands of the
Mind". In the later text, <the poetic jurisdiction 1s the
autonomous vindicating force of the lyric. This self-government
of the poetic act is linked to a variety of Neo-Platonism that

justifies the apparent rejection of, and "wayward innocence" from,
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not only morality and ethics but from ideology and history. In

the same titular lecture Heaney declares:

the order of art becomes an achievement intimating a
possible order beyond itself, although its relation to that
further order remains promissory rather than obligatory.
Art is not an inferior reflection of some ordained heavenly
system but a rehearsal of it in earthly terms; art does not
trace the given map of a better reality but improvises an
inspired sketch of it.

(GT, p. 94)

On the same page Heaney writes that this is a "revision of the
Flatonic schema®", that is, art is not a shadow, "an inferior
reflection", but a material "rehearsal”,. However, 1like the
Platonic shadow, the work of art is somehow inadequate in relation
to the perfected "idea”: it can only gesture towards a deferred
“perfect reality”. Art is henceforth a "promissory” mode, a
premonition of the constantly deferred achievement of a utopian
social order. The 1inspired sketch that is poetry 1is thus a
diminished version of Northrop Frye's literary universe, in which
1iiera£ﬁ¥é provides an imaginary model of social harmony.
Catherine Belsey makes the following relevant comments on this

aspect of Frye's criticism:

he is Neoplatonic, seeing literéhre as realizing a potential
golden world rather than imitating a brazen one. Literature
is not a means of access to solid things and unmediated
experiences, but constitutes a realm of "autonomous culture"
which he defines as "the total body of imaginative
hypothesis in a society and its tradition®.==

This autonomous culture is in Heaney's case one that is linked to
a playfulness that is a form of liberation from the restraints of
the brazen world he writes from within, a spurning of the orthodox
stance of a poet suck as Hopkins or the later Eliot. However,
this same autonomy or freedom from society's mores 1s also an
alienation of poetry from political consequence, or even
intervention. As Heaney comments in "The Interesting Case of
Fero, Chekhov's Cognac and a Knocker", poetry is always in one

csense a free gift:
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lyric poetry, however responsible, always has an element of
the untrammelled about 1it. There is a certain jubilation
and truancy at the heart of an inspiration. There is a
sensation of 1liberation and abundance which 1is the
antithesis of every hampered and deprived condition. And it
is for this reason that, psychologically, the lyric poet
feels the need for justification in a world that is notably
hampered and deprived. (GT, p. xviii)

Thus, however much the poet might seek to represent or "speak up
for" the deprived, his verse contains as a part of its very
essence an element of "abundance" that 1s incompatible with a
wholly "responsible" role. The Jjubilant component of the lyric
marginalizes poetry, removes it from the realms of discourse that
eschew the waywardness of the lyric mode. Literary transcendence

is thus necessarily bound to a truancy from history.

Bearing this in mind, along with Heaney's use of femininity and
masculinity as analogues for the sensible and the intelligible, we
can reinvol 've Heaney's criticism in the political dimensions of
recent feminist formulations of what "femininity" may be said to
signify. I began this chapter by quoting Mary Eagleton's analysis
of Ellmann's masculine and feminine modes of writing; conveniently
" the former also binds these modes to Julia Kristeva's concepts of

the "symbolic" and "semiotic":

In several ways Ellmann's remarks foreshadow contemporary
French feminist theory. Her interest in “"the ‘'sex' of the
writing", as Toril Mol expresses it, rather than the sex of
the author, would accord with Terry Eagleton's comments on
the work of Julia Kristeva and bher concept of the

"cemiotic": "the semiotic is thus closely connected with
femininity: but it is by no means a2 language exclusive to
women”.. .. Ellmann's interest in the feminine as a

playfulness, an irony or an excess which displaces authority
and the rational, echoes the description of the semiotic as
"a means of undermining the symbolic order®™ (Eagleton), and
as the "pleasurable and rupturing aspects of language which
can become part of a subversive political challenge" ([Maryl
Jacobus) .22

The notion of the symbolic order is derived from Lacan, and I have

already introduced it in the context of Hughes' prose writings.
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To reiterate briefly my definition of this concept, 1t should be
read as denoting the linguistic, familial and social order into
which the «child is imserted, thus losing his dimaginary
identification with the mother's body. Kristeva sees the semiotic
disposition as preceding the symbolic order, as having its origins
in early childhood and as remaining ever-present within symbolic
discourse as a sort of untrammelled element, particularly evident
within psychotic and poetic language. In "From One Identity to

Another", she writes:

Before recognizing itself as identical 1ir a mirror and,
consequently, as signifying, this body is dependent vis-a-
vis the mother. At the same time instinctuval and maternal,
semiotic processes prepare the future speaker for entrance
into meaning and signification (the symbolic).... Language
as symbolic function constitutes itself at the cost of
repressing instinctual drive and continucus relation to the
mother. On the contrary, the unsettled and questionable
subject of poetic language <(for whom the word is never
uniquely sign) maintains itself at the cost of reactivating
this repressed instinctual, maternal element.=<

Social communication, the apparent atonement of signifier and
signified, 1is symbolic ‘"meaning and signification”. The
disruption of the semiotic survives, in art, ac "the flow of
jouissance into langunge.... [Alrt specifies the means - the only
means - that jouissance harbors for infiltrating that [social and
symbolicl order. In cracking the socio-symbolic order, splitting
it open, changing vocabulary, syntax, the word itself, and
releasing from beneath them the drives borne by vocalic or kinetic
differences, Jjouissance works i1ts way into the social and
symbolic,"=*% This 1is the textual bliss or "jouissance" that
Barthes labels Franciscanism in his reading of Sarduy's Cobdra,
which I quoted in chapter one. Our interest is what relationship,
if any, Heaney's jubilant, truant lyric mode bears to this radical
reinterpretation of a playful, pleasurable and disruptive
"femininity".=®
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Elmer Andrews argues that Heaney's "feminine mode of being and
discourse 1is not an alterrative to the male, authoritarian
'symbolic order' (not that that in itself would constitute a
politically revolutionary gesture), but an internal limit of its
conventional privileged value".Z7 In the 1light of the
interpretation offered above of Heaney's reading of Hopkins, I
feel that Andrews falls to perceive the sexist connotations of
much of Heaney's work; those which render extremely questionable
Andrews' belief that "the fluid and diffuse, evocative, vowel-
based, eroticized element in [Heaney's] poetry offers a resistance
to the male metaphysical world of abstraction, division and fixed
essence".=® Andrews' case rests on the view that Heaney's "poetry
reflects the attempt to reconcile the tension ([between] the
masculine/feminine cpposition".=? This "liberal" 1ideal of a
middle way is, to my mind, compromised by Heaney's fidelity to the
possibilities of command offered by the masculine mode. In this
manner, his work - whatever its intentions -~ does not offer any
real "resistance® to patriarchal conceptions of the author, nor
does it mark out an "internal limit" to the symbolic order. As we
caw above, 1t 1s apparent that the feminine mnde 1is, in fact,
bound to a (in Ellmann's sense) "masculine" authority, much as the
Franciscan poetic play was bound to the authorization of a
regional and national significance (a social truth) in the place-
name poems. In The Government of the Tongue, this cultural
authority is rejected in favour of a poetic tongue liberated from
such determinations. Nevertheless, I will argue that Heaney
simply turns from one mode of "symbolic" authority to another,
both of which resist the radicalism of contemporary theories of a

feminine writing.

In "The Government of the Tongue", Heaney returns to the imagery
of bird-like playfulness first mooted twenty years before in
*Saint Francis and the Birds". Via a meditation on Nandelstam's
meditation on Dante, Heaney introduces a notion of untrammelled

playfulness that cannot but recall the earlier Franciscan bliss:
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Dante becomes for [Mandelstam]l the epitome of chemical
P sudded%ss, free biological play, a bhive of bees, a hurry of
pigeon flights, a flying machine whose function is to keep
releasing other self-reproducing flying machines, even, in
one manic extended simile, the figure of a Chinese fugitive
escaping by leaping from junk to junk across a river crammed
with junks, all moving in opposite directioms.
(GT, p. 95)

Heaney is drawn to H%gelstam's extravagance not only because he
shares the Russian poet’'s interest in Dante, but also because the
*pigeon flights" of his langunge provide an {nstance of what
Heaney calls "free biological play". This jubilance 1is an
expression of a rejection of, or flight from, social and cultural
determinations; a variety of the Barthesian baring of the backside
to the Political Father. The poet as fugitive is said, in the
came essay, to "locate ... his authority not in his cultural
representativeness ... but rather in his status as an exemplar of
the purely creative, intimate, experimental act of poetry itself"
(GT, p. 96). This passage, like the earlier essay on Hopkins,
bears heavily on Hearey's own poetry. Heaney now celebrates the
freedom of poetry from that which Barthes terms a "social
contract” and that which Heaney labels “cultural
representativeness”: these "constraints" were precisely those
which were accepted in the regionalism and subdued nationalism of
his earlier place-name poems. In the context of Heaney's poetry,
this is a change of direction I will follow up in chapter seven.
In the prose, Heaney is, however, to be seen as simply rejecting
one form of authority for another. The new authority is neither
social nor cultural: it is, very simply, that of the author's
creativity. This is not the Barthesian freeplay that is the
consequence of the death of the author and the subsequent birth of
the reader;®° it is, on the contrary, a play that is firmly under
the author's command. Just as Heaney's feminine mode did not
entail a questioning of masculine authority, so too, bhis
untrammelled poetic does not exert, in MNary Jacobus's words, any

nsubversive political challenge"; instead, this variety of
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jouissance is simply a wish-fulfilling desire to stand outside
politics and society.

FNevertheless, Heaney's playful langauge does share one feature
with the semiatic. For EKristeva, the semiotic instinctual,
rhythmic, maternally rooted signifiance underlies symbolic
"meaning and signification";®' 1t cannot, except as childlike
"babble" exist - perhaps not even then - without the discourse of
the Father. (0f course, the opposite must be +true: that the
symbolic 1is necessarily already {fissured and disturbed).
Importantly, Heaney's jubilant, truant poetry is likewise in large
part rhythmic, instinctual and childlike. In both "Treely and
Rurally" and "Dante and the MNodern Poet" Heaney cites with
approval Mandelstam's reading of Dante in contrast to Eliot's
chastened and chastening Interpretation. Madelstam emphasizes
»the 1nfantile aspect of Italian phonmetics, 1its beautiful
childlike quality, 1its closeness to infant babbling."== In
Revolution 1n Poetic Langvage, Kristeva, 1t is arguable, uses
¥allarmé's essay "le Mystére dans les lettres" to make a similar
critical point relating to rhythm within language, a rhythm that
is, in essence, untrammelled: "indiffereat to language, enigmatic
and feminine, this space underlying the written is rhythmic,
unfettered, irreducible to its intelligible verbal translation".=?
This is surely close to the Ariel aspect of poetry that, in
Heaney's essay, "Sounding Auden", 1is regarded as a type of
*"magical incantation, fundamentally a matter of sound and the
power of sound to bind our minds' and our bodies' apprehensions
within an acoustic complex". Ariel 1s therefore opposed to
Prospero, under whose auspices "poetry is a matter of making wise
and true meanings, of commanding our assent by the intelligent
disposition and inquisition of bhuman experience" <(GT, p. 109).
The magical or mysterious aspects of poetry gently puncture the
"true meanings", the socio-symbolic significations, of Prospero's

discourse.
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But this is no “revolution in poetic language". In the early
poetry, as for instance in the place-name poems, Heaney had sought
to connect Ariel's sensible play to Prospero's intelligible
assent. This insistent pressure on the lyric poet surfaces in the
later prose, most clearly in the deliberate ambiguity of the
phrase "the government of the tongue", which «cites both
governments simultaneously, and the reappearance of the example of
Hopkins. But Heaney's two "governments" do not make up a binary
opposition: the closure of “Franggicanism“ in some sort of
signified "truth® i1s simply repeated in the autonomous self-
governing tongue of the later prose via an emphasis on individual
rather than cultural authority. For Kristeva and Barthes, the
untrammelled elements of poetic langauge resist all authority; for
Heaney, they escape social and cultural determinations but remain
firmly subjected to the "masculine" command of the author. The
quasi-opposition simply pits the claims of the individual artist
against the claims made by the society the writer belongs to.
This is the core of the dilemma that infuses the later poetry: the

tongue must be govermed, but by whom or what?

In The Government of the Tongue this issue is developed through
the seemingly antithetical figures of the poet as witness and the
poet as fugitive. If Mandelstam provides an example of the

latter, in "Lowell's Command" - which draws upon the MLA
contribution, "Current Unstated Assuptions about Poetry" - the
American poet becomes an instance of the former. He is a poet

who, in the terms of a Keatsian formulation Heaney makes use of
throughout The Government of the Tongue, 1is devoted to Truth
rather than to Beauty. However, Heaney is wise to the fact that
to witness the truth is not necessarily to be equated with
poiitical intervention on behalf of that Truth. Lowell's command,
as present in "For the Union Dead" and "Waking Early Sunday
Morning", is in the "public" mode, but the poems "do not address
the world in order to correct it" (GT, p. 140>, The masculine
command and address 1s within the socio-symbolic order, but Heaney

does not make the naive assumption that poetry can effect change
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via such address. Lowell is thus linked to the prime poet as
witness, WVilfred QOwen. Echoing Geoffrey Hill's The Mystery of
Charles Péguy, in "The Interesting Case of Nero" Heaney terms Owen
the writer who "so stood by what he wrote that he seemed almost to
obliterate the line between art and life.... [His poems] so opt
for +truth that +the ©beauty consideration 1s made to seenm
irrelevant" (GT, p. xiv),=¢ The writer who chooses Truth
*represents poetry's solidarity with the doomed, the deprived, the
victimized, the under-privileged. The witness is any figure in
whom the truth-telling urge and the compuision to identify with
the oppress ed becomes necessarily integral with the act of
writing itself" (GT, p. zvi). This is remarkably close to the
stance taken in Wintering Out, where Heaney is drawn to witness
certain figures, 1like the Servant Boy, who are emblematic of

oppression and subjugation.

But Heaney 1is increasingly drawn to a poetry that resists such
identification.  The example of the poet Osip Malelstam thus
provides the attractions of a poetry that appears to be contrary

to the writing of the poet as witness:

So 1f Owen sponsors an art which seems ta rebuke beauty in
favour of truth, qéaelstam, at an equally high-price,
sponsors all over agun the Keatsian proposition that beauty
is truth, truth beauty ... a remirder that bumanity is
served by the purely poetic fidelity of the poet to all
words in their pristine being, in "the steadfastness of
their speech articulation”.

(GT, pp. xilx-xx)

The conclusion of "The Interesting Case of Nero"” 1is a paean of
praise for these transcendental qualities of poetry, a
transcendence in which the tongue 1s governed solely by itself.
Nevertheless, Heaney once again undoes what seems to be an
opposition through his insistence that the author's authority
sti1ll serves society, albeit in a more subtle manner than the poet
as witness: "It gains access to a condition that is unconstrained
and, while not being practically effective, is not necessarily

1ne£§?cious” (GT, p. xxii). This condition is that whick I have
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termed as close to Frye's theory of literature: it is a promissory
"plane" of art that springs out of time, and yet provides a
deferred model for history.

Both the fugltive poet and the truthful witness thus serve
humanity, yet both appear to be impatent in the face of the world
of telegrams and anger. To witness is not to "correct”; likewise,
the self-governed tongue merely offers the unfulfilled promise of
a "better reality”. This is an impasse if the aim of Heaney's
poetic 1s to engage and intervene and "correct". But, as he
writes at the close of the final lecture in The Government of the
Tongue: "To what extent should the tongue be in the control of the
noble rider of socially responsible intellect, ethics or morals?
I have, on the whole, inclined to give the tongue its freedom"
(GT, p. 166). In the main, that freedom has been a late-Romantic
wish to grant literature a Neo-Platonic plane of existence, but
such a mode of authority threatens to be read as merely a retreat
into the realms of Beauty as Truth, hence the rebuking conscience
that is "a voice from another part of me", saying "Govern your

tongue".

In conclusion, the artist, for Heaney, can chocse to play as a
fugitive at the margins of his society, or, guilty, he can turn
back and accept his role as a witness; he can submit to the
"government" of the social consensus or elevate the self-validity
of his own inspiration as a utopian ideal. However, unlike the
various feminist conceptions of a "feminine” form of writing,
peither mode undermines "authority", whether that authority is a
socio-political ome or, more simply, that of the lyric poet's
autonomy from ideological and other factors. 1In "Current Unstated
Assumptions abaut Poetry" we are presented with the pathetic
condition of James WVright, another Franciscan poet, whose work
marginalizes him from a world perceived to be anathema to his
poetry, and in which, in consequence, the lyric becomes a flight
from the inadequacies of the equally alienated figure of the poet

as wltness.
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.. Then I think how his style is an instrument to express
vulnerability rather than an instrument with which to wound

or command ... this reflects an abandoned trust in poetry's
power to bear the historical brunt, to bear witness to a
trust in common sustaining values. Wright's sense of the

numinous, his Franciscan love of nature and men and women is
explicitly at odds with the way things are in the world
beyond his poems. =%

This encapsulates the dilemma explored in Heaney's prose. His
liberalism accepts that there are "common sustaining values" that
poetry, governed by the social consensus, should bear witness to.
However, the delight in a realm of Beauty seems ultimately to bear
less a promissory relationship to historical reality than a desire
to turn omne's back on "the world beyond ... poems", and take
succour in the "liberation and abundance" that lyric poetry offers

as a wish-fulfilling recompense.

In the considerétion of Heaney's poetry that follows, we shall see
Heaney circling this area of poetic authority and poetic
marginality. We shall see how his poetry develops from a desire
in North to govern the tongue in the service of a form of orthodox
consensus to a troubled desire to serve the autbkority of the
individual conscience in Field Work., This, in turmn, is developed
into the poetic "tangent", which the figure of James Joyce urges
the poet to take at the close of "Station Island", a line that
seeks to strike away from orthkodoxy, into the consolations of
imaginative form. As we shall see, at the heart of all these

concerns is the imagery of masculinity and femininity.



PART 11

MYTHOLOGIZED, DEMYTHOLOGIZED
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CHAPTER 4. TRANSGRESSION AXD EXILE IR CROV

I. CROV, CRITICISM AFND FEMIKNINITY

I concluded my consideration of Hughes' non-fictional prose in
chapter two with an analysis of the "Note" on Shakespeare. That
essay was published in 1071, between the first and second editions
of Crow (1970 and 1972 respectively). This close prozimity of
dates of publication allows one to read the "Note" in one of the
two manners Hughes suggests as applicable to the stories and play
in Wodwo: as "notes, appendiz and unversified episodes of the
events behind the poems" (¥, p. 9); the poems, in this case, being
those in the later collection, Crow Both prose and poetry will

be seen to share the same problematical concerns,

In the earlier discussion of the "Note", I took a lead from
Jacqueline Rose's essay "Sexuality in the Reading of Shakespeare:
Hamlet and Measure for Measure", and suggested that the critical
frenzy and bafflement exhibited in the "Note" is linked to the
potion of femininity in the text. The Crow pnems reiterate this
iesue in a form that I will explore through several complementary
approaches to the seguence: firstly, an examination of Crow's
relationship with the critical reader as a variety of shamanic
interpreter; and secondly, an examination of the figure of the
woman as the text presents her. A third approach opens beyond
these two, where the notion of "femininity" is diesplaced from
critical or poetic image into an analysis of the stylistic

features of the poemns.

In the case of the first approache, Rosalind Fowkes has drawn
attention to the dissue of interpretational desire and 1its
concurrent bafflement in the existing criticism of Crow She
points out that Crow's "elusiveness has led to a great deal of

exegetical frustration in critics, students and readers at large.
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To pin down the philosophy of Crow or to give him only one place
to stand are both impossibilities".' What is intriguing is that
such "exegetical frustration” is, in fact, one of the principal
themes of Crow itself: the reader's frustration in the face of

this text is analogous to Crow's own thwarted hermeneutic zeal.

The publication history of Crow is relevant in this context., The
Crow poems cover several years' publication, years in which two
crucial prose pieces saw publication. One, the "Note", I have
acknowledged, the other, the review of XMax Ficholson's The
Environmental Revolution, 1s no less important. I have already
analysed these texts in some detail above. Here, it is imperative
to see them as part of a textual mélange which also contains the
twa trade editions of Crow, magazine publication of several
uncollected Crow poems, limited editions, and lastly, readings
given by Hughes which point tao a narrative scenario - a prose saga
- that is omitted in the published works but that crops up, in
various forms, in several critical studies on Hughes. The object
of critical study is not so much the volume, Crow, as the
complicated tissue made up of these diverse sources. Several
critical forays are possible into this daunting field. The
*biographical” 1is one polnt of entry - one which Ekbert Faas

labours:

But for the event remembered in its dedication, Crow without
doubt would be a different book., The deaths of Assia and
Shura in March 1969 not only brought the actual writing of
the poems to a sudden standstill; the sequence as it was put
together about a year later also seems to differ markedly
from the original impulse behind Crow. Even when Hughes,
early in 1970, talked to me about the typescript he was then
tp send off to Faber, his almost obsessive focus was on
Crow's descent into the underworld where the quester rescues
a desecrated female through his own disintegration before
both become bride and bridegroom. Yet of this the published
sequence reflects as little as of the actual Crow story as a
whole ... none of [the]l poems published shortly after Crow
covers the rescue o0f the desecrated female by her

bridegroom, a happy end which the tragic events of March
1060 removed from the poet's reach.=
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This, in many ways, is what one might term a distinctly
*Hughesian" reading. It echoes a remark made in a review of Dylan
Thomas' letters where Hughes writes - contra "New Criticism" -
that "Yeats's life is not the less interesting half of his general
effort, and one wonders what his poetry would amount to if - it
could be lifted clear of this biographical matrix. Quite a lot,
no doubt. But how much less than at present!"® TYeats' "life" is
a sort of "text" which is no less worthy of study than his
collected works. This is 1less naive than Faas' somewhat
simplistic reflection of private tragedy and published work,
nonetheless, the former's reflective approach leans heavily on
Hughes' critical strategy in his "KFote" on Shakespeare. There,
Shakespeare's "fable" is a mirror image not only of a national
psychic catastropke but alsoc of a private "sexual dilemma”. In
Faas' analysis, there is a more precise and reductive biographical
use of the reflective fallacy: the book, Crow, fails to mirror the
quest for the "desecrated female"; an initial "obssessive focus”
is turned aside due to a personal, domestic tragedy. Faas'
attempt is one that wishes to account for an absence he locates at
the heart of the volume, one that, like the "gap" in Hughes'
reading of Shakespeare, he seeks to pinpoint and explain. What I
will demonstrate is that such critical desire is prefigured in
Crow's own efforts at self-interpretation, as he attempts to
fulfil the lack at iba heart of his being, and that, as in the
"Note", this lack 1is associated with an absent without-world of
fenininity. Ve can begin to explore this issue by examining
portions of the various accounts of the "actual Crow story", as
Faas terms it, that Hughes has delivered, in order to mark a

common thread through all.

The broad outlines of the story with which Hughes "fills out" his
readings of Crow are well documented. Our chief interest lies in
one particular aspect, concentrated, by Kelth Sagar, in a crucial

episode:

(Crow] finds himself embarked on a quest for [his] creator.
His adventures bring him into contact witk various women and
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female monsters. Because they are ugly, often horrific, he
fights them, or evades them, or in some way mismanages the
situation, not reallizing that each time he is meeting his
own mother, his intended bride, He comes to a river.
Beside it sits a gigantic horrible female, an ogress, who
will not let him cross unless he carries her on his back.
As they cross, she gets heavier and heavier, driving Crow
into the river-bed until the water is up to his moutk., Then
she asks him a question to which he must sing the right
answer, quickly. The questions recapitulate the various
mistaken encounters he has had with her in the past; that
is, they are all, in some sense, questions about love.4

This comes from the end of the narrative, towards the completion
of this "epic folk-tale in prose with songs by and about Crow".*®
Sagar's account usefully foregrounds the connection Crow draws
between non-comprehension - and hence bafflement - and femininity:
Crow's contact with the "various women", results in a constant
*mi smanagement”. Terry Gifford and Neil Roberts also lay due
emphasis on this aspect of Crow's encounters with women in the
course of his story: "During his adventures he begins to wonder
who his own creator is and he encounters various female figures
who are avatars of his creator, but bhe never recognizes her and
always bungles the situation®.® .Poems directly concerned with
this dimension of the sequence were, at the 1975 Ilkley reading
(according to Gifford and Roberts), those revolving around "seven
dilemma questions about 1love set to Crow by his disguised
creator”.” "Lovesong" is Crow's answer to the question, "Who paid
most, him or her?" whilst "Bride and groom lie hidden for three
days", from Cave Birds, was inmserted into the narrative as the
answer to the question, "Vho gives most, him or her?". This
evidence of revision 1s explained by Gifford and Roberts as

follows:

It would be reasonable to see the reading of "Bride and
groon" [at Ilkleyl as a correction to the emphasis of the
published Crow; even to suspect that the question to wkich
*Lovecong" 1is an answer was not part of the poem's
inspiration but a later attempt to qualify its effect.®

Such a supposition, however plausible, is less important than the
fact that Gifford and Roberts introduce the notion of "carrection”
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into a reading of Crow If Hughes is to be seen as a
wcorrectional” interpreter (here, of his own work, in the "Note",
of Shakespeare), so too is Crow. Gifford and Roberts implicitly
make this very point when they give their own version of the

parrative of Crow as outlined by Sagar:

At a late stage in his adventures Crow encounters a hag....
She forces bhim to carry her across a river, asking him
questions about the nature of love as he does so. They are
dilemma questions, questions with no answer, so each time
Crow tries a series of answers, The more wrong his answers
are, the heavier she becomes, and his head 1s forced down
into the water. When this bhappens he corrects himself and
she becomes a little lighter. So each of these poems is a
fresh start, a new attempt at an answer.®

The provisional quality of Crow's songs 1s due to his need to
interpret his situation aright - hence his constant self-
correction. The problem, however, is that Crow's interpretations
are frequently misinterpretations: in his encounters with the
various females, he sees them as "ugly" and "horrific", failing to
interpret them as so many mani.festations of the “"feminine" aspect
of bis being. Therefore - recalling Jacqueline Rose's analysis of
the Mona Lisa syndrome in the critical approach - we can be
justified in viewing Crow as a strange kind of "reader", however
un-Eliotic he appears. This 1is especially clear from the
interaction between the poem "Truth Kills Everybody", a letter of
Hughes written to Gifford and Roberts, and Hughes' own article on
Crow, "A Reply to My Critics®.

As so often in the Crow poems that view Crow from a narrative
stance (as opposed to his songs and the poems which neither
mention Crow nor are prefixed with "Crow's Song About ..." or
"Crow's Account of ..."), the reader of "Truth Kills Everybody"
encounters Crow pondering and ex&mining an enigmatic subject. 1In
other words, he or she reads an account of Crow interpreting, one
which, as Hughes' "Reply" makes clear, is also a record of Crow

reading:
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So Crow found Proteus - steaming in the sun.
Stinking with sea-bottom growths

Like the plug of the earth's sump-outlet.
There he lay - belching quakily.

Crow pounced and buried his talomns -

And it was the famous bulging Achilles ~ but he held him
The oesophagus of a staring shark - but he held it
A wreath of lashing mambas - but he held it

It was a naked powerline, 2000 volts -
He stood aside, watching his body go blue
As he held it and keld it

It was a screeching woman and he had her by thke throat -
He held it ...
(C, p. 83

Crow's search for the truth that kills turns on the elusive figure
of Proteus. A compound of knowledge and inscrutability, the
latter 1is difficult to comprehend; as the object of
interpretation, he is hard to fathom. As Hughes comments, in "A
Reply to My Critics":

*Close reading" is evidently not enough to save us from
misreading, or to break through the projection of fixed
ideas, conditioned reflexes, preconceptions, etc. which
often seem to be the only lenses we have.... In one main
sense, that poem [("Truth Kills Everybody"] is about just the
sort of misreading it seems to provoke - the cuttlefish ink-
clouds, behind which the real nature of the thing escapes,
are Rorschach blots, of a kind.'”®

The "real nature” that eludes Crow's approach is that which lies
beyond the Protean "ink-clouds"; it is an essence that Crow's
l1imited "lenses" can only partially apprehend. The clouds are
thus reminiscent of the maya that, in Hughes' prose works, is a
condition of subjectivity and, in particular, language. "Truth"
is endlessly deferred by a medium of communication which, at best,
merely approximates an ideal. The subsequent deferment of "truth"
is, for Hughes, a dilemma wkich confronts both reader and writer.
In "Truth Kills Everybody", Hughes reworks this central concern of

his poetics 1into the problematical confrontation of Crow and
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Proteus. The truth or noumenal essence of the latter 1s one
distorted by the series of Protean transformations the text
describes. The poem narrates these metamorphoses until Proteus

turans

to the size of a hand grenade
And [Crowl held it he held it and held it and
BAXG!

He was blasted to nothing.

The last line echoes the poems "Crow Frowns" and "Conjuring in
Heaven" where the reader learns that Crow is made of "nothing" (C,
pp. 50, 53). Thus, although blown to nothing, Crow may be saild to
remain essentially unchanged, as his essence 1s the site of an
overwhelming lack. In this 1light, the poem recalls the early
"Song", as in both texts the plenitude of truth is sought by a
creature hollowed out by a desire for fulfilment, Like that made
by the earlier protagonist, Crow's attempt seemingly fails, and
yet, 1in failing he remains fundamentally unchanged, still
alienated from the object of desire., This might be taken as a
preliminary reading. That 1s, the reader succeeds where Crow
fails; Proteus unveils his "meaning" to the critical eye, casting
aside his dissembling transformatioms. As so0 often in the
sequence, the reader may well feel that he or she is being invited
to cock a snoock at Crow's ineptitude. The result 1is an

interpretation such as that made by Stuart Hirschberg:

In "Truth Kills Everybody" Crow grapples with several
metamorphoses of Proteus to learn the ultimate truth....
Ironically, the ultimate truth he meets is the “nothingness”
which spawned him in "Lineage"; the ruthless discarding of
self-deception, the stripping away of illusion after
1llusion is Crow's ultimate meaning.'®

Hirschberg plays a game of critical one-upmanship with Crow,
treating the poem like the classical Proteus, banging on to it
until he is - supposedly - rewarded with the knowledge of "Crow's

ultimate meaning". He sees Crow's attempts as ironic because he
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believes he is 1in a better position to perceive Proteus', and
hence the poem's significance. Crow, on the other hand, is unable
tp locate this hidden "truth", until all is revealed in his comic
destruction. However, Hughes' own reading of the text, in the
letter to Gifford and Roberts, presents a very different

interpretation:

Vhat Crow is grappling with is not "something dangerous" but
what becomes - at the end of all his mistakes and errantry -
his bride and his almost humanity. To every action, an
equal but opposite reaction: in their alarming aspect, the
transformation images are mirror-images of his method of
interrogation. The hidden thing defends itself with
these.'®

The first sentence foregrounds Hughes' central image of an
essential, "hidden" noumenon; one troped as feminine and desirable
- a form of “bride”. This is the "trutk® Crow, at the end of all
his "mistakes and errantry”, is here said to attain, even 1f this
resolution remains absent from the published sequence. Femininity
is thus assimilated to the notion of an inscrutable truth residing
at the close of a quest-romance; and, indeed, the term "errant”
implies not only the idea of straying from the path of accepted
decorum but also, in its archaic form, +the wandering knight
errant, often in quest of a dragon or damsel. Crow, as we shall
see, brings together both these senses of errantry in a single

figure.

This desirable truth is, however, concealed behind the ink-clouds
of Proteus' metamorphoses. Hughes describes these Protean turns

as so many tropes or figures of a single literal meaning:

The components of each image are: one aspect of the hidden
thing ... and of the incompatibility between (Crow's]
mentality and the hidden thing, plus a representation of the
fleeting escape of the hidden thing, the momentariness of
his glimpse of it and the strain of his efforts to hold on
to 1t.... The hidden thing is a simple existence, an
actuality., But the defensive images it throws up are .
compound metaphors, instructive warnings in the form of
hieroglyph symbols.
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Crow's variety of practical criticism is one that reads the
Protean text with the aim of analysing - correctly - the multiple
turns of phrase. These compound "hieroglyph symbols" comprise the
textual surface of Proteus which interposes between Crow and the
essence or truth he desires to extract from his "reading". But,
in interposing, they also alienate Crow from the meaning of this
peculiar text, displacing Crow from the "simple existence" of
Proteus. This is strongly reminiscent of Hughes' poetics, where
the poem is comprised of words which are impish "goblins", where
poems are "undated ... letters" that merely intimate a remote but
desirable "wedding"”. Crow, like the poet, is also exiled from the
locugs of desire, his postulated bride; 1like Hughes' early
protagonists, he too has to reappropriate this without-world and
erase what the letter calls the "incompatibility" existing between
Crow and the other. Nevertheless, contra Hirschberg, Hughes sees
Crow ..as making an "advance" in his interpretation. This is why
Hughés desaibes the poem as narrating a qualified success rather

than as an account of an absolute failure in reading:

That ... [Crow] explodes is positive. It is not an image of
"giplence" but an dimage of breakthrough, If he had
withdrawn, he would have remained fixed in his error. That
he pushes to the point where bhe is annihilated means that
now nothing remains for him but what has exploded him....
This is Crow's greatest step forward. But he regresses, and
has to make it again and again, before his gain is finally
consclidated in his union with his bride.

Crow's annihilation is an overcoming of the "error" of his exile.
The final "nothing” of the poem is thus not the lack that is the
mainspring of desire in both Hughes' poetry and prose, but is
instead the void or KNirvana that is the flipside of plenitude and
fulfilment. Crow breaches his egg-headed solipsism and, in a
diminished manner, confronts his own nature. The poem is thus,
according to Hughes, "one of Crow's face-to-face encounters with
the object of his search ... with his creator". Crow's creator is
his "bride"/"mother", who 1s equatable with the Mother Nature of
the review of The Environmental Revolution, with whom Vestern

eivilization, like Crow, has lost "spirit-confidence”. Crow
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desires to restcre what Hughes, in his analysis of the poem, calls
a "spirit-link"'? in a union imaged as an incestuous marriage.
This image, whilst existing only as the faint intimation of a
*suppressed"” subtext in Crow, becomes more explicit in Hughes'

later quest romances, Gaudete and Cave Birds.

*Truth Eills Everybody" thus firmly ties Crow to the association
drawn between critical desire ard femininity in the "FNote" on
Shakespeare and the exile and quest elaborated in the review of
¥ax FNicholson's bock on conservation. "Crow's Song About
England”, “Crow's Song About Prospero and Sycorax" and "An
Alchemy"” continue this process, inscribing the concerns of the
prose pleces within the Crow sequence but, as 1t were, from a
distance: none of these poems appears in either of the trade
editions. "Crow's Song About England", as its title suggests,
falls into the grouping of Crow's own idiosyncratic songs. It is
a song which, divorced from its title, reads as a bharsh commentary

on sexlsm:

Once upon a time there was a girl

Vho tried to give her mouth

It was snatched from her and her face slapped

She tried to give her eyes

They were knocked to the floor the furniture crushed

them
She tried to give her breasts

They were cut from her and canned
She tried to give her cunt
It was produced in open court she was sentenced'<

Bearing in mind the poem's title, however, the poem, when read in
conjunction with the contemporanecus prose works, becomes yet
another narrative of the exile from Mother Nature. In this
broader "historical" and national sense, the early poem, "A Woman

Unconscious", provides an interestingz parallel to Crow's song:

Rusuia and America circle each other;
Threats nudge an act that were without doubt
A melting of the mould in the mother,
Stones melting about the root....
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And though bomb be matched against bomb,

Though all mankind wince out and nothing endure -
Earth gone in an instant flare -

Did a lesser death come

Onto the white bospital bed

Vhere one, numb beyond her last of sense,
Closed her eyes on the world's evidence
And into the pillows sunk her head.

(L, p. 1o

As noted in chapter two, the exile from nature related in "The
Environmental Revolution" leads to a "progressively more desperate
search for mechanical and rational and symbolic securities”,
amongst them nuclear power and all its horrific potential. The
result, according to the review, is a dislocation from the "truth"
of humanity, that is, the now repressed otherness of inner nature
and the alienated object world of the natural environment. In the
poem, the macrocosmic catastrophe (nuclear war) is mirrored in the
microcosmic one (the woman's death), much as Shakespeare's "sexual
dilemma" is a reflection on the individual plane of Elizabethan
and Jacobean collective history. Thus, the woman's is not a
"lesser death", but the mirror image of the greater crisis Mother
Earth is undergoing. Crow, 1in his rougher vein, re-sings this
song. The girl 1is England: she has suffered the complete
realization of the Elioctic “dissociation of sensibility” which the
*Note" expands upon. However, she is more than England, she 1is,
in the words of the "Note", "the Queen of Heaven", an
"overwhelmingly powerful, multiple, primeval being", who was
"dragged into court by the young Puritan Jehovah". Like the
primeval feminine being of the "Note", the female in the song
wreaks terrible vengeance for this puritanical suppression. She
becomes a personification of the demonic unconscious which the
essays on myth and education declare is the in.evitable

consequence of repression:

She stole everything back

She was mad with pain she humped into a beast
She changed sex he came back
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Vhere he saw her mouth he stabbed with a knife
Vhere he saw her eyes he stabbed likewise
Vhere he saw her breasts her cunt he stabbed

He was sentenced

This can be read as a versification of the "Note"'s reading of
Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, where "the [female]
Divine Power, enraged after rebuff, in male and destructive form
... completes the visitation fatally". The song records this
change of "sex" as Venus becomes Hecate and Adonis erupts into
Tarquin, into Macbetbh. Macbeth, as discussed in chapter two, is a
critic who mismanages his interpretation of femininity. In the
song, the nameless he makes a similar error, stabbing in blindness
and in puritanical fear. But this "he" is her: his horrific
misreading is one close to Crow's in "The Black Beast", where the
error is a failure to read correctly one's internal nature ("VWhere
is the black beast?" [C(, p. 28]}, which, repressed rather than
welcomed, turns its creative potential into destructive violence.
In the 1970 interview with Faas, Hughes explicitly makes this
connection between critical reading and the "misreading" of
femininity made by Adonis, Tarquin and Macbeth: "{Adonis] was so
desensitized, stupsfied and brutalized by his rational scepticism,
he didn't know what to make of her. He thought she was an ethical
peril. He was a sort of modern critic in the larval stage ... a
modern English critic."'® The stupefied "rationalism" of the
modern English critic {finds partial embodiment inm Crow's
engagement with Proteus in "Truth Kills Everybody", and is that
which Hughes attempts to correct in both the "FNote" and the Crow

and Shakespeare poens.

The poem, "An Alchemy", collected by Sagar in The Achievement of
Ted Hughes as a Crow poem, makes just such a reading, interpreting

all of Shakespeare's "heroes" as Adonisian, puritanical critics.

Var in the egg
Lustig the Moor
Aaron began it ...
Died Adonis' agony
Butchered by Richard



-148-

The lineal boar
Vho darkened darkness
Vith ravishing strides
And an Ass's horn
To gore Titania ...
Hamlet's muse
Hamlet's madness
Soused by Tempest
To Venus's Island
Vith her wierd sisters
The blue Hag Hecate
Deflecting the dagger
Vith some rough magic
Into the Sanctum
0f Saintly Duncan
Double Macbeth
The crown's contagion
Drawn by the blade of Tarquin ...'%

And so on. The poem is a distillation of the the critical project
of the "Note", where Shakespeare's "sexual dilemma" starts as a
"war in the egg", which, hatching, lopes across the textual chain
as "the lineal boar". The movement of the boar is that of the
inscrutable switch from Venus to Hecate <that Macbeth, 1in
particular, if simply among others, dramatizes so well. The poem
thus reads each play in the light of those before it and those to
come, charting the various occurences of what the "Note" calls the
»Shakespesarean moment". The critical voice of "An Alchemy",
perhaps that of Crow as shamanic critic, seeks to engage with that
"moment” which the Complete Works fail to fully comprehend. It is
precisely this critical strategy which Hughes emphasizes in the
1070 interview with Faas:

Shakespeare spent his life trying to prove that Adonis was
right, "the rational sceptic, the man of puritan good order.
It put him through the tragedies before he decided that the
quarrel could not be kept up honestly. Since then the
difficult task of any poet in English has been to locate the
force which Shakespeare called Venus in his first poems and
Sycorax in his last.'?

This remark opens up a reading of "An Alchemy" as a poetical
interpretation that acts as a kind of addendum to Shakespeare; a

marginal commentary which, like a footnote, is to be inserted into
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the incomplete body of the text in order to complete it, to fulfil
it. The poem corrects not only Adonis' mistake, but also
Shakespeare's error. And this error centres on locating the
"meaning” of femininity, of the significance of Vends/Sycorax.
Hughes makes his own reading of Venus at the close of "An

Alchemy":

Then black Venus
double tongued
Swine-uddered Sycorax
Lilith the night-crow

S1id from the tree

Released the Rainbaow

Breasted Dove
Vith a leaf of 1light

Miranda with a miracle
To Adam Adonis

And saznk
In the crucible
Tiamat
The Mother
The Scales
The Coil
QOf the Natter

Deeper
Than ever plummet

Vith Prospero's bones
And the sounding Book.

This is identical to the reading made of Shakespeare's last plays
in the "Fote": those texts, taken as a single extended narrative,
chow an elevation of the puritanical Miranda and, in a
corresponding movement, the suppression of Sycorax. In Hughes'
poen, "plack Venus" (Hecate) i1s the dark aspect of Venus, that is,
Sycoraxz, who is mone other than Lilith, whilst all these females
are, in turm, said to be personifications of the biblical serpent.
That the Tree will later bear Christ, the second Adam, is not to
this paradise's credit, especially if we comsider who the first
Adam is in this reading: Adonis.'® It 1s he who misunderstands
Venus and turns her into Hecate, who "sank / In the crucible /

Tiamat / The MNother”. Adonis' repression is repeated 1in
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Shakespeare's concluding puritan, Prospero. His repression of
"The Mother" is completed in the drowning of his 'éounding Book",
which is, in turn, a metaphor for Shakespeare’'s final, desperate
attempt to conceal the inadequacies of his rational "puritan good
order". The poem sounds out this last-ditch attempt, rewriting
the plays 4in the light of this apparent subterfuge.

In "Crow's Song About Procpero and Sycorax", Crow makes his own

interpretation of The Tempest:

She knows, like Ophelia,

The task has swallowed him.

She knows, like George's dragonm,

Her screams have closed kis helmet....

She knows, like Cordelia,

He is not himself now

And what he says must be discounted
Though it will be the end of them both.

She knows, like Gaod,

He has found

Something

Easier to live with ...

His death and ker death.'®

Crow's reading is antithetical to the puritanical, rationalist and
sceptical criticism Hughes attacks in the interview with Faas. In
Crow's song, Prospero thinks, like Adonis, that Sycorax is an
"ethical peril"; like the modern Englisk critic, "he is simply
incapable of seeing Venus from any point of view but that of
Adonis." Hence, "what he says must be discounted", Tke Tempest's
enunciation of the puritanical "abstraction" must be shunned, for
the truth lies 1in the silence of Sycorax. She dpes not have a
tangible presence in the play, not a word to say, her sojourn on
the island merely reported. Like Hughes, in the "Note", Crow
makes this "gap", this silence, yield up the hidden, central
meaning of the text, as he restores Sycorax's repressed

significance.
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Restoration, in a field distinct from Shakespeare, 1s the concern
of Crow's actions in "Crow Blacker Than Ever”. Detecting an
incomplete, sundered state of affairs, Crow makes a shamanic
intervention to <correct an imbalance in the state of the
"Universe"”. As in the prose and the early poetry, the notion of a
necessary mediation of a rending division becomes of paramount
importance. In the present text, it is the relationship between
God and man that is crumbling:

Vhen God, disgusted with man,
Turned towards heaven.

And man, disgusted with God,
Turned towards Eve

Things looked like falling apart.
(¢, p. 69

This is the by now familiar image of the Fall. As in +the
critical, poetic and shamanic acts what 1s required is a
cuccessful unification or closure: a variety of atonement, Crow

thus dons the shamanic mantle, but with unfortunate consequences:

But Crow Crow
Crow nailed them together,
Failing Heaven and earth together -

So man cried, but with God's voice.
And God bled, but with man's blood.

Then heaven and earth creaked at the joint
Vhich became gangrenous and stank -
A horror beyand redemption.

Crow ie shown, as Gifford and Roberts comment, "in a story that
bypasses metaphysics by representing [the probleml ... in
practical terms".®® As in Hughes' prose writings on shamanism,
emphasis is laid om the practicality of the shamanic technique.
Here, in the manner of a bricoleur, Crow picks up his tools and
cets to work.®' It is this sense of makeshift practicality that
tends, 1 feel, to make Sagar's reading of this poem as, "an effort
towards wholeress, an effort to live simultaneously on earth and
in all the heavens and hells rather than allow things to fall

apart"=2 sound, if not inaccurate, somewhat inappropriately



-152-

pompous. It is, as Hirschberg phrases it, "a patchwork job",==
The impish quality of Crow forstalls any reading of him as
bighminded in bis interpretations, which are frequently bungled

and mismanaged, The poem ends:

The agony

Grew.

Crow

Grinned

Crying: "This is my Creation,”

Flying the black flag of himself.

Throughout the sequence, Crow functions as a shamanic buffoon,
misreading, in Hughes' ethical function of criticism, demonically.
wcrow Blacker than Ever" is simply one instance in a series of
poems that all express Crow's misinterpretation of a host of
"texts", whether these are religious ("A Horrible Religious
Error"), or sexual ("A Childish Prank"), or historical ("Crow's
Account of the Battle") or cultural ("A Disaster"), or linguistic
("The Battle of Osfrontalis"). Crow's transgressive function is a
representation of the endlessly deferred desire for psychic,
cultural and linguistic closure outlined in "Myth and Education”,
»The Environmental Revolution”, the "Note" and the many reviews of
the 1960s and '70s; and in this semse, he bears a striking
resemblance to the gaoblin-word of the poetics, which always falls
short of, always approximates, the ideal. The 1deal remains
promissory, as in "Truth Kills Everybody", but 1s never
actualized. Crow exists as a fragmented quest-romance, the shards
of which merely intimate the ideal shape of Crow's teleoclogical
Progress; that described in the "prose saga" Hughes has ocutlined

in readings of the poems,

Having thus firmly established Crow as a potential but
transgressive critic in the correctional mode elaborated in the

*Note", we can turn our attention to the relationship between such
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interpretation and the nameless feminine of the volume, Crow. In
"Crow and Mama" there 1s a rather ineffectual attempt at a
comprehension of femininity; in fact, Crow takes the Adonisian
approach to Venus, one which irn evitably leads to the violence of

a Tarquin:

Vhen Crow cried his mother's ear
Scorched to a stump.

Vhen he laughed she wept
Blood her breasts her palms her brow all wept blood.

He tried a step, then a step, and again a step -
Every one scarred her face for ever.

Vhen he burst out in rage
She fell back with an awful gash and a fearful cry.
¢, p. 17

Informing this fable is, of course, the notion of Mother Nature.
Crow, errant and occidental, 1is alienated from this origin; he
tries a step in the right direction but he has not learnt the
required supplication, one close to the shamanic dismemberment and
re-integration of "Crow's Battle Fury", where Crow with "his
glared off face glued back in position ... comes forward a step”
(¢, pp. 67-68). Crow is, as yet, too much of a Fietzschean
»dogmatist" to take this step, for, as Nietzgeche declares, "is
the suspicion not well founded that all philosophers, when they
have been dogmatists, have had little understanding of women? that
the gruesome earnestness ... with which they have hitherto been in
the habit of approaching truth have been inept and improper means
for winning a wench?'.%4 Crow's gruesome and earnest advances,
his crying, laughing and rage, are bungled attempts to grasp the
"truth" of Mama Fature. This is the error of Adonis, and because
the female hence becomes 1inscrutable Adonis 1is exploded into
Tarquin. He bursts out in rage and instead of healing the rift
between himself and this without-world, she now falls "back with a
gash and a fearful cry". Consequently, because her baffling Mona
Lisa aspect is now toco horrible to face, the male tries to repress

her, and yet, however much he seeks to distance himself from bher,
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che remains as his own essential nature forever immanent, if in a

grossly mutated form:

He jumped into the car the towrope
Vas around her neck he jumped out.

He jumped into the plane but her body was jammed in the

jet -~
There was a great row, the flight was cancelled.

He jumped into the rocket and its trajectory
Drilled clean through her heart he kept on ..

Crashed on the moon and awoke and crawled out

Under his mother's buttocks.

The remorseless repetitiveness of Crow's strategy, the baffled
impishness of his "trajectory", as his escapes are constantly
undone, parallel the futile attempts at communion outlined in the
opening couplets. In neither half of the poem is he successful:
he is caught in a transgressive exile, that separates but binds
bim to his Mama. His predicament thus repeats that of Vestern
civilization in "The Environmental Revolution", which |is
umbilically linked to a nature it exploits and degrades, but on
which it 1s totally dependent.

This is the issue raised in the cryptic Eskimo Song, "Fleeing from
Eternity", where "man came running faceless over the earth /
Eyeless and mouthless baldface he ran" (C, p. 78). The eternity
of the title is that "imaginary® identification with Mother Nature
which 1lies before the Fall that is Western history. Hughes
presents this collective loss in parabolic form, in which one man
attains individual subjectivity, metonymically imaged as the twin

powers of sight and speech:

He got a sharp rock he gashed holes in his face
Through the blood and pain he loocked at the earth.

He gashed again deeper and through the blood and pain
He screeched at the lightening, at the frost, and at

time.
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The aﬁuisition of such selfhood is a sense of temporality, of
being in the world. But in opening the space of this existential
praject in time, the anguished subject needs to suppress the other
{n order to retain his precarious sense of autonomy. Like the
uncollected Crow poem, "Existential Song",=% the Eskimo Song is a
critique of a philo%%hy of being which, in Hughes!' opinion, is a
spurious denial of "nature" and essence 1in favour of an empty
freedom. On a related level, "Fleeing from Eternity", like "Crow
and Mama", can be read as an allegory of the whole of western
culture's exploitation of material nature. Both levels of meaning
are presented in the man's mutilation and subjection of a female
figure:

Then, lying among the bones on the cemetery earth,
He saw a woman singing out of her belly.

He gave her eyes and a mouth, in exchange for the song.
She wept blood, she cried pain.

The pain and the blood were life. But the man laughed -
The song was worth 1it.

The woman felt cheated.

In Lacanian terms, one may interpret this as the entrance into the
“symbolic order" of language and subjectivity, which, as we saw in
Hughes' prose writings, is a "l1ife" dominated by exile and lack.
The cheating of the woman, the taking of the song, is an image of
the need for “"symbolic securities" to assuage the emptiness at the
very core of a culture given over to the limitations of an egg-

headed existence.

»Oedipus Crow", places Crow in exactly the same crisis, as
sMummies stormed his torn insides / ... / He contorted clear, he
vomited empty - / He flew” (C, p. 43). His flight recalls the
previous attempts at eluding the truth of his nature in "Crow and
Mama®, as well as echoing the plight of the primitive existential
male fleeing from eternity. Crow's Oedipal complex is one 1in

which he too 1s displaced from an "imaginary" plenitude, an
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alienation which results in a misinterpretation of the "truth" of

his being:

A gravestone fell on his foot
And took root -
He bit through the bone and he fled.

The water-spirit in the happy valley
Twined his brains with primroses, dogroses,
Pulling his mouth down to the wet humus -
¥ith a howl he left what she held.

The Hecate/Venus duality is misunderstood by Crow as he becomes an
Adonis, fearful and mistrustful of Venus, the "water-spirit®, and
hence . manages to repress Hecate, the "gravestone", only by
severing a part of himself. Errant "dogmatist” that he is, he
attains a condition similar to that of the protagonist of "Revenge
Fable", a man who, because he "could not get rid of his mother®,
pounds and hacks her "with numbers and equations and laws / Which
he invented and called truth" (C, p. 70>. This, however, is not
the "truth" revealed in "Truth Kills Everybody": it 1s, instead,
the erroneous non-truth of Vestern civilization, which is a poor

compensation for the loss of the original truth of nature.

It is this noumenal truth that is envisaged in the poem "Crow's
Undersong”. The title suggests a song under Crow's harsher
lyrics, one that lies beyond the approximations of expressive
speech or "song”. The poem desaibes an elusive female, who Sagar
calls "the essential female, the eternal Eve".=¢ In this 1light,
the text brings together the twinned preoccupations of the prose:
the deferment of truth in language and the repression of nature by
culture. Like Crow's Mama, bul in a less repulsive manner, this

woman tantalizingly flickers between absence and presence:

She cannot come all the way
She comes as far as water no further
She comes with the birth push

Into eyelashes into nipples the fingertips
She comes as far as blood and to the tips of hair
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She comes to the fringe of voice

She stays

Even after life even among the bones.
¢, p. 56

The poem is overtly in praise of the enigmtic female.
Fevertheless, as a reworking of the desire expressed in Hughes'
early poems, the woman may be interpreted as presenting a threat
to the existential solipsism of the male self. This leads
¥argaret Uroff to a reading of the poem quite comntrary to that
made by Sagar: "The title of ‘Crow's Undersong' reveals

[Hughes'] view of man's place against the woman who insatiably
comes and comes and comes, even while Crow attempts to fend her
off by claiming she cannot manage anything but coming."#” Thus,
the poem may not narrate the alienation from the object of desire
but a more subtle rhetorical containment of her. However, it is
more pertinent to hold the poem in a dual focus, one which
incorporates bcth these viewpoints. The without-world of the
female other is seen as both desirable and threatening to the male
celf. As the cuppressed "truth" of patriarchy she figures forth
what, to Crow, seems a frighteningly fecund energy. Yet to deny
this vitality, as in "Crow and Mama", is to become like Tarquin,
turning Venus into the demonic unconscious of Hecate. Crow's
linguistic dilemma, like that of the speaker of "The Thought-Fox",
is how to re-present this elusive without-world, to bring into
full presence that which, like the Schopenhauerean will-to-live of
Wodwo and Recklings, resists direct apprehension by the rational
mind. In the words of Hughes’ article on Laura Riding, Crow must
ljearn to "respect ... the truths which are perpetually trying to
find and correct words”. Crow, as a singer, has to learn the
inadequacies of the material word in the face of the truth of

nature, a process of re-education elaborated in several poems.

Such is the theme of "Crow's First Lesson", where God attempts to

teach Crow how to master the goblin-word "love":
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God tried to teach Crow how to talk,

"Tove," said God. "Say, Love."

Crow gaped, and the white shark crashed into the sea
And went rolling downward, discovering its own depth.

"¥o, no," said God, "Say Love. Now try it., LOVE."
Crow gaped, and a bluefly, a tsetse, a mosquito
Zoomed out and down

To their sundry flesh-pots.

¢, p. 20

God takes the sensible signifier, "love®, and tries to make Crow
grasp its intelligible meaning. However, the demonic Crow instead
applies the sign to a referent other than that of God's choice: to
a chark, a bluefly and a tsetse. Is it that the conceptual
knowledge of love is beyond Crow's grasp, or is Christian Love,
Agape, beyond Crow's comprehension, beyond his stupefied gapings?
Crow certainly does not understand the meaning of the latter, as
the poem "Crow Communes" makes clear: "God lay, agape, a great
carcase. // Crow tore off a mouthful and swallowed" (C, p. 30).
The poem's pun on "agape", where the signifier denotes two
- somewhat incompatible signifieds, foregrounds that' which Crow
demonstrates in his first lesson: the slippery quality of
langiage. For God, in "Crow's First Lesson", such fork-tongued
punning 1is anathema: the sound "Love® should atone with 1its
"meaning”. For Him there is to be no poetic transgression, no
"huge gap" within the sign. For Crow, on the other hand, there is
a discrepancy between word and referent. Crow's signifiers are,
1ike himself, errant and aberrant: they zoom "out and down" being
down and out - a reversibility of phrase which is itself
indicative of Crow's failure to achieve determinate meaning.
Curiously, considering the satire on Christianity that gives Crow
most of i1ts humour, God's desire to make Crow master langwige
echoes Hughes' belief, in his prose writings, that the poet should
control the goblin-word. The importance of +this unconscious
similarity will become clearer in the second section of this
chapter. For the present, we can simply note that Crow himself
shows little ability for tkis artistic task.
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The frustration Crow suffers 1in botk his “"critical" or
interpretational quest for thke female and his engagements with
language, caught, as ke is, within God's and Hughes' rubric of
transgression as a Fall and an exile, come together as the concern

of the poem "Crow Tries the Media".

He wanted to sing about her

He didn’'t want comparisons with the earth or anything to

do with it
Oversold like detergents

He did not even want words
Vaving thelir long tails in public
Vith their prostitute's exclamations

He wanted to sing very clear...
He wanted to sing to her soul simply
But still Manhattan weighed on his eyelid

He looked at the corner of her eye
His tongue moved like a poisoned estuary

He touched the smiling corner of her mouth
His voice reverberated like the slow millstone of London
Raising a filthy haze,

her shape dimmed.
(C, p. 46

This nameless female is another example of the elusive "bride" or
¥other whom Crow must locate as, in Hughes' words, "his almost
humanity", his nature. She is also the environmental nature which
culture, in Hughes' view, has suppressed to the same degree as it
has repressed "inner" nature and women. As in "Crow's Song About
Prospero and Sycorax", Crow wishes to articulate this buried
mtruth”, "to sing to her soul simply". Yet, as in "Crow's First
Lesson”, he finds language unreliable when it comes to the
seemingly simple act of denotation. His solution, in the present
context, 1is to strip away superfluous poetic diction, spurning
metaphor, those "comparisons with the earth". Crow's desire here
closely echoes what Hughes has said was the main idea behind Crow.

The poems sprang from an initial impulse to write "songs with no
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music whatever, in a super-simple and a super-ugly language which
would shed everything except Just what [Crow]l wanted to say".=®
The "music® of poetry 1is, for both Hughes and Crow, figurative
language. The belief both express, however fallacious, is that by
reducing poetry to a bare "literalism", Crow can somehow "sing
very clear". And yet, "Crow Tries the Media" is a poem aware that
this desirable clarity is simply not available to Hughes' <(and
Crow's) poetics. In rejecting metaphorical "comparisons", the
text employs the device of simile ("oversold like detergents") to
qualify that which is to be dispensed with. More complex, is the
use of "Manhattan" as a synecdoche for the pollution of cities,
where the rhetorical figure as such becomes an image of Crow's
inability to sing "simply": it is the deferring trope itself which
"weighed on his eyelid”.

This vividly enacts the recurrent notion in Hughes' work that
language is remcte from ultimate "truths". Crow's exile from his
spride"” comes to represent the displacement from origins, from
nature, that infuses both prose and poetry. Language, as a
"proebitute's exclamations”, is simply symptomatic of humarnity's
exile. Language thus pollutes his song much as humanity has
polluted Mother RNature - a doubleness neatly expressed in yet

another simile: "His tongue moved like a poisoned estuary”.

This bhelps to explain why the feminine telos postulated in the
various accounts of Hughes and his critics as the aim of Crow is
absent from Crow. The book is a narrative of transgression.
However, to critics such as Faas, with whom I began this chapter,
the volume also narrates a transgression from its original
impulse. It is this paradox that brings thke critics to the text,
to blindly repeat Crow's gesture, to locate the text's “"meaning",
one which is - far from coincidentally or even fortuitously -
bound to the status of femininity within the text. The critics,
l1ike Crow, speak up for the silent Sycorax, lauding or condemning.
This issue is usefully introduced by briefly examining two

critical responses to "Crow's Account of St George", who - much
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as in "Myth and Education" - is a man who " sees everything in the
Universe / Is a track of numbers racing towards an answer., /

/He refrigerates an emptiness, / Decreates all to outer space, /
Then unpicks numbers” (C, p. 31). Thomas Vest calls St George a
'teléﬁogical totalitarian®:

[Hel] sees each answer and each whole automatically imputed
to each question and each part. This absolutism means, of
course, that George must murder his origins and his
future.... Crow represents an urge for a body that the arch
demon Logos, the answer-in-every-question George cannot
concelve. This is one way of escaping or even paralysing
George and his confrére the voyeur.=?®

Vest thus clearly distinguishes Crow from St George, yet, the
fact that he assoclates the latter with "teleology" paradoxically
l1inks him to the former, as Crow, as mentioned above, is the
scattered pieces of a quest-romance. Crow does not "escape" or
»paralyse" St. George: both are in a state of "exile"; both seek
ultimate answers to their probing, insistent questions; both
misread and thus "murder" or attack their "origins". As TFaas
comments: "like Crow himself, St. George is a creature who in his
craze for order, ‘truth' and dominion over nature, has denied the
Black Beast in himself".®°® VWest's and Faas' readings appear to be
diametrically opposed, however, their contradictory responses both
share the desire to, as Fowkes puts it, "pin down" Crow. There is
nothing unreasonable about this, only the reader must be aware
that such critical desire is prefigured in the primary text. Crow
himself desires to locate the "truth" of his being within the
fantastic world of the sequence. The readings suggest that Crow
can be said to simply represent one of two positions; either the
puritanical "dominion over nature", like St. George, or the
patural "body" itself. Faas and Vest both wish to identify the
"meaning® of Crow, but remain blind to the very indeterminacy of
Crow's aberrant trajectory, his thwarted attempt to locate and

{dentify bimself.
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That said, in David Holbrook's reading the meaning of Crow is all

tooobvious:

[ Hughes'] "brutal truth" is out of date, and in fact arises
from the belated effects in the Hummnities of out-of-date
nineteenth-century natural science. So, if we do some work
on philosophical problems, we can expose both Crow and his
creator and "finish" them, in their attempts to lock us in
an inescapable idolized despair.®’

The text is lifted into the realm of paraphrasable content, which,
according to Holbrook, is obsolete and abhorrent. The polemical
motivations behind this interpretation are obvious enough: the
critical act seeks to bring the hidden, somewhat disgusting,
vntruth® of the text to light, lay it bare and dismiss i{t. This is
not far removed from the adulation of a critic like Faas, because
buth writers seek a "philosophical", extractable meaning, whether
it 1is to be read as a truth or an error. This emphasis on
doctrinal content involves at least a partial identification of
Hughes with his creatiom, Crow. In Holbrook's opinion, "that this
Crow-self is one aspect of Ted Hughes himself becomes clear ... he
must cling to Crow and identify with him".®2 The iromy of this
reading 1is that Holbrook, in making "Crow's Account ..."
synonymous with "Hughes' Account ...", repeats Hughes' own
simplistic reflection of Shakespeare and Prospero towards the end
of the "Note" on Shakespeare. Crow, like Prospero, is simply the
mouthpiece for the poet, and the text becomes merely a projection
of the latter's "sexual dilemma". The text becomes the
transparent and unproblematical mediation of authorial intentions.
Vhat is occluded in an approach such as this is the fact that the
text i1is, i1in fact, a riven exploration of the difficulty of
locating "truth". '

Similarly, that truth and femininity are closely entwined in Crow
finds an echo in the manner in which the "meaning” of femininity
draws the critics as much as it does Crow himself. All seek to
identify what femininity may be said to signify in the world of

Crow. Holbrook, for instance, believes that Hughes suffers from
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something close to what Jacqueline Rose calls the Xona Lisa
syndrome; and that in finding femininity horrible he thus
identifies with the the egg-headed masculinity of "The Contender"®,
the man who wrongly believes "he was the strongest / Of the
strong", who "crucified with all bis strength", is blindly locked
into a "senseless trial of strength" (C, pp. 41-42). For
HBolbrook, this is Hughes' “characteristic protagonist"®*® because,

in Hughes' work,

¥an can only be a contender, cultivating <the hate in
himself, and having his horse's feet shod with "vaginas of
iron" ["Gog"l. That is, all the weak, female, elements in
himself are to be beaten out into pseudo-male, aggressive,
strong defences, and vulnerable creativity trampled
underfoot.=4

Holbrook, as so often, remains blind to his own insights. In the
light of Hughes' early poetry and his prose, the contender is a
figure whose “"masculinity” is being derided as synonymous with a
refusal to acknowledge the without-world of the other. His
tightly closed eyes are yet another expression of his refusal to,
in the words of "Egg-head", "peep ... through his fingers" at the
"manslaughtering shocks". Masculinity, for Hughes, signifies a
dangerously solipsistic state. Thus, the contender, in one sense,
is Hughes' “characteristic protagonist®, but he is a figure
repeatedly lambasted.

Geoffrey Thurley, in 2 more measured tone, makes a lrelated
criticism of Hughes to that of Holbrook. For Thurley, Hughes is a
xind of Adonis or Pentheus: "his masculinity is Faustian, Orphic -
a refusal to allow the feminine its due".®® Hughes is a writer
who erects what Holbrook calls "strong defences": "He rejects the
Bacchante because they insist upon the human spirit being
possessed, 1.e., dispossessed, made female, passive, yielding.
Hughes like Lawrence ... can never bring himself to submit to the
law of the feminine."3¢ Like Holbrook's, Thurley's remarks
contain a large grain of truth. Hughes' poetry, as we have seen,

does express a fear of dispossession, of the annihilation implicit
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in the destruction of the egg-head, in opening the contender's
closed eyes to a “"leaf's otherness”. However, the terminology
deployed by Holbroock and Thurley to describe femininity is as
patriarchal as that which they find in Hughes'; they associate the
"weak", the "vulnerable”, "passivity" and "yielding"” with the
*feminine". For them, as for Hughes and Crow, the attempt to

render femininity determinate is the telos of critical desire.
I11. THE CARNIVALESQUE AND FEXININITY

Naurice Blanchot's description of modernist poetry seems
especially applicable to Crow. "The poem is exile, and the poet
who pertains to it belongs thereby to the insatisfaction of exile,
is always outside herself or himself, outside of a native
place.... This exile which the poem is makes the poet a wanderer
{1'errant], always lost, she or he who lacks a steady presence and
a genuine abode."®7  This notion of an exile from a "genuine
abode" is central to Crow; Crow is Blanchot's "errant" poet, whose
songs and accounts and narrative episodes speak of a lack of the
*steady presence” he desires, and of the homeless insatisfaction
he suffers from. To turn now to a consideration of the "style" of

Crow is not to leave off interrogating this structure.

As shown in chapter three, in Heaney's poetics the "feminine mode"
resists being labelled subversive in any feminist sense, whilst
Heaney's untrammelled tongue is firmly dictated to by the
»government” of the author. In contrast, it is tempting to see
what, after Mikhail Bakhtin, I will term the "carnivalesque"
qualities of Crow, as a subversive, playful mode of writing that
bears comparison with the "feminine writing" argued for by
feminist critics 1like Ellmann and Cixous. However, Juliet
¥itchell's criticism of the alignment between play and femininity
will be seen to provide an oblique correction to any reading that
would claim that the “super-ugly" language of Crow is, in
" Kristeva's sense of the word, "revolutionary". Mitchell attacks

claims that the "area of the carnival can also be the area of the
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feminine"; rather, "it is Just what the patriarchal universe
defines as the intuitive, the religious, the mystical, the
playful”,®® Crow appears to be a satire at the expense of the
patriarchal wuniverse of God; it 1s, in fact, trapped within
patriarchal assumptions. For convenience, 1 will confine my
discussion to two poems: "Apple Tragedy" and "Song for a Phallus".

The text of the former is as follows:

So on the seventh day

The serpent rested.

God came up to him,

"I've invented a new game,” he said.

The serpent stared in surprise

At this interloper,

But God said: "You see this apple?
I squeeze it and look - Cider.®

The serpent had a good drink
And curled up into a questionmark,
Adanm drank and said: "Be my god."
Eve drank and opened her legs

And called to the cockeyed serpent

And gave him a wild time.

God ran and told Adanm

Vho in drunken rage tried to hang himself in the
orchard.

The serpent tried to explain, crying "Stop"
But drink was splitting his syllable

And Eve started screeching: "Rape! Rape!"
And stamping on his head.

Now whenever the snake appears she screeches
"Here it comes again! Help! Help!”

Then Adam smashes a chair on i1ts head,

And God says: "I am well pleased”

And everything goes to hell.
(¢, p. 7®

The poem is constructed along somewhat Wildean lines: the simple
technique of 1nverted expectation - even if stripped of all
vilde's subtlety. On the "seventh day" not God but “"the serpent"
rests. God, rather than being shown as a divine Authority, is

presented as bumbling 1f amiable. The inference is that He was
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not present at the Creation, but now enters the Edenié scene as an
vinterloper”. The serpent (or Satan) and God switch places: the
traditional Judeao-Christian hierarchy, with Satan as a Fall, a
transgression, from the truth of God, being inverted at the turn
of the first line. The "apple" becomes part of a "game" - an
entertainment at odds with the "tragedy" of tke title - which is
subject to a combination of rules and chance that provides a
humourcus degradation of the theological paradox of free-will and
predestination. One could continue to analyse the poem along
these lines: God as instrumental in the Fall; Adam as a proto-
Judas, trying to "bang himself in the orchard", rather than
presaging Christ, the second Adam; and, finally, the ambivalence
between a colloquial or religious reading of the final line: "And
everything goes to hell". Throughout the poem there are playful
manipulations of languoge. For 1instance, the serpent when
drunkenly copulating with Eve is "cockeyed". Incapable of
coherent speechk, for "drink was splitting his syllable", his cries
of "Stop", when eplit, would sound like "Sss-top", providing, in
mimature, a witty Just-so story of how the snake got ite hiss.

thee= - not

il

Crow invites such readings a 2= @& quasi-Blakean
prophetic book, but as a grotesque comic poem. In fact, the
iptroduction of the term "grotesque" dimplies two interrelated
contexts for Crow: the carnival and the trickster. The latter is
much commented or in criticism of Hughes, whilst the former is
not. This omission is somewhat strange when one considers that
writers on the figure of the trickster see direct parallels

between his antics and carnivalism,

How might Crow be considered carnivalesque? For Mikhail Bakhtin,
the carnivalesque enters literary form in the mode of Rabelaisian

"grotesque realism":

Fo dogma, no authoritarianism, no narrow-minded seriousness
can co-exist with Rabelaislan images; <these images are
opposed to all that is finished and polished, to all

pomposity, to every ready-made solution in the sphere of
thought and world outlook.=?®
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There is much in this formulation that seems applicable to Crow.
The "super-ugly langmage" of the poems is far from appearing
"finished or polished"; they read in a manner which calls to mind
Hughes' description of Shakespeare's verse as a "backyard
improvisation".4® [Likewise, Crow echoes the irreverence Bakhtin
locates as a major feature of carnivalism. This irreverence stems
from the popularism of the carnival and its disruption of all
forms of authority in parody, revelry, in "degradation”. The lack
of authoritarianism derives, in part, <from the fact that,
according to Bakhtin, the carnival stems from the folklore of
primitive peoples, however "removed (it is] from the primitive
community’'s ritual laughter." The "preclass and prepolitical"4!
folklore of the trickster cycles 1s a literary {form that
prefigures the Nediaeval carnival's irreverence. In both forms,
this lack of authoritarianiem has a subversive potential, a point
borne out by Paul Radin, Karl Kerényi and C. G. Jung in Radin's

work, The TTickéter. Radin comments:

Vhat we really have here is something equivalent to certain
semi-religious mediaeval performances where the participants
feel that no harm can come to them and where they can
pretend to themselves that they cannot be accused of
sacrilege or of ridiculing the traditionally accepted
order.... Ve have here, in short, an outlet for voicing a
protest.4®

Jung is likewise "struck", in the figure of the trickster, "by the
European analogy of the carmival in the mediaeval Church, with its
reversal of the hierarchic order”,“® whilst EKerényi sees a close
resemblance between the narrative cycles and Rabelails' "grand
bawdy book".244 Indeed, the adjective "Rabelaisian" is used by all
three writers as somehow expressive, to thevnmdern Vestern mind,
of the peculiar quality of the "primitive" trickster myths. It
appears that one crucial meaning of this term, for Bakhtin and the
trickster's critical triumvirate, 1s an inversion of certain
existing hierarchical structures, as in the quotation from Jung
above and in the following words of Bakhtin: "that is, the
jowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract: it is a
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transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth and body in
their indissoluble unity".<4% This is a jubilant process oaof
interrogation in the spirit of laughter. Crow, it is arguable, is
written in precisely such a spirit of poetic "degradation". And
it {s this notion of positive laughter that leads Hughes, in "A
Reply to My Critics", ta stress that Crow 1s closer to the
informing essence of Trickster mythology than to the nihilistic
despair of Black Comedy:

In Black Comedy, the lost hopeful world of Trickster is
mirrored coldly, with 2 negative accent. In Trickster
Literature, the suffering world of Black Comedy, shut off
behind thin glass, is mirrored hotly with a positive accent.
It is the difference between two laughters: omne, bitter and
destructive; the other, zestful and creative, attending what
seems to be the same calamity.“4®

Bracketing off, for the moment, the divergent historical
conjunctures of our three texts - Crow, Rabelaisian-carnivalesque-
grotesque realism and trickster cycle - the shared theme of
degradation can supplement my previous reading of "Apple Tragedy",
and expand the connotations of the inversions I glossed above by

the term "Wildean".

The poem derives its humour from two rhetarical devices: inversion
of convention and a fork-tongued punning, a type of ambiguity.
These two devices are not to be rigorously delineated. The "puns”
imply a degradation that, like the manipulation of Christian
mythology throughout Crow, cannot be liberated from that which is
transgressed. Like Hughes' recourse to imagery of a Fall from a
prelapsarian plenitude and exile as a form of Exodus, Crow's
transgression is a movenment embroiled in a Christian
signification. Similarly, botk Hughes and God, as we have seen,
view transgression in language, the slippage of +the goblin
signifier from a determinate meaning, as errant, in need of
authoritarian control. In the context of "Apple Tragedy", it is
clear that to invert a value is not to free it from the existing

value system ¢ »displacement” 1is caught up in the notion of



-169~

»placement” and of propriety. In fact, this is a criticism often
leveled at Bakhtin's carnivalism, as Terry Eagleton comments:
»Carnival, after all, is a licensed affair in every sense, a
permissible rupture of hegemony, a contained popular blow-off as
disturbing and relatively ineffectual as a revolutionary work of
art."47 This Kristevan "revolution in poetic language” is a
quality which is not confined to Marxzist writings. There is much
in Crow that might well meet this definition; for instance, David
Porter believes Crow to be “poetry that is folk-orientated,
radically political."4® However, Porter's remarks are put into a
more . clear-headed perspective in the 1light of the following

criticism of Jonathan Raban:

I think that the Crow poems are profoundly about the illicit
euphoria of venturing into the territory of the taboo, and
that this makes them essentially social..., Their language,
far from being post-Christian, post-civilized, is a language
obsessed by intitutional rules. They munch nonchalantly
away at the apple in the garden, not because they have not
heard of, or do not care about, God's injunction, but
because they know that it will get them into trouble.4*®

Thus, the transgression of Crow is bound to and, to a certain
degree, in cahoots with the Authority it attacks. To take a
single example from "Apple Tragedy", the noun "hell”. The
signifier is colloquially degraded, the Christian locus displaced
and secularized; ©but this does =not negate the religious
connotation - to put it bluntly, if it did, the line wouldn't be
funny. And neither would the carnival Crow be aberrant. The
importance of this is that Hughes' degradation simply plays within
the space of that which it mocks. As mentioned, Hughes in all
spheres of his work is, like the satirized Christian God in Crow,
concerned with overcoming transgression. In Crow, as his reading
of "Truth Kills Everybody" makes clear, Hughes' interest lies in
Crow's attempts to surmount his transgressive, bungled graspings
at truth, rather than in the latter's grotesque behaviour in the
face of a monolithic "truth", This relates strongly to the
political implications of Crow.
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Hughes 1s not, as Porter claims, radical but strongly reactionary;
he reacts against a culture that, because 1t has exiled itself
from Mother FNature, 1is, in the words of the review of Tke
Environmental Revolution, "an evolutionary dead end". Crow's
errantry is a projection of this belief: he should turn exile into
the quest of the knight errant. His failure to do so is what
turns Crow inta a broken-backed quest romance, a narrative of

dissatisfaction.

Hughes overtly seeks a different authority from that of the
Christian God, one that, 1in his words, involves "a shifting of
your foundaticm to completely new Holy Ground, a new divinity, one
that won't be under the rubble when the churches collapse,"S?
However, this female "divinity" is simply the specular reflecticn
of the rejected male God; she is constructed, as we saw in the
prose writings, within the patriarchal universe that Hughes claims
t+o be criticizing. In this sense, Hughes' use of a patriarchal
concept of femininity is directly analogous to his non-subversive

carnivalism. In Juliet Mitchell's words:

You cannot choose the imaginary, the semiotic, the carnival
as an alternative to the symbolic, as an alternative to the
law. It is set up by the law precisely as its own ludic
space, its own area of the imaginary alternative, but not as
a symbolic alternative.... It was suggested in anather
paper at this conference that this area of the carnival can
also be the area of the feminine. I don't think so. It is
just what the patriarchal universe defines as the

feminine.... It 1is not that the carnival cannot be
disruptive of the law; but it disrupts only within the terms
of that law.... This type of disruption is contained within

the patriarchal symbolic.®?

Mitchell resists any simplistic equation of femininity and the
carnival ¢and the imaginary and the semiotic). The "meaning" of
femininity in this equation would be that which resists the
authoritarianism of a totalitarian meaning: that which ruptures,
politically and linguistically, the law of the socio-symbolic
realm. In Héleéne Cixous'’s words, such écriture feminine “worklsl

" 52

on the difference”,®= resisting the authority of thaose binary
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oppositions that, as we saw in chapter three, Cixous believes
structure patriarchal society. However, in Crow, the errant
trajectory of the protagonist 1s set up as a kind of "ludic
space". This "space", in the narrative of Crow, is Crow's impish
fall from the projected but deferred "marriage”, whilst, 1in
relation to the stylistic qualities of the volume, the ludic
carnivalism is obviously conditioned by Hughes' belief that
"goblin" languoge must alsc not transgress too far from the ideals
it must try to exzpress. Hughes dare not let the notion of an
Atcnement - an ultimate, beneficial marriage with Nature - fall
ipto an exile without the consoling possibility that there is an
Exadus back to an imaginary identification with nature. The
paradox, simply put, 1s that Crow's degradation curiously, but
{nevitably once the concerns of Hughes' prose are considered, must
align itself with that which it seeks to subvert: the patriarchal
authority lambasted, but still embodied, in the figure of God.

Bakhtin considers the novel as the only literary geanre to break
with the monologic “epic”. Kristeva, expanding his arguments,
cees as polyphonic (1.e. that which, in a carnivalesque stroke,
breaks with the monology of the law, etc.) certain revolutionary
"novels", extending from the doubling of Socratic discourse up to
the modern versions of the Menippean novel <(for example, Joyce,
roust, Kafka and Saollers).®* Following Terry Eagleton I would
pot exclude, as Bakhtin does, certain drama or poetry from this
schema (Brecht or Berryman's JDream Songs, for instance).®
Kristeva's description of the dialogic and +the 1monologic
discourses helps us to position Crow within this tradition and

{ntroduce an historical dimension to the present discussion:

Ve have on the one band monological discourse, including,
first, the representative mode of description and narration
(the epic); secondly, bhistorical discourse; and thirdly,
scientific discourse. In all three, the subject both
assumes and submits to the rule of 1 (God). The dialogic
inherent in all discourse is smothered by a prohibition, a
censorship, such that this discourse refuses to turn back
upon itself, to enter into dialogue with itself.... (On the
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other hand, +thel Menippean type [of discoursel
transgresses prchibition.®®

The surreal universe of Crow appears to be one far removed from
the "epic" mode of representaticnal description. However, the
thematic conceras of the book are dominated by a desire to
prohibit transgression. Crow should eventually submit to a
greater authority than his own, to a nature which 1Is as
totalitarian as any God. In relation to the style of Crow, the
dialogical qualities of the text are ultimately governed by those
notions of autkorial "control" raised in Hughes' reflections on
Laura Riding. Language should not transgress prohibition, it
should be under the control of the author, the "1 (God)". A
reading of "Song for a Phallus", with its grotesque degradation of
the Oedipal myth, supports tiis supposition, illustrating how
Hughes' carnivalism remains merely the inverted image or "ludic

expression” of the socio-symbolic order it transgresses:

Trere was a boy was COedipus
Stuck in his Mzammy's belly
His Daddy'd walled the exit up
He was a hcrrible fella
Mamma Mamma

You stay in there his Daddy cried
Because a Dickybird
Has told the world when you get born
You'll treat me like a turd
Mamma Mamma ...

0 do not chop his winkle off
His mammy cried with horror
Think of the joy will come of it
Tomorrer and tomorrer
Mamma Mamma
¢, p. 7™

Hughes describes this poem as a "goblin appendiz" to Seneca’s
Oedipus. =€ It is an addendum which inverts high tragedy, not into
parody, but inta the grotesque. The fairy tale world and the
rhythms of the nursery rhyme puncture the lofty world of clagsical
drama. Veronica Forrest-Thomson feels this to be cheap and

censationalist: "The most we could say would be that the nursery
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rhyme jingle echoes the theme of infantile helplessness; and this
is, of course, the reduction of the formal level to its most
slavish dependence on the external expansion of a bad
Faturalism."=7 Such a reading misses or flattens the poenm's
doubling of high/law, classical/popular which may well be thought
of as "dialogical®, the latter term questioning the status of the
former as the inversion degrades and bursts into laughter (at) the
fcrmer. It is a laughter which is, to my mind, far from Forrest-
Thomson's "irrational obscurity”.== It is instead the vocabulary
of the playground - "Mammy", "Daddy", "dickybird", "winkle" -
which rewrites Semneca's interpretation of a Greek myth. The
collcquialism of the Porter degrades and deflates, in the final
stanza quoted, Macbeth's tragic moment. Syntax, as in the line
nthere was a boy was Qedipus”, is dig&pted but not negated into
poncense, wkilst punctuation is ignored and supplanted by mere
spacing. A vocabulary "prohibited" by the English lyric, which in
jts stanzaic form, this pcem purports to be, 1is seized with
relish: “"turd", for instance, and later, "bollocks", "sod" and
nbastard" rupture tke semantic field anncunced by the Latin
"phallus" of the title. The refrain itself challenges and
paffles: a cry that never seems to enter into a relationship with
the stanza it follows. Is it a plaintive cry or a jubilant shout?
And yet, for all tkis degradation, the poem, i1s, in fact, a

wjudic" expres.sicn of a single "law": the Oedipus Complex.

Psychoanalysis posits tﬁis complex - in which, simply put, the
male child's desire for the mother is driven into repression due
to the fear of castration at the hands of the father he comes to
identify with - as necessary for the move into the socio-symbolic
order. For Hughes, as we have seen at some length, this narrative
is the narrative of Vestern patriarchal civilization: it is a
story of loss, exile and repression. The carnivalesque treatment
of the classical myth in "Song for a Phallus" is a degradation of
the Freudian thecry, ome in which Qedipus' repressiocn turns him
into a Tarquin, a patriarch whose desire for Mama has been

transformed into brutal male vioclence:
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Qedipus raised his axe again
The World is dark, he cried
The VWorld is dark one inch ahead
Vhat's on the other side?
Mamma Mamma

He split his Mammy like a melon
Be was drenched with gore
He found himself curled up inside
As if hs had never been bere
Mamma Mamma

Nevertheless, the poem simply mocks and degrades Freud's theory,
it does nct negate it: as carnival it can cnly play within the
precincts of the law. Two other "laws" are the Judaeo-Christian
myths of the Fall and Excdus, which for all the irreverence of
Crow, Hughes' unusual quest-romance ultimately remains dependeht
upon. Likewise, Crow is a veclume structured around a bastardized
versicn of the Freudian family-rcnlance, with Crow as child to the
¥ama, whilst the pateraal figure of God acts as some sort of
super—ego. Hughes' carnivalism seeks to direct a critique at a
patriarchal culture by casting the Daddy, God, as a powerless
fool, thus emptying the repressive mechanisms of the super-ego of
any consequence. In this sense, the sequence is a grotesque
interpretation of "The Environmental Revolution", where a
misogynist Western civilization is seen as suffering under the
totalitarian super-ego of Moses. This ludic version of Freud's
Qedipus complex hence foregrounds the incestuous desire for the
mother's body as a metaphor for the need to return from a
repressive culture to nature (the dyadic relationship between
child and mother functioning as an image of a "natural® state).
This carnivaelsque treatment of +the family-romance, however,
simply disrupts the model within its own terms: Crow remains a
judic version of the patriarchal constructs of both a Judaeo-
Christian universe and the nuclear family., Like all carnival this
provides 1o real solution to the problems of a given saociety,
merely an anarchic disruption of that society's conventions and
peliefs. "Song for a Phallus” thus ends with a repetition of the

only non-solution open to Hughes' desire for a cessation of
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transgression, alienation and exile from Mother Nature: "As if he
had never been bore" is more than the wish for a dyadic, "natural®
relationship, it is the desire for the end of desire, which is
death. The importance of Nirvana in Hughes' poetry and prose has
been touched on abave. In chapter six, we shall see its

centrality to both Gaudete and Cave Birds.
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CHAPTER 5. SEIXUAL CONCEITS: "THE TOLLUND MAR",
NORTH AND "AX OPEN LETTER"

I. A CORPUS OF CORPSES: READING THE BCG PECQPLE

North develops a similar "masculine”/"feminine" opposition to that
present in Heaney's prose, and it is one that, once again, is
centred on the issue of authority. In Heaney's essay on Hopkins
(and related comments), we saw that Heaney was reluctant to
wsllow" his feminine mcde of poetry any subversive potential in
the face of a masculime autdority. His poetics thus remain within
a2 model whera feminine matler is ultimately subservient to
masculine form; where the seasible qualities of languuge are
secondary to intelligible meaning. This, in mary ways, eckoes
Hughes' poetics and the linmitations of tke caraivalism of Crow
In Heaney's case, poetic authority, or what Hughes in Poetry iIn
the Making calls artistic "control”, is that which Gilbert and
Gubar term the patriarchal noticn that the author fathers his own
text. This is central to Heaney's poetics, however much they
stress the attractions of the "play" of material langtinge. In
North, this issue revolves around two allegorical figures, Antasus
and Hercules, who in many ways personify Heaney's two poetic

modes. As Elmer Andrews comments:

Hercules and Antaeus may be see2n to represent two different
kinds of poet, two opposing tendencies which Heaney

recognizes in himeself. Antceus 1is the instinctual,
feminine, artesian, assuaging principle.... Hercules ... is
a rational, masculine, architectonic, aggravating

intelligence, associated with technology and inmperialism.
Antaeus, Heaney seems to imply by the arrangement of poems
in the bock, prevails in the symbolic, mythicizing apprcach
of Part 1 of North; his defeat in the last poem of Part 1
prepares for the emergence of the rational and personal
explicitness of Part 2.7

Andrews, quite rightly, perceives that "the two parts, however, do

pot divide up as neatly as Heaney implies"; that the présence of
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Hercules, "crafting words in the service of an idea that precedes
the poem", is felt throughout Part I. For Andrews, this is a
failure in the volume, Heaney fcrcing his art against its natural
bent. To my mind, the result is rather more complicated. The
pcems repeat tie need expresced in the place-name poems, that is,
the desire to subjugats what Heaney labels the feminine aspects of
pcetic language to the masculine, rational intelligence. In this
censs, the pcems have a declarative nature, taking "declaration”
to imply the need to recogmize the demands of histery ard
politice. That Antaeus must submit to Hercules' autherity is the

{nevitable ccnzequence of Hzaney's pcetics.

However, there is anatker, related form cf autderity ia quasiion
in North. In many ways, the bock anticipates Heaney's more recent
prose formulations cn "tke goverament of thke tongue”, particularly
with respect to the velume's Zluctuation cver tlhe implicaticns of
accepting the autharity of a religicus and paticnal identity, of

goveraning the tongue in the sarvice of a cclleactive ideology.

To turn to the text itself: Part I is introduced by the emblematic

figure of wpntaeus”, the titan son of Gaea, who declares:

¥hen I lie cn the ground
I rice flushed as a reose in the morning.
In fights [ arrangs a fall on the ring
To rub myszlf with sand

Thxt in cperative

Az an elixir. I cannot be weaned

Off the earth's long contour, her river-veins.
Down here in my cave

Girdered with root and rock
I am cradled in the dark that wombed me
And nurtured in every artery

Lixe a small hillock.

(¥, p. 12

This son-figure is close to the indigencus lever of names in
Wintering Out and the child of Stations: he is the native and the

cauled, secure child. The lyric compounds these two figures into



that of the earthbound titan, who is contrasted with his eventual

vanquisher, Hercules:

He m=y well throw me and rsnew my birth
But let him not plan, lifting me off the earth,
My elevaticn, my fall.

The mythclogical persona 0f Antaeus compacts several motifs
present in earlier collecticns. Like Keats' Hyperion ke
» s

4 ot + . .
represents a state overthrcwe by usurping inirusions (the

ot

. -
classical Greek pantkeon). In the light of the concerns raised in
o

wintering Cut, the subsequently lost maternal ground of Gaea is
- t

=)

i+ seems, toc be read as the mnctherland cf Ireland, and Antaeus’

tragedy as analogous to the ceclopization of that nation., Taking
this as a somewhat reductive paraphrase, the poem can bs seen to
read these preoccupaticns into its companion piece, “Hercules and

Antaeus", which lies at the ernd of the volume's first part

Hercules 1is clearly descrided as the antithesiz of Antaeus: "Sky-
born" rather than a scn of Earth, he is aszcciated with light
rather than dark, with independence rather than dependency. Hore
.importantly, the verbal contrast is matched by an account of

supersession:

Antaeus, the mould-hugger,

is weaned at last:

a fall was a resnewal

but now he is raised up -

the challenger's intelligzence

is a spur of light,

a blue prong graiping hin
out of his element

into a2 dream of loss

and origins
(¥, p. 52>

The usurpation inaugurates an exile, cne precipitated by what the
text labels a "challenger's intelligence”. Heaney has provided

nis own interpretation of the significance cf the displacement of
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Antaeus by the Herculean figure. Of Hercules he has remarked to

John Haffenden:

Hercules represents the possibility of the play of
intelligence, that kind of satisfaction you get from Borges,
the play and the patiern, which 1s so different from the
pleasures of Neruda, who's more of an Antaeus figure. That
kind of thinking led into the poetry of the second part of
Nortk, which was an attempt at some kind of declarative
voice.*

This "declarative voice” 1s assoclated with a poetic that, in the
came interview, Heaney rather oddly claims is inherent in the use
of the "rhymed stanzaic pcem": "It's a different enterprise, when
you begin to look for the truth, when you want to say your social
truth rather than yield yourself to the suggestions and gifts cif
the poem."® This, of course, is close tc the definition Heaney
provides of the masculine mode of poetry ia "'The Fire 1i' the
Flint'" and elsewhers, whilst the n=2ed to articulats "social
truth" anticipates Heaney's interest in the poet as wiitnese in The
Government of the Tongue. The "suggestions and gifts" of Antaeus,
on the otker hand, relate to the feminine mode of poetry that
Heaney finds in writers such as Keats or Blake. It is this pgetic
mode that Heaney implicitly associates with the first part of
North (and related poems from Vintering Out). For example, in

interview with Helen O'Shea, he says:

There's poetry that comes about by a process of surrender to
language in its own generating faculties ... those I think
are the "shut-eyed" poems, where you surrender, and let
language find its own forms in you and through you, and
where you dream of things and surrender to the dream.#

This recalls the "lover's come hither” of the feminine pecetic
mode, wWhere poems are rewarding for their sensible texture, their
seemingly palpable form, as opposed to the architectonics of the

masculine poem.
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Heaney's most concise definition of the structure of Xortld is that
made to Seamus Deane, when he declares: "Hercules represents the
balanced rational 1light while Antaeus represents the pieties of
{l1literate fidelity. The poexn [("Hercules and Antaeus"] drifts
towards an assent to Hercules, though there was a sort of
ncstalgia for Antaeus."® In summary, we may say that, for Heaney,
Antaeus signifies “surrender”, a “'shut-eyed'" pious 1lliteracy;
whilst Hercules signifies a "declarative", "raticnal”
»intelligence”. Hearey appears to be drawing a rather sharp
distinction between the two balves of X¥North, and it is one many
critics have followed. M. P. Hadermarn, for instance, rewrites
this distinction in terms that simply give a quasi-Hsideggerean
gloss to Heaney's comments, and hencs fail to interrogate the
volume's somewhat loose binary structure: "Hercules and Antaeus
t is the selif-

assertive poet, the political poet, who has a definite vision of

represent two different kinds of poet.... The fir

(]

things.... The second kind of poet is he whcm Martin Heidegger
calls the 'more daring' or the ‘more venturesome" because he works
from the heart'".® Heaney's remarks in interview have, it
appears, been a deliberated commentary on the structure he wishes
to be perceived in WNorta, and an attempt to bind firmly the

preoccupations of the prose to those of tke poetry.

However, there is a certain paivety about this demarcation, orne
that critics like Hederman fudge rather than clarify. This is
apparent in Heaney's rather vague use of the term "play" in his
various comments. If the second part of North is to be aligned
with a "play of intelligence”, then the first part, with its
mcurrender to language", 1s surely to be read as a development and
ccntinuation of the poetic behind certain poems in Winteriag Out,
of which Heaney says: "There are little poems there, like 'Servant
Boy' and 'Fodder', where the pleasure of the pcem for me, and I
think anyone who gets anything out of them, is in the rustle of
the language itself, the way it unfolds and plays, and that was
also the actual feel of writing them, delight and pleasure."?



This formulation recalls the tempered Franciscan "delight" of
Heaney's early poetry. In many poems in the first part of XNortk,
such unfolding, rustling langauge is equally foregrounded, as are
those distinctive meditations on the oral and aural properties of
words. Nevertheless, even more than in the earlier volume, such
nplay" is carefully limited, confined to 2 meditation on the
“political” implications of language. Can this be distinguished
very easily from the Herculean "play of intelligence", especially
when cne considers that EHeaney 1s as 1interested in the
{intelligible meaning of werds as he is in their <=ensible

properties?

Heaney's "confusion® of terminoclecgy is apparent in another
interview, one with Harriet Cocke, whers the "masculine" writer
Borges is once again invoked in the contezt of a play suppesedl

distinct from that of the place-name peoenms' unfolding playfulness.
Heaney comments: "I'm attracted tao writers who are nct at all like
me, the sideral beauty of things, like ZBcrges; it's all so wise,
and it doesn't ceem to depend on language. It depends on
jntellection, wisdom and play."® Poetic play, it seems, belongs
both to a language which foregrounds its sensible properties, its
vrustle"”, and one that stressing its "intellection" apparently

eschews material language altcgether.

This cross-over of the term, "play", is clcsely bound to the fact
that the place-name pCems (and, as we shkall see, Part I cf FNorth)
attempt closure by appeal to a "ground". In chapter one, we saw
how the Franciscaniem of these poems is not to be read as a
variety of post-modernist freeplay, that Heaney is no Irish
Ashbery. Instead, Heaney's paetry circles arcund the self-imposed
necessity for pecetic play to succumb to the authority of some sort
of determinate "truth", whether regional, national or political,
In North, Heaney 1s drawn to the declaraticn of a related “"sccial
truth", one intimated at the close of "Hercules and Antaeus": all

that the mask of Antaeus declares himself for is articulated here:



a dream of loss

and aorigins - the cradling dark,
the river-veins, the secret gullies
of his strength,

the hatching grcounds

of cave and souterrain,

he has bequeathed it all

tc elegists. Balor will die
and Byrthnoth and Sitting Bull.

Hercules 1ifts his ara:s

in a remcrseless V,

his triumph unassailed

by the powers he has siaken

and 1lifts and banks Antaeus
high as a profiled ridge,

a sleeping giant,

pap for the dispossessad.

The "dream of loss / / and origins", is tkat of the "inner émigre"
{n "Exposure”, to whom I retura at the end of this chapter. In
the presext pcem, the gignificance of such a stance is caught &
the final line, where the reference <o the mother's "pap" |

reminiscent of Antaeus' asserticn that "I cannot be weaned / CiIZ

the earth's leng contour”. This 1is that which "Hercules and
Antaeus" refutes: “Antaeus, the mould-hugger, / 1is weaned at
last". He ©becomes figuratively representative cf the lost

maternal or native security, a pap or nipple for the “"elegiste".
In this sense, he is also the pap-meat for the "dispcesessed”
children, of whom the poet, as elegist of Antacus, apparently
numbers himself. The close link that Heaney forges between woman
and land is also marked in the fact that "pap" is a dialect word
for a‘round, conical hill - a breast-shaped landmark (a meaning
perhaps suggested in the phrase "a profiled ridge"). The
umbilical attachment of the place-name poems tao region and nation
is repeated here, the bond having modulated from the “ocmphales" to
the "pap", from the navel %o the breast. Also woven intoc the
poen’'s conclusicn are references to the theme cf invasion: Balcr,
Byrthnoth and Sitting Bull are all enmblematic of despoiled

patives, "dispcssessed” and exprcpriated. In thiz sense,
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Hercules, as usurper and invader necessarily recalls the English
Bull of *Traditions" in Wintering Out. The poetic allegory is

thus bound to a political one, as Heaney himself has made clear:

The Hercules-Antaeus thing came to seem like a myth of
colonization almost - that Antaeus is a native, an earth-
grubber, in touch witd the grouand, and yocu get this
intalligent and superior interloper who debilitates the
native by raising him, taking him out of his culture, his
element, and leaving him without force. You could think
about Ireland in thcse terms.®

The obvious problem with the allegorical significance of Hercules
is that he 1s being forced into iwo roles which z2re not entirely
compatible. Firstly, ke representz & raticnzl, declarative Iorm

of poetry, that Heaney "drifts towards aa assent te" in "Herculss

and Antaeus". Secondly, he represents colonialism, and thus
creates "a scrt of nostalgia for Antaeus”. There is an element of

friction between these two layers of meaning, that I will te
returning to later in this chapter. For the present, it is
important to see that Hercules, as a poetic medel, suggestz an
{nevitable displacement from an unproblematical sense of national
identity. This 1s precisely the dilemma of the poet in the
pifurcated situation in Nortaern Ireland. It is the imperialicesn
which Hercules represents that - in Heaney's opinion - renders any
notion of being "in touch with the ground”, of Hearey identifying
himeelf with Antaeus, impossible. Instead, as the close of
wHercules and Antaeus" makes clear, the latter becomes symbclic eI
a ground now lost, of a desirable unity between a mother “culture"

and a now debilitated "native".

Fevertheless, the sense of "pap" as simplistic drivel cannot be
excluded from a reading of the line. The two meanings foreground
the oxymoronic stance so prevalent in JXNorth, On the one hand,
Antaeus, and all that he symbolizes, is representative of the
historical tradition of the native's land, now a "dream of loss /
4 and origins”, whilst, on the other, he signifies the naive

postalgia of an untenable "drean”, The latter mearning 1z less
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obviously present, but it iz precisely this sense of what we may
term a recognition of the imaginary and consoling properties of an
enabling construct (tradition, nation, heritage), that will come,
in Heaney's later poetry, more and more under sceptical scrutiny.
411 the same, 1t is this quality of nostalgia that haunts the
first part of JXortk a quality reminiscent of the sense of
alienation, the wintering out, of many poems in the previous
collection. North, like ¥intering Out, is concerned with the
wembrace” of nation and tradition, the close connection between
the two volumes clear from the fact that the dedicatory poem to
the earlier volume is repriated, with miner revisions, as the
closing section of *Whatever You Say Say Nothing" ia the second

half of North.

Is there a life before death? That's ckalked up
cn a wall downtowzn., Competence with pain,
coherent miseries, a bite and sup,

we hug our little destiny again.

(v0, p. [51. See ¥, p. 60

The linguistic embrace of the phonic-poems in ¥intering Out is
prefaced by this politicized embrace <(the "hug" of tke final line)
of the Catholic predicament in contemporary FNerthern Ireland.
This commitment produces a ferm of "ideological closure” to the
poetry, which, 1in both velumes, 1s that of a troubled but
insistent nationalism. It is a government of the pecet's tongue by
the authority of both a social grouping and a political stance,
which make misery at leas® "ccherent”. North picks up on the
importance of the "little destiny” of Ireland, and seeks to make
{t coherent through what becomes Heaney's most distinctive image
of this period: the bog. Vintering Out, however, contains the
first instance of the series of remarkable "bog poems" - which had
as catalyst Heaney's reading of P. V. Glob's The Bog People -'° in
wThe Tollund M¥an". This text opens with the desire to make a
pilgrimage to the preserved Ircn Age corpse in Jutland:
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Some day 1 will go tc Aarhus
To see his peat-brown head,
The mild pods of his eye-lids,
His pointed skin cap.

In the flat ccuntry nearby
Vhere they dug him cut,

His last gruel cf winter seeds
Caked in his stormack,

Faked except for

The cap, ncose and girdle,
I will stand a long time.
Bridegrocm to the goddess,

She tightened her torc eon him
And opened her fenm,

Those dark juices werkiag

Him to a saint's kept body ...
(Vo, p. 47

Heaney, on one level, provides simply a poetic cocmmentary on
Glob's text and the photograph of the drowned man. He even geces
=0 far as to quets a translated phrase in the line, "his pointed
skin cap."'' The meditation is thus zct so much cn any sight of
the body as upon the photographs and written text of Tie Bcg
Pegple. = These bodies, in fact, become mocre than drcwned
corpees, jnstzad they beccme a corpus, a textual body, that the
poet reads and attempts to Interpret. For this is what a poem
cuch as "The Tollund Man" is precisely concerned with: the nature
of interpretation,of gaining a "ccherent”" explanaticn. The peen
prefigures many in Part I of ¥North, and like the later pcems, it
writes itself in the margins cf Glob's beok, seeking a continuity
between the past violence of Jutland and the contemporary Irish

Troubles.

The garrctted cacrificial victim is held in a‘violent embrace, by
the goddess's “torc". Cyclical imagery is central to Heaney's
poetry, although, as we shall see, it is rendered increasingly
negative in later volumes, The potential similarity between bog
‘man and poet who "hugs® his destiny in the introductory verses t;

vintering Out 1s one that the follewing two sections of the poenm



will expand upon. In the initial section, the similarity is
expressed via the stanzaic arrangement: the lines "I will stand a
long time. / Bridegrcom to the goddess, / / She tighterned her torc
on him", work both with and against the syntax, suggesting a
complicity between the men. As David Cairns and Shaun Richards
ctate: “The weakness of the full-stop after 'time’, coupled with
the enjambment which spans the two stanzas, produces a reading in
which Hearey is both rapturcus recorder and fated victim of a
violent, and sexual, sacrifice."'® The relevance of this notien
of sacrifice becomes <clearer in North, but the 1idea of a
motherland of which the poet ig, In ecome sence, a victin is
alrsady apparent in ¥Wintering Qut. Arthur E McGuinness writes:
#The 'fen' is a bog and, with the 'dark juices werking', one is
back to the essential human mystery of the bog-woman-goddeszs whose
'wet centre is bottomless' ('Bogland')".'# This is an exact gloss
on Heaney's procedurs in the bog-poems: the "essential human
mystery" will be seen as an archetypal blueprint of psychic and
social behavicur, a matermal tradition common to both Jutland and

Ireland.

It is this "ground" that the bog poems ceek to cutline or to map,
in a process that centres on how the bodies are interpreted. Like
Crow's encounter with Proteus in "Truth Kills Everybody", these
are poems concerned with the nature of "close reading", where the
body (Proteus, bog man) becomes the "texzt" that the poet must
read. Heaney foregrounds the textual nature of these corpses
when, in "Belfast", he declares that poems can arrive "like bodies
come out of a bog, almost complete” (P, p. 34). It is equally
valid to invert this remark and claim that the bodies in tke bog
are "almost complete" poems. To turn aside from "The Tollund Man”
for the present, to the related poem "The Grauballe Man", in
North, will make clearer the “"textual" quality of these preserved

corpses:
The grain of his wrists

is like bog oak,
the ball of his heel
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like a basalt egg.
His instep has shrunk
cold as a swan's foot
or a wet swamp root.

His hips are the ridge
and purse of a mussel,
his spine an eel arrested
under a glisten of mud.
¥, p. 3D

The referential reality of the man's body is largely cccluded by
the densely tropic rnature of the poen. In this manner, the
drowned body iz at one and the sarme moment defamiliarized and, in
a curicus way, absent, as the vehicles of each simile achieve a
greater prominence than the tencr. Edra Longley, in a nct
uncritical reading of the bog poems, perceives a rhetorical
elision of historical fact in this movement when she remarks: "The
chain of inventive similes reinforces the point that the Man has
been translated intoc ths element of the bog, and is thus at one
with the faintly healing Nature.... In fact the pcem almcst
proclaims the victory of metaphor over 'actuality’'".'® The upshot
of this questionable "yictory" 1is, as Longley realises, crucial to
Heaney's strategy in the bog poems. The "translation” outlined in
these texts iz an attempt to make both the Grauballe and tke
Tollund men zmeaningful, that is, their corpses are to be mace
.significant within a historical ceontinuum cf violence, az their
brutal "actuality" is reinterpreted through "metaphor”. In the
case of "The Grauballe Man", the over-determined figural language
of the first four stanzas leads into a consideration of the more

prosaic aspects of the sacrificial victim

The head lifts,

the chin is a visor
raised above the vent
of his slashed throat

that has tanned and toughened....
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Vho will say “corpse”
to his vivid cast?
Vho will say "body”
to his opaque repose?

In Longley's view, the metaphorical metamorphosis of this poem
suppresses the reality of the actual circumstances of the man's
death. In this sense, the questions asked of the reader are
merely rhetorical: he B2as become a "vivid cast®, his bady is an
"opaque repose”. This is directly related to the rhetorical
consequences of the opening similes. As mentioned, the referent,
in a certain manner, has been spirited away and hence the sign
"corpse" becomes inappropriate to the now transformed man. But

these questions take on a different form of urgency as a result of

the concluding lines:

I first saw his twisted face
in a photograph ...

but now he lies
perfected in my memory,
down to the red horn
of his nails,

hung in the scales

with beauty and atrocity:
with the Dying Gaul

too strictly compassed

on his shield,

with the actual weight
of each hooded victim,
slashed and dumped.

In an analogous manner to the actions of the bog's "dark juices",
the poem has produced a "perfected" version of the original body.
All the same, such perfection cannot completely ignore that which
pre-exists it: his peculiar attraction is forced to confront his
obvious enough suggestions of an ancient “"atrocity". The earlier
questions thus may - and should - be reread with an eye to their
as a refutation of all that the poem's textual strategy

urgency,
has so far implied. That is, the reader must call him a "corpse”,
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otherwise his significance as a victim is lost. On this level,
the "actuality" of the body is to be weighed against the figural
"beauty" of the opening similes.

The undecidability of the tome of the questions in the poem
recalls the ambiguity of the Antaeusean "pap". And it is not
merely the fact that in both cases two readings are possible.
¥ore importantly, it is the manner in which both poems are
concernad with establishing the relevance of the tradition in
which the poet 1s trying to place, and thus understand, the
contemporary violence. Is 1% an wunjustified reading, "pap"
rhetorically "twisted" - like the corpse - into a significant
"beauty"? Ia this case, the reader is exicrtad to declare, to
say, "corpse" to the victim Cr ics he a meaningful, emblematic
sign of the tribal dimensicns of past and present "atrocity"? In
this alternate reading, the barality of the sigm, "corpse”, is
inapppropriate to tle implicaticns or conrnotaticns of the man's
transforzed body. Interwoven with this shuttling of meaning is,
of course, the complewity of Heaney's stance: 1liberal recoil
coupled to a desire to justify tribal or collective action. But
one should beware of thus evplaining away the ambiguity intc a
balanced ambivalence. VWhat thes pcem declares to be "hung in the
scales”, the preserved body, 1s open to two interpretations,
readings that either justify or dery the metaphorical/metamecrphic

dimensions of those transforming "dark juices" cf pen and bog.

»The Tollund Man" is equally involved in this movement. The poen
ceeks the bog man's meaning, attempting tao articulate his muted,
shattered form. As in “The Grauballe Man", Heaney reads into his
death a vast sacrificial backdrop to the "little destiny” of
Northern Ireland. The poem's second section thus turns from the

Iron Age victim to recent Irish ones:

I could risk blaspkeny,
Consecrate the cauldron bog
Qur holy ground and pray
Him to make germinate
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The scattered, ambushed

Flesh of labourers,

Stockinged corpses

Laid out in the farmyards, '

Tell-tale skin and teeih
Flecking the sleepers

Of four young brothers, trailed
For miles aleng the lirnes.

In drawing this link between pre-history and history, Heaney
displaces a recent Irich atrocity from a socio-poltical
perspective to a religicus, tribal cne. In Terence Brown's wcrds,
this poem, like the cther bcg peoems, "juxtaposed pre-history and
history, myth and moment in ways which gave us to know an awescme,
yet curicusly religioss and therefore consolatory inevitability in
the current troubles.”'® The pessimistic determinism of <this
technique bas, as its manifest conteaf, the desire to explain tke
otherwise perbape "meaningless" viclence of +the contemporary
scene. Readingz the corpse results in an apparent understanding cf
the actions of the Loyalists ard the Republicans. One can tura tc
many remarks made by Heaney in prosa analyses written at around
the same time as these prems were composed for overt statements of
this strategy. For instance, in a LiIstener article of Decenber

1072 he comments:

The early Ircn Age i FNorthern Europe is a period that
offers very satisfiactory imaginative parallels to the
history of Ireland at the moment.... [There ycul have a
religion centering cn territeory, on a goddess of the ground
and of the land, and asscciated with sacrifice. XNow in many
ways the fury of Irish Republicanism is associated with a
religion like this, with a female goddess who has appeared
{in varicus guises.... I think that the Republican ethos is
a feminine religion, iz a way.'”

Vvhat some would term sectarian murder, others justifiable military
action, becomes, for Heaney, sacrificial. The parallel Heaney
thus draws provides the "eatisfactory", cecnsocling construct of a
tradition that is pre-pclitical, tribal and religious, "centering"
" on the land. This is more complicated than a simple justification

of Catholic reacticn to Protestant repression; it is, instead, an
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"imaginative" interpretation. Just as the poet sought to limit
the play of the Gaelic place-names in a regional significance, the
»fury" of Republican viclence is made coherent, centred in the
closure of a tradition of worship and sacrifice, in the name of a
#feminine ethce”. In many ways, Heaney's technique here can be
presented as a striking instance of what Fredric Jameson terms a
"symbolic act". This is wkere a text does not "reflect" history
(which is an impossibility anyway), but rather seeks to resolve
the aporatic dilemma an historical conjuncture forces on tke
author: "The aesthetic or narrative ferm ... (has] the function of
inventing imaginary or 'formal' solutions to unresolvable social
contradictions”.'® Eeaney's "imaginative parallel” in no way
represents the Real of History: it is a truly formal soluticn to
the crisis in Northern Ireland, wkich 1t does not ignore but
rewrites in a manner that lends itself tao contemplative coherence.
Such a zoluticn is made in "The Tollund Man", at the point where
+he prem's third section fully parallels the bog man to tkhe

netockinged corpses” of section IT:

Something of his sad freedom
As he rode the tumbril
Should come to me, driving,
Saying the names

Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard,
Vatching the pointing hands
Qf country people,

¥ot knowing their tongue.

Qut there in Jutland

In the old man-killings parishes
I will feel lost,

Unhappy and at home.

The resolution is made by recourse ta a supposedly archetypal

continuum of violence, perpetrated in the name of a regional piety

to the *old man-killing pariskes". The concluding lines hence
terminate in a powerful paradex: Jutland, as an "imaginative
~parallel” to Northern Ireland is "home", even homely. However,
the poet's loss 1s less easy to parapbrase, Does it, somewhat

banally, mean that though "parallel” to his real home, it cannot
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be that particular locus, or does it mean that even at home the
poet feels lost? In the former case, i1s it that in not
understanding the native tongue, the poet necessarily experiences
that loss of a verbal identification with the "holy ground"? 1In
this reading, the articulation of the various Jutland place-names,
"Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard”, unlike "Toome", "“Broagh" and
" pnahorish”, does not open into vistas of oral/aural speculation
on the intimacy between place, word and home. In Jutland, the
{ncantation intimates a kind of exile, as the poet is displaced
from the language of the "country people”. Such displacement from
a native place 1s not present in the poet's confrontation with
Irish place-names; and this would make Heaney's parallelism of
Ireland and Jutland less convincing. That is, Heaney here numbers
himeelf among the “strangers" excluded from the locality of
"Broagh", because the necessary relationship between place and

language 1s not present to the outsider on another's "territory”.

There is, however, a more vertig ynous possibility contained in
these lines. The other suggested reading of the final paradox
would interpret the loss as present even at home. In "Broagh",

as we saw in chapter one, Heaney's imagery of writing - the “"Black

g - defers the desirable vowelling embrace of langugge and
nation. The poem, in fact, is about the absence of security.
That latent dilemma ties into the - oxymoronic conclusion of

»The Tollund Man", and wouid. interestingly, reinstate the
parallel between Jutland and Northern Ireland. That 1s, 1in
Ireland, Heaney experiences a sense of alienation that is simply
given more palpable form in a foreign country. This is due to the
fact that, as explored in “Traditions", Heaney's Irish identity is
a construct of colonialism, which is a record of linguistic and
regional expropriation. This, in turn, brings out the importance
of the allegory of colonialism narrated in "Hercules and Antaeus".
The “"dream of loss / / and origins" is there said to be that of
the "elegists", of whom the voice of the poet of "The Tollund Man®

is one. In other words, the Tollund man is becoming, like
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Antaeus, “"pap" for the "dispossessed" poet; he provides a
meaningful parallel to the latter's sense of internal exile, of
having the status of an "inner émigré", If tke loss of origins,
in "Hercules and Antaeus", is felt to be an inevitable consequence
of the success of the cslonizing Herculean incursionm, the'pcet i=
not oznly "lcst" in Jutland but necessarily alsc lost when he is
literally "at bhcme". The pcet is "out of his element® by virtue
e}egﬂac stance: ke cczrmemoratss what no longer exizts,

This prcvides Hearey with a rols as displaced "digger", probing
into the past in order tc locate some sense of a nen-English
round he is forever remcved from, Thi=s troubled naticnalisnm

findz ezpressicn in the sixth section of "Kinship", where Hean
declares iz allsgiance - 1in cppositicn to the imperialist
chronicler cf Ncorthera barbarians, Tacitus - tgo those who recict

*the legicns":

Ard you, Tacitus,
cbeserve how I make my grove
on an old cranrpcg

iled by the feariul dead:

a2 desclate peace.

Cur mother grecund

is sour with the bliocd
cf her faithful,

they lie gargling
in hker =acred heart
as the legicns stare
from the ramparts.

Cozxe back to this

"i{sland of the ocean"
where nothing will suffice.
Read the inhumed faces

of casualty and victim;
report us fairly,

how we slaughter

for the commen gocd

and shave the heads
f the notoricus,
how the goddess swallows
our love and terrcr.
, p. 4%
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Heaney kins himself with those beyond the pale of colonial
subjugation; with the Republicaniesm that finds an imaginary
corollary in the Northern tribes Tacitus chronicled. The latter
{s exhorted to return to the North, to "read" the present
Republican nclaughter" in the 1light of his knowledge of ancient
Germanic practices. Indead, such a parallel was emphasized to a
greater degree in an earlier version of this poem, where Tacitus
was urged to read not casualties and victims but "the inhumed
faces / / of the sacrificed".'?® The unrevised line stresses the
parallel Heaney ie drawing between the fate of those like the
Tollund Man and those who arz sacrificed to the "feminine ethos”

of Republicanism. As Richard Kearney remaris:

The IRA's ideology is sacrificial ta the degree that 1%
i{nvokss, explicitly cr otherwise, a "sacred" tradition of
death and renewal which provides justification fer present
acts of suffering by realigning them with recurring
paradigms of the past and thus affording these acts a
certain timeless and redemptive quality.=°

Heaney's extraordinary move is to take the matriarchal religiom
outlined 1in The Bog People, and turn this into evidence 0f a
"recurring paradiga" of cacrificial surrender to the collective
good of the "tribe" in modern Ireland, thus creating the formal

solution to social contradictions.

However, how sericusly are we. too take the harsh "social truth”
declared at the end of "Kinship"? Blake Morrison sees it as as
ucongbversial as ... Auden's phrase in ‘'Spain' about 'the
pecessary murder'”. The poen "ends up speaking the langnyge of
the tribe, brutal though that language may be".2' Neil Corcoran,
on the other hand, claims that "there surely is irony ir the
phrase.... To bring into casual connection the bajribarity of
1slaughter' and the civility of that English translation of the
Roman ideal of civility, the res publica, 1s indeed an irony, and
one not necessarily directed only against the native practice:

those legions who stare from the ramparts are also quite capable
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of slaughtering for the commen good".*= The fact that the 1line
can generate thase two divergernt interpretations is indicative of
a vacillation throughout Nertd over the sustenance the faith in
the "pap" of a feminine Ir=land might provide. The 1lipe's
ambigucus tone simply uncderscores Heaney's ambivalence to the
parallel he has constructed; it may be mere "pap", a falsification
of historical reality in an attempt to turn the "atroccity” of, for
instance, the Grauballe ¥an's corpse into the consolations of
imaginative form. Behind this artistic doubt lies the problem of

the stance the artist should taks towards naticralism.

At this peint, Nerta engages with the questions of authority
raised in the prose writings: to whose authority should the writer
submit? To the collective government of the torgue, or to the
self-gaverning poetic volce? In retrospect, it is possible to see
the issues raised in The Goverzment of the Tongue as first coming
tp the fore with the publication of WNorth. In this collecticn,
Heapey makzs a wary surrender to the authority of his community, a
commitment that is revised in favour of pceiry's autonomy in the
face cof peclitical and social crisis in subsequent volumes. In
nKinship", for exarple, for all the ironic undertones of the
passzage, Heaney's goddess still acts as an image of a maternal
tradition that grounds the presant atrocity in a sacrificial past,
and in doing so gives a pedigrse to Republican "martyrology" that
1ifts its actions into an archetypal realm. This is the key
stroke of Heaney's symbolic act, which draws upon the overtly
apolitical and ahistorical dimensions of the Jungian archetype of
the Terrible Mother to explain what are, of course, political and
bhistorical eveats. The close of "Kinship" leans heavily on this
form of solution, deployiag the female archetype that the Jungian

writer, Erich Neumanm, describes in the following terms:

The mysteries of death as mysteries of the Terrible Mother
are based on her devcuring-ensnaring function, in which she
draws the life of the individual back into hercelf. Hare
the womb beccmes a dsvouring maw.... Here belong ... the
blood-drinking goddesses of death, whose hunger can be
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appeased only through the slaying of innumerable living

creatures. =%
Heaney's goddess, "who swallows / Our 1love and terror", is
Feumann's Terrible Mother in the fcrm of Nation. The response

made to her is a wcrzhip tkat is atavistic: a pseudo-primitivist
cense cf land that can only be understood through the parallel
with a true tribal formatiom, namely the Iron Age inhabitants of
Denmark. This is whkolly imaginary, but as a symbolic act it
enables the reader to locate its true subtext: the persuasive

idenlogy of nationalisz and Republicanisn.

But Nortk is a richesr werk than tke preceding reading may suggest.
geaney's apparent formal eclution is shown to be rendered highly
prableratic by thz framing device oI thke mytholegical pair,
Antaeus and Hercules. Tke binary oppositicn cf these two figures
1e subiect tc the same scrt of cross-over that comes out iz
Heaney's use of "play” tc pertain to beth parts of the bock., The
figure cf wap+tasps* i said to signify a closeness to tke ground

@ hence nation; but it is, in fact, the process of loss that he
undergaoes, through Hercules' "elevation”, that is significant in
the volume. As in Wintering Out, the poems are ultimately
postalgic: they intimate the dispossession of an "original®
national identity. The thrust of the pecetry is to overcome this
cence of lack, by creating imaginative links through the bog
people. Bound to this "rsading*, 1is a structure of desire which
echces the early love poetry: Heaney's "goddess" becomes the
perscnification of land, nation and heritage =~ all that tke
dispossessed male pocet seeks to reappropriate. However, this use
of gender leads to the inevitable non-coincidence of a desiring
male self and a2 desirable feminine other, cmne which, as we shall
see, has important pelitical dimensions. To take a
straightforward exarple, 1n "Bone Dreams" the male speaker

declares:

I hold my lady's head
lixe a crystal
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and ossify myself
by gazing.
(¥, p. 29

The possession implicit in the embrace of the woman's head 1is,
nevertheless, undercut by the alienation necessarily present in
the act of “gazing", where the woman becomes an object to the
scopic male subject. This politically neutral instance is,
however, indicative of the structure of the politicized “sexual
conceits" of North as a whole. The significance of this structure
of possession and dispossession may be translated into the terms
of Heaney's allegorical figures by stating that the dominant male
persana of these poems 1inhabits the cross-over moment when
Hercules raises Antaeus. On the level of the political and
historical dimensions of these figures, this simply means that,
for Heaney, the predicament cof the poet of North is that he is
caught {n a colonial confrontation of what are perceived as two
contrary cultures (Antaeus and Hercules). In the terms of his
poetics, this is closely rzlated to what 4is a rather odd
alignment: that of making Hercules, not only an emblemn of
imperialism, but representative of rationality and a declarative
voice. In "'The Fire i' the Flint'", Heaney's opposition between
masculine intelligence and the feminine gift is one that results
in a crossing of the two modes, the latter submitting to the
authority of the former. I bave already suggested that this is
reflected in Heaney's place-name poens, where the “"surrender" to
the "gift" of the poen is crossed with ~° a very strong sense of
waddress” and "assertion”. In North, the rational assertiveness
that Hercules represents, repeats this modal crossing, as he
becomes necessary tao articulate the "illiterate fidelities" that

Heaney claims Antaeus stands for.

Clair Vills, in an interesting comparison between Medbh
¥cGuckian's poem, "Rowing", and "Hercules and Antaeus”, makes a
related point to mine, which should help to clarify the above
remarks. Wills sees "Heaney's conception of poetry as a fusion of

two types of discourse, imaged as on the one hand, male rational
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light, and on the other, female earthly powar. This opposition in
Heaney becomes equivalent to the oppositicn beiween imperial power
and territerial ataviex®. The ©problem  inherent i{in this

equivalence is, according to Wills,

syxmptomatic of a centradiction between two views of poetry -
between his description of poetry as the necessary fusion of
male and female elements, and alternately as an attempt to
nrsach® the “*irrational fidelities" governing so&iety
through rational means. Heaney accepts the split between
rationality, "ordering", and the repressed and attempts to
“ground” rational thought in his poetry.... [However,l his
poetry can not overcome the split at all, since he is using
"ratipnal® and "imperial® language to express the irrational
and caolonized. By designating it irratioral, f{female and
earthly he can only ever objectify his own mnon-English
origin, his motherland. =<

vills ignores the fact that, in his przse, Heaney's cressi

Hy

2]

T C
two modes is less a "fusion” and mere of a "subjection" of the
feminine by the masculire. That said, she is clearly right to
pote that the result cf this elacorate, and requantly
contradictory, use c¢f gender is %o leave Heamey's masculine
sutject estranged frcm 2 "nmotherland" he still feels iz the
ultizate "ground" to his sense of national identity - a position
peatly foregrounded iz the quotation £frcm "Bone Dreams" cited
above. What we are left with is yet another expression of that
sense of being "in between®”, of dislocation, that i= spo strong in
HAeana=y's werk, and that has as its crigin the colonial formation

of modern Ireland, the residue of which remains as the "Northern

problem".

»Kinship” revolves arcund this sense of displacement, whilst, as a
socially symbolic act,itattempts to resolve the "contradiction"
that Wills notes through an extracrdinary "rational" or formal
solution: that is, Heaney makas the object of the bog assimilate
all the linked and linking nctions of tradition, "sound" - in the

sense of voice and depth - psychic archetype and "femininity":
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But bog

meaning soft,

+he fall of windless rain,
pupil of amber....

Earth-pantry, bone-vault,
sun-bark, embalmer

of votive goods

and sabred fugitives.

Inzsatiable bride.
Sword-swallower,
casket, middan,

flce of history.

Ground that will strip
ite dark side,

nesting ground,
cutback of nmy mind.

(¥, pp. 41-42>

The stripping away of the grcund that this pecem describes is,
accordiag to Heaney, intimated in the very form of the poem: tkhe
wihin small quatrain poems", that predcominats in the first half of
¥orth, are said tc be "drills or augers for turaing in and they
are narrow ancé long and deep."=% The ingenuity of this remark has
led to accusations of ingenuousness: as Blake Morrison counters,
wthere is no self-evident reascn why the form in itself should
enable a poet tc go 'more deeply' into his subject."=% But
Heaney's stress on the form of these poems is at cne with the
thematic wish to create "ipaginative"” 1links between past and
present. The early image of poetic "digging" is transmuted inte a
velief that the actual spacing of black print on white paper is in
{tself meaningful; that is, the very shape of the printed poem

signifies.

Alongside this stress on the material shape of the poem, there is
an examination of the sancsible preoperties of words; in the words
of "Bone Dreanms", there is a scrutiny of "philology and kennings"
(¥, p. 29). As regards philology, in "Kinship", Heaney analyces
the Irish root to the Englis: word, "beg", bogack, or "swamp",

derived from bcg OT "soft". The English word's semantic depths
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are thus sounded ta locate an Irish relevance. The poet furthers
this process of verbal archaeology by creating kennings inm, for
{nstance, "earth-pantry, boce-vault”, linking two terms to create
a third meaning. Liks the actions c©f the bcg on corpees and
objects, these metaphors create a defamilarized "meaning". It is
therafore becoming apparent why Heaney asks Tacitus to “read" the
corpses: they are, li¥e the becg, "textual", they can ke
{nterpreted so to crsate an intalligible "sense" from the actual
atrocity. Thiz intelligible meaning is inexecrably bound to the
"feminine principle” Yeumann believes to be a permaneat archetype
{n the peyche, 2ad that Heansy claims is present in tle ethcs of
Pepublicanizm. T

Irick landscape and the "cuitack of my mind". Nevertheless, the
mapping out cannct but forsground the distance between peoetic
cubject and the - in Wills' words - "irrational, female and
earthly” object world that is poured over and scrutiaized in erder

to ground the male, rational sell.

The result of this strategy is that the poetic "auger" bteccmes a
form of augury. An augur is cne who rsads and explicates sigzs
and in the first part of North such eigns are obsessively read,
meditated upon, and interpreted. This is an attempt to ralse the
jrraticnal, feminine ground into the 1light of Hercules' masculine

raticonality. The embrace of the weoman in Deatk of a Naturalist

H,

and the linguistic embrace of tle pheonic signifier in Wintering
Out hnas, in JXertd, madulated intc a remarkable edifice which
encircles and seeks to appropriate all that is considerad native

and natural.

spunishment” ic a poem which centres on the desire to reach the
n{rrational fidelities" of Republicanisz through the augury of the
poemn. Once again, the poenm ic a reditation upon a bog corpse, a
girl ritually elaughtered in a manner s=imilar to that of the
Tollund and Grautalle me=n. Cne point of entry into this
remarkable text is via the divergent critical readings it bhas

prompted. Ciarcn Carson's raspoase is cne that questions the
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imaginative parallel the pcem's conclusiocn draws between the Iron

Age and the early 1970s in Northern Ireland:
I am the artful voyeur

of your brain's expesed

and darlensd combs,

your musclee’ wabbing

and all your numbered bcnes:

I whc have stood dumb

when your betraying sisters,
caulaed in tar,

‘'wept by the railings,

who would ccrnive

in civilized ocutrage
yet understand the exact
and tribal, intimate rsvengs.
¥y, p. 23)=7

Carson reaplies:

Being killgi for adulterj (for erazple) is cne thing; t
tarred and feathered i3 anctier, and the ccmpar

-
scmetimes leads Heaney Iz scme ratier odd historical agz
amoticnal conclusions. In "Punishmrent" e ceems to tbe
pffering his "understanding" of the situvaticn alaost as a
consalation.... It is as if he is saying, sufifering like
this is natural; these thiags have always happened; they
happered then, they ha2prex new, and that ic sufficisnt

ground for undersianding and abeoclution, =3

Carcon's cruel paraphrase echoes Terence Erown's werds cited
above, latching cnto tke dubious nature cf many cf the "consclin
parallels drawn between past and present viclence in Ferth, It is
aleo relevant that Carson ezmploys the term "ground" to explain why
Heaney makes kis (fallacicus) comparison. The parallel, for the
pecet, 1s just that: "sufficient" - supplying the needs of -
»ground” . Against this questionable base, Carson pits his humane
neivilized outrage", perceiving Heaney's "understanding"” as, in
fact, a grCsSs misunderstanding. The critic's attitude ic
therefore one of the alternate responses contained within the peerm
{tzelf, althcugh Carzecn tbtelisves Heaney bhas i1sclated the wrong

one.
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Inevitably, much criticism of this poem responds in this manner:
the "trial" that is meditated upon in the poem finds itself
repeated in criticism of the text. If Carson is  prosecutar,
James J. Lafferty's comments can be read as a form of defence.
The tarring and feathering is to be seen as the consequence of "a
betrayal of the icon Kathleen Ni Houlihan..., {Thel puoet has been
struck dumb, until now, and bas stocd passively by rhyming off the
sanctioned retorts in the paradoxical stance of the ‘civilized
outrage' against this atrocity." Thus, the poet was at one time
like Carson, "“but the outrage is a mask, for at a deeper level of
his being, he sees the archetypal punishment as ineluctable".=%
The "archetypal" is pitted against rational "civilized outrage",
the critics repeating the puen’'s and, in an extended sense, the
volume's own debate. However, both these readings assume that, as
¥orrison puts it, the word "'connive' decisively tips the balance,
suggesting that Heaney's «civilized outrage 1is forced and
artificial®.=° In this 1light, 1t is {intriguing that John
Stallworthy silently gquotes this word, yet uses it in connection

with the "punishment" rather than the “outrage":

The poet who has appeared for the plaintiff now appears to
take his place with the prosecution, but his indictment is
directed less against the betraying sister/s than against
the onlooker - himself - who would connive with those who
inflict this punishment, whilst admitting to contradictory
feelings of civilized outrage and tribal understanding.®'

Stallworthy is right to note that Heaney is on both the council
for the defence and the council for the prosecution, because the
poem 1s less about the Windeby girl than it is about the validity
of the poet's attitude to her corpse. As plaintiff, his charge is
brought more against himself than the "sister/s": he is a culpable
w.itness’, on trial to Justify his implicit assent to the
»justice” meted out by the Republicans on the "adulterous" girls.
Stallworthy, however, in shifting the verb balances the opposition
the poem has created, rather than allowing the balance to tip in
favour of the "tribal® understanding. His own court of law

metaphor should have made him more scrupulous: "connive" is a
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legal term pertinent to the poem, signifying the giving of aszent
to the commision of a wrong-doing. Thus, the "punishment” is, in
contrast, "legal" or jfustifiable, whilst the "civilized" response
to the deed gives encouragezent toc a sort of faleny. By the
position of this term the text lifts the only ceeningly "criminal®
act - that perpetrated ca the girl - ocut cof court: it is the

interpretation of the violence that is being placed on %rial.

The pcet 1s act a participant is the actual deed, he is, rather,
an cbserver. Like Tacitus, invoked in "¥iackip" VI, hiz role is
that cof reader and rscorder: reader cof +the textual corpse and
interpreter of kiz finds. I "Kinship", Tacituz iz askesd +o
"raport us fairly / hcw we slaughier / for the commen gced / /7 and
chave the heads / cf the notcriocus". In "Punichmen+n
is now the indigenous Heaney who stands back and chserves the

head-shaving of the "nctorious" girl:
g g

Her skaved head

like 2 stubble cf bl
her blindfold 2 scil
her noose a ring

to stcre
the memories of love.

Heaney's respocnse to - his '"report" of - this girl and her
treatment is to ccnfess: "I almost love you / but would have caet,

+ £ 1 " s
I know, / the stomes of silence". Balanced againct the vocifercu

0

"civilized outrage", the F"stones of <cilence” are the mute
admission of complicity with her punichers. As suek Heansy takes

his stand with what, in "Kinehip", he tarms, with whatever degres

f ircny, the authority of "the commen good". On the other hand
however, the poem's cpening stanzas suggest an intimacy with she

who is punishked:

I can feel the tug

of the halter at the nape
cf her neck, the wind

on her naked fromnt.
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It blcws her nipples

to amber beads,

i+ shakes the frail rigginag
cf her ribs.

Lafferty comzeniz: "In his opening stanza, Heaney immediately
identifies with the bog woman: shares an empathy with her".®= To
feel empathy is not, necessarily, to identify with another. One
needs to see that the relaticnship analysed in the poem is claosely
related to the predicament apparent in Heaney's figure of
Hercules. On the one hand, he desires to declare his sympathies
with the punishers, but, on the other, the poenm charts a failure
to +translate tiics empathy into a2 “rationalized" identificaticn.
His own authcrity, the goverament cf his own tcngue, resisis that

of the "tribal, intimate ravenge®.

This is more cbvious when cme consulis the varicus manuscript
variations cf this peem, 2 transcript of whick has conveniantl

t
nesz' study of Heaney's
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prccess of rayizion. In tke first stage of the pcem’s genesis the

ct

pcet com letaly identified with the girl, the pcem being wriiten
{n her voice ("I felt the wind cn my neck ..."), aside Irom a
single intimation of tke vacillatory stance of the XNortk text in
the reference to "her brain".®® The second and third stages of
revision, in fact, display a confused cscillation between this

famale first perscn pesition and that of the male cbserver:

Her skaved head,

Her stubble of black corn,
was broached as they spied
my glutted furrows

and numbered all her bones.
Beneath the stone

my unshorn loins

had been atoning.®*

Yhat is intriguing about this jumble of csubject positions is that

it prefigures in a mere foregrounded manner the confused poetic
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stance in the <final text. Lafferty, by eliding empathy and
identification, misses the problematical nature of this position.
In identifying with the girl, the poet is imagining himself as the
girl, in her position, the torc tightening. But 1f the reading is
merely empathetic, the poet recognizes the distance that separates
them. Indeed, that "tug" imaginatively felt may well be read as
referring to the executioner's hand that holds the "halter”. This
would certainly make sense considering the culpability the poet
expresses towards the poem's close. As was the case with Heaney's
ambiguous use of "pap", the oxymoronic close of "The Tollund Man”,
and the indecisive tone of the questions raised in "The Grauballe
Man", a fluctuating indeterminacy 1is indicated by the speaker's
response. These 1instances are not minor difficulties of
syntactical compression, nor are they ambivalences that can be
fused into a balanced whole. Rather, the texts demand that we
ehould - as they in turn attempt to - read and *understand";
placed in the position of Tacitus, we are asked to "read the
inhumed faces" of these men and women. The duplicity of the
poet's stance, victim or victimiser, outraged or culpable, is one
that this poem seeks to interrogate, but from the very first verbd
his position is curiously ill-defined. From this point the poet,
as Lafferty comments, "becomes 1increasingly the observer
describing the way in which the adulteress was found."?% As such
he, like the reader, assumes the position of Tacitus until that
supposedly less confusing verbdb, "connive", integrates the poet
within the tradition opposed to the "legions" of "Kinship" VI.
His empathy thus gives way to the understanding that she is a
necessary "scapegoat", and as such reinvolves the suggestion that
he is indeed complicit in her destruction. In this reading,
»punishment” progresses from indecision to recognition, a movement

mapped ocut in the change of verbs.

I do not think this an unreasonable interpretation, but it is one
that seems to iron out certain complexities of meaning that the
poen displays. If the poet has cast himself in the role of girl,

butcher, cutraged liberal and tribal representative, he also
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suggests that he may well be, figuratively speaking, the girl's
111icit lover. His reading of her body is one heavily imbued with
sexual connotations, a form of quasi-necrophilic scopophilia. It
is a sly "artful® peeping, the poet eyeing the brain's opened
wcombs” as if they were female genitalia, his empathetic "feeling"
giving way to desire. This 1s, of course, a different form of
»guilt" to that of the executioner Just as 1t 1s markedly
different to "civilized outrage". The principal point is that the
girl of this text becomes more and more objectified as the poet's
desire increases; and, as an object of desire, it 1is also
intriguing that she becomes increasingly non-human. Like the
Tollund and the Grauballe men, she is no longer a literal woman
but a figural ome: "she was a barked sapling / that 1is dug up /
oak-bone, brain-firkin®. The kennings stress her defamilarized
significance, as she is metamorphosed into the bog. Thus, in
possessing, however imaginatively, this woman, the poet achieves,
once more, a sense of ground, as he forges the imaginative
parallel between past and present. His desire - and guilt -
centre on this reading of her corpse, as she turans to "pap for the
dispossessed” . The "burrowing ianwards" of "those thin small
quatrain poems” is beginning to take on a powerfully (male) sexual
suggestiveness, one closely linked to Heaney's reading of Hopkins
discussed in chapter three. The Antaeusean poens appear to be
bound to that half of Heaney's poetics that emphasises a
wsurrender” to the "gifts of the poen", which, as mentioned above,
recalls the feminine mode of writing Heaney finds in Blake and
Keats. However, that mode was ultimately inseparable from a
masculine authority, that needed to sire the feminiue pulential.
Heaney's "auger"'s augury, in the bog'poems, is such a siring, as
the Herculean, masculine rationality seeks to turn the feminine

pleasure of the poetic gift to declarative ends.

This declaration remains ambiguous, due to Heaney's heightened
vacillatory position. Nevertheless, 1t 1s apparent that the
Herculean "play of 1intelligence" 1s becoming an appropriate

description of these poems, as the poems attempt to extract an
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intelligible - imaginative - semnse from their sensible referents.
Their strategy of "reading” is not that of a variety of Barthesian
»rustle of language" (Heaney's phrase is, in fact, the same as the
title given to a posthumous collection of Barthes' writings),?s
but, rather, a hermeneutical attempt to grasp what is "signified”
by these textual *inhumed faces”. The texture of the corpse must
be made to reveal, to offer up like a body frocm a bog, omne
particular meaning: that maternal tradition that can be glimpsed
beneath the disparate times, places and people of Ireland and
Jutland. In this sense, these pecens of "surrender”" are as much
concerned with "social truth®” as the more outspoken declarations
made in the second part of the volume. The difficulty inherent in
this approach is that Heaney's "rational" poetic subject is
forever forced to, 1in Clair Wills' waords, "objectify", and thus
dislocate himself from, the "irrational" feminine ground. The
movement of the male speaker in "Punishment" drawatizes this
difficulty, as the desire to identify with the "feminine ethos" of
republicanism leads, in fact, to a lcss of identification betwsen
himeelf and the sacrificial scapegoat. She becomes increasingly
an object which may offer up some sort of understanding to the
scapic close-reading of the "artful voyeur”, but that same
rationalised knowledge sunders him from any intimacy with the

w{lliterate fidelities" she, as victim, implies.
II. SEXUAL POLITICS

Several poems 1in Forth develop a sexual allegory of colonialism
that is connected to the dilemma experienced by the voyeuristic
reader of bodies. "Act of Union" casts the relationship between
England and Ireland as similar to the subjugation of a woman by a
man. This conception of a feminine Ireland is given voice earlier
in the volume, in "Bog Queen": "I lay waiting / between turf-face
and demesne wall® (¥, p. 32). As, in FNeil Corcoran's words, "a
symbol for dicaffected native resentment”,®” the queen rightly
gpeaks of the divided nature of a colonized state, in "between"

two cultures, the bog and the demesne. "Act of Union" makes the
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suggestiveness of *Bog Queen" explicit, and may be read as a

poetic counterpart to the following prose remark by Heaney:

To some extent the Anglo-Irish enmity can be viewed as a
struggle between the cults and devotees of a god and
goddess. There 1is an indigenous territorial numen, a
tutelar of the whole island, <call ber Mother Irelgnd
Katbleen §i Houlihan, the poor old woman, the Shan Van
Vocht, whatever; and her sovereignty bhas been temporarily
usurped or infringed by a new male cult whose founding
fathers were Cromwell, WVilliam of Orange and Edward Carson
and whose godhead is incarnate in a rex or caesar residen{
in a palace in London. What we have is the tail-end of a
struggle in a province between territorial piety and
imperial power. (P, p. 57.)%%

That "new male cult" 1is, 1like the bog queen HMother Ireland,
granted a monologue in North. The personification of England, in
nAct of Union", makes much of the geographical shape of England
and Ireland, using this to develop an intriguing sexual conceit on

the subject of imperialism:

Your back is a firm line of eastern coast

And arms and legs are thrown

Beyond your gradual hills. I caress

The heaving province where our past has grown.
I am the tall kingdom over your shoulder

That you would neither cajole nor ignore.

(¥, p. 49

The historical Act of Union is powerfully presented as the forced
vcexual” act of a union undesired on the part of the "woman". The

consequence of this rape, as the conceit continues, is a child:

And I am still imperially

¥ale, leaving you with the painm,

The rending process in the colony,

The battering ram, the boom burst from within.
The act sprouted an obstinate fifth column
Vhose stance 1s growing unilateral,

His heart beneath your heart is a wardrum
Mustering force.

' The male child is a personification of the Ulster Protestants and
consequently, part of the "male cult®™ opposed to the "feminine
ethos" of Republicanism-cum-nationalism. Anglo-Irish politics is
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thus metamorg?sed into sexual politics, a move symptomatic of
Heaney's desire to confront political and social re.nlity through
the terms of "imaginative parallels”, rather than in socio-
political terms. The equation might be presented as follows: a
Pratestant and imperial England = "masculine”, whilst a Catholic
and subjugated Ireland = "feminine®.®® Bound to this sexual
dichotomy is another oppositon, that of the master and the slave,
(which I consider in the following section), one linked to the
imperial/subjugated aspects of the above equatioms.

However, this construct is made problematic when one considers how
it bears upon the relation between the male poet and the
femininity of the bog-ground. In both the bog poems (with the
exception of "Bog Queen™) and the present political allegory, the
speaking subject is male. As a result of this coincidence,
masculine desire permeates both the troubled nationalist
consciousness of the subject in "Punishment" and the imperialist
persona’s colonization of a female Ireland in "Act of Union".
This curious parallel is made strikingly clear when one turns to
the earlier version of "Act of Union", published in The Listener
under the title "A New Life", This poem, divided iato four
sonnets, takes a broader historical perspective than the revised
text in North. The first sonnet is a slightly different version
of the first part of "Act in Union", whilst the second expands
upon the sexual nature of the imperial colonization preceding the

Act.

Vhen I came among your loughs and bushes,

Your soft levels between gradual hills,

Your hide-cuts among ferns and webbing ivies,
Your mounds and ring~forts, secret grassy wells,

I came determined upon occupation.

You were a wocod-kerne that I would uncaover.

I'd bring you past the wood's skirts where my bawn
Stood on the planted ground, in crops and clover.4®

The octave charts a process of colonial appropriation in a

vocabulary dominated by a desire to "uncover" and occupy. The
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overall conceit plays with the Petrarchan conventions of the male
subject wooing and winning a silent other, the female addressee.
This is hence remarkably similar to "Come to the Bower", a poem
whose title implies nationalist sentiments rather than imperial
violence, yet in which the male speaker is engaged in a process of
»foraging” which is equally a revelation and possession of an

objectified, feminine cther:

My hands come, touched

By sweetbriar and tangled vetch,
Foraging past the burst gizzards
0f coin-hoards

To where the dark-bowered queen
Vhom I unpin,

Is waiting. Out of the black maw
Of the peat, sharpened willow

Withdraws gently.

I unwrap skins and see
The pot of the skull ...
(¥, p. 31

The "dark-bowered queen" is another expression of the bog queen,
the "insatiable bride" of "Kinship". The poem is consequently an
implicit commitment to the feminine ethos of Republicanism but one
couched in the langauge of male sexual desire. It is a poetic
augury, a »digging" into a symbolic bog that signifies both nation
aﬁd the psychic "outback of my mind®, the ultimate source of those
{1literate fidelities Heamey wishes to articulate. As in the
poetics, the feminine is thus a sort of "unconscious" potential
that requires a masculine "conscious quelling and control" (P, p.
88). The poem concludes with a final image of the wish to ground
the rational male subject in the objectified feminine "outback":

I reach past

The riverbed's washed

Dream of gold to the bullion
Of het Venus bone.

.The association between “"woman" and "bullion" stresses the

preciousness of this queen, and bence the importance of locating a
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cense of national identity. The analogy emphasizes the importance
of possessing her, handling her 1like gold. Shoshana Felman
(writing in the quite different context of Balzac's story, "The
Girl With the Golden Eyes") has made some relevant observations

concerning this use of gold and femininity:

The golden brilliance of the girl vwith the golden eyes is
fascinating, says Henri, because 1t is an "amorcus gold,
gold that wants to come into your pocket". FParadoxically,
gold as the metaphor of the utmost value is an image, at the
same time, of possession and appropriation through which the
jdeal woman is again reduced to a mere object, whose sole
function is to be possessed and owned by man.4’

The transformation of the girl in "Punishment" is just such a
process of objectification by the desiring poet, whilst, in "Come
to the Bower", the indecision of that text is replaced, by means
of the bullion metaphor, into a quiet but insistent commitment to
values the poet feels partly sundered from, but which he desires
to possess and appropriate. However, the structure of the pcenm is
virtually didentical to that of "A New Life", as the male's
unpinning and unwrapping of the dark queen repeat the actions of
the uncovering hands of the "imperially / Male" persona.*=
Likewise, The “"webbing ivies" finds an echo in the poetic
voyeurism of the girl's "muscles' webbing"” in "Punishment”. This
chared phallocentricism, in turn, plays back, into, the
phonacentrism of the place-name poems in Wintering Out. The third
sonnet of "A New Life" contains the following admission of the
violating colonizer: " Your mouth is fluent with my language now".
Ireland's dominant tongue is no longer Irish but Hiberno-English.
The meditations on the Irish place-names in Vintering Out were
attempts to reappropriate the "homely" language which the English
language has largely displaced, and thus attempt to make the
Catholic Heaney intimate with a linguistic tradition a Protestant
writer perhaps camnot be. For instance, Michael Longley's short
poem, “On Hearing Irish Spoken", employs an image reminiscent of

_Heaney's vstepping stones like black molars” in the river Moyola,
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which, in "A New Song", 1s received as "a smpoth libation of the

past”. Longley, on the other hand, simply hears:

An echo of technical terms, the one I know
Repeating itself at desperate intervals
Like the stepping stones across a river in spate,<?

There are, it seems, no desperate intervals in Heaney's
phonological poems, yet, the very impulse behind those texts is a
praoduct of the displacement, and the desire to surmount 1it, that
Heaney perceives as inherent in colonialism, a displacement that

is imaged as ravishment in the sexual conceits of Forta.

Like "Act of Union", "Ocean's Love to Ireland" employs the
metaphor  of imperialist  violationm, both  linguistic and
geographical, to create an imaginative parallel. The imperial
opportunist, Ralegh, in his vioclent seduction of an unfortunate

paid, provides a figure for the way "Ireland 1s backed to
England":

The ruined maid complains in Irish,
Ocean has scattered her dream of fleets,
The Spanish prince has spilled his gold

And failed her. Ilambic drums
0f English beat the woods where her poets
Sink like Onan. Rush-light, mushroom-flesh,

She fades from their sommolent clasp
Into ringlet-breath and dew,

The ground possessed and repossessed.
(¥, p. 47

The writing of his own version of dinnseanchas in Wintering Out
simply foregrounds Heaney's distance from the native tradition of
Irish poetry, which suffered drastically from colonialism and the
"{ambic drums / Of English". His meditations 'on Irish words and
place-names are an attempt to repossess that which was
dispossessed and largely lost through several centuries of English

rule. As I will demonstrate, this goes a long way to explaining
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the dual use of masculinity in North, and the volume's inability

to maintain a neat binary structure.

On one level, Heaney 1is drawn to the powerful and traditional
symbol of a female Ireland, a spirit of the nation who, as Heaney
puts 1it, has been "tempararily usurped or infringed by a new male
cult", This phrase partly betrays an essentia list belief in
national identity, ome that, in many ways, is a construct of the
imperial paover, which casts the colonized nation as its other. As

Declan Kiberd argues:

the Victorian Englishman continued to attribute to the Irish
all those emotions and impulses which his strict code had
led him to deny in himself. Thus, 1if Jokn Bull was
ijndustrious and reliable, Paddy was held to be indolent and
contrary; if the former was mature and rational, the latter
pust be unstable and emotional; if the Englishman was adult
and manly, the Irishman must be childish and feminine.44

Heaney's words suggest that the colonized can alsc be drawn to a
belief in a racial essence that is untouched by the "temporary”
infringement of colonialism. This 1is a central tenet of
nineteenth century Irish nationalism, which sought to resist the
cubjugation of John Bull by drawing upon the same sort of
antithetical thinking that Kiberd's Victorian gentlemen were
subject to. The slogan of the organ of the Young Irelanders, Tie
Nation, 1s a synoptic expression of nationalist thought: *To
create and foster public opinion in Ireland and make it racy of
the soil". David Lloyd interprets the ideology behind this phrase
in words that are echoed in Heaney's belief in a quintessential

Irishness:

The concept of the Irish race is thus grafted to its roots
ip sensuous contact with the land, through which it imbibes
the particular taste of its spirit. And if the ambition of
the nationalist is to create nationalist opinion, he will
achieve it as re-creation, fostering the seed that is an a
priori presence in the scil of Ireland.<s

Many of Heaney's bog poems and place-name poems are an

articulation of a “"sensuous contact with the land", whilst poems



-214-

such as "Bog Queen" and "Come to the Bower" seek out that "a
priori presence" in the Irish soil; a presence traditionally
personified as a feminine being in Irish poetry, of whom James
Clarence Mangan's "Dark Rosaleen" 1is simply one of the better

known examples.

Such time-worn sentiments are present in Heaney's most vehement
expression of his sense of mnation, "An Open Letter" (1983).
Regardless of its more recent date of publication, this poem is
useful in the present context, as 1t mkes explicit the
nationalist aspects of North and the reasoning behind the adoption
of sexual imagery in .many poems in Part I. It may be said to
function as a kind of "throw-back" to issues Heaney's other more
recent texts tend to distance themselves from. The occasion for
the poem goes a long way to explaining why it reverts to the terms
of the earlier volume, rather than those of Field Vork (1979) and
Station Island (1984). The verse letter i1s a justifiable
rejection of the label "British", under which Heaney <(and six
other Irish poets) were included in The Penguin Book of
Contemporary British Poetry in 1982, In the central stanzas of
the poem, Heamney returns to the imagery of ravishment, femininity

and dispossession prevalent in his sexual allegories:

You'll understand I draw the line
At being robbed of what is mine,
My patria, my deep design
To be at home
In my own place and dwell within
Its proper name

Traumatic Ireland! ...
The whole imagined country mourns
Its lost, erotic

Aisling life. But I digress.

»The pang of ravishment." Now guess

The author of that sweet hurt phrase.
Lawrence? Wilde:

No way, my friends. In fact it was
That self-exiled,

Vigilant, anti-cavalier...
Donald Davie.
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The pattern of the patriot

Is Davie's theme: all polyglot

Newspeak conference flies he'd swot
Vho lhude sing

Foucault, Foucault. But that is not,
Just now, my thing.

It is the way his words imply
That patria is maidenly
(Is "pang of ravishment" not 0.K?)
That touched me most
Vho long felt my identity
So rudely forc'd.4%

Heaney's brief digression in the second stanza quoted is, in fact,
central to the meditation on patria or fathkerland that follows.
The aisling 1s an Irish vision or a dream poem, in which the
speaker encounters a female figure representative of Ireland, asks
her identity, 1is answered, and thence left in a state of
melancholy dejection. The aisling woman is an Ireland that, in
*An Open Letter”, is perceived as not only "erotic' and hence
desirable but also irrevocably lost. Heaney, however, wishes to
find his "identity" in relation to the Ireland this woman
personifies, only then - in a gesture that recalls the place-name
poems - will he be at "home", within the property of a "proper
pame”. The lines are thus closely related to the intriguing
insistence on the "maidenly" quality of patria. Heaney is driven
to this violation of etymology because he needs to interpret his
own nationalism and patriotism within the context of the female
personification of Ireland in JNortk. The remarkable result of
this is that the poem attempts to redefine the speaker’s gender to
conform to that of the spilt of the nation. The allusion to
Eliot's allusion in The Waste lLand to the myth of Philomela and
her "rudely forc'd" ravishment at the bhands of King Tereus,
regenders the male poet as a "ruined maid". His Irishness is a
form of femininity, and the appropriation of his identity within
the parameters of both the British Penguin anthology and British

Ulster is a form of masculine violationm.
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Fevertheless, at the very moment when Heaney declares bhis
Irishness and femininity, he recognizes that this 1is another
wdream of loss / / and origins". Heaney can only seek to identify
himself with +the violated maid; the wunsullied, pre-colonial
Ireland is unobtainable, its existence filtered through as the
*lost, erotic / / Aisling life". It is a "dream" of nation,
simply "pap for the dispossessed". Indeed, Heaney's own "Aisling"
in North centres on a failure to identify with another, non-

violated, chaste feminine presence:

He courted her

Vith a decadent sweet art
Like the wind's vowel
Blowing through the hazels:

"Are you Diana...?"

And was he Actaeon,

His high lament

The stag's exhausted belling?
(N, p. 48

The courting is, as the poem's use of the Greek myth suggests, a
form of scopophilia. The desirable "goddess" is only available as
the object of a gaze that prompts an equivocal response. Contrary
to the aisling format, the man’'s question 1s unanswered, a silence
that foregrounds Heamey's semse of inadequacy in the face of the
williterate fidelities" he feels he owes to his nation. As in
»pPunishment”, the scopic male remains estranged from the
»slaughter” he believes implicit in the acceptance of Republican
sentiments. He cannot confer upon himself the role of an Irish
Actaeon, willing to be martyred in the name of a feminine ethos.
Heaney's confused subject and even gender position in these two
poens articulate a half-submerged recognition that the present
culture in the North is, in the terms of Heaney's metaphorical
conceit, both masculine and feminine. "An Open Letter" thus
returns to the imagery of birth that concluded "Act of Union", but
with an important qualificationm: Heaney now stresses that there

are two children, not one:
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A shudder in tke loins, And so

The twins for Leda. And twins too
For the hurt North,

One island-green, one royal blue.
An induced birth.

One a Provo, one a Para,

One Law and Order, one Terror -

It's time to break the cracked mirror
Qf this concelt.

It leads to nowhere so why bothker
To work it out.

The hidden Ulster lies beneath.

That "hidden Ulster" is a reaffirmation of the dream of origins,
and is similar to the Ulster of John Montague's The Rough Field,
which is "a part of our past disinherited”.4” In contrast, the
present Ulster is caught between the appalling reality of Heaney's
twins. Heaney's sympathies are obvious enough, but 1t 1is
noteworthy that the speaker’'s stance 1is not a simple
{dentification with the feminine ethas, but rather a personified
objectification of the struggle in the Nortkh.

Heaney's oOwWI "cracked" concelts therefore leave him straddled
between a desire to identify with what 1s imaged as a "feminine"
nation, and the implicit realization that his identity is also a
product of "masculine” imperialism. The crossing of positions
that results recalls the crossing of poetic modes elsewhere in
North. Like the majority of the poems in Part II of that volume,
"An Open Letter" is, obviously enough, a poem of "masculine"
assertions, one that is indeed subservient to the idea it seeks to
present. It is a "rhymed stanzaic poem" of "social truth", omne
that wishes to express the fidelity of Antaeus in the language of
Hercules. This stylistic equivocation finds a more significant
parallel in the equivocal position Heaney takes vis-a-vis
pationalism and solidarity with what, 1in the dimagery of
»punichment” and "Kinship” VI, is termed the tribe.
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The allegories express another sort of crossing, one caught
powerfully in the spatial imagery of "Ocean's Love to Ireland" and
“pet of Union". In both those poems, it is the proximity of the
two countries, of colonizer and caolonized, that 1is stressed via
the imagery of violation. They are "backed" to one another,
geographically and historically. From their "union" has sprung
not only the Unionist, with "his parasitical / And ignorant little
fists", but the predicament of the Northerm Catholie. That is,
Heaney is a product of what, in "Act of Union", he calls a "half-
independent shore". He is "in between", the product of the cross-
gver of cultures that is the consequence of colonialism. Heaney's
cexual conceit can only imply that his identity is constructed by
both "masculine” imperialism and a “"feminine" nation, that his

subjectivity is, in a certain sense, "chiastic",

Much of North expresses a desire to resist this crossing of
culture and languwige, to reach back to some sort of pre-colonial,
non-English séﬁrce, to the maid prior to her "ruin" at the hands
of Ralegh. This is the impulse behind the subdued nationalist
centiments of a poem like “Come to the Bower", which seeks an
affinity with the "dark-bowered queen” of nation., However, other
poens, such as "Punishment®™, are painfully alive to the fact that
this "tribal® belief in a feminine spirit of the nation is a
fetish and a construct. The real strength of the conceit is that
it draws upon the subjugation of women in a patriarchal society to
provide an analogy for the oppression present in colonialism.
That is, a colonized Mother Ireland draws significance from her
relationship with her imposing other, John Bull: the notion of a
wfeminine" origin distinct from the infringing ‘“masculine"
aggressor has no such analogy to relations between the sexes as it

postulates, at some date, a femininity without a masculinity.

vhat this plight reveals 1s that neither politicized "gender" can
be exclusive, each peeds to define itself against that which it
declares 1itself not to be, and thereby reveals the curicus

interdependence of the colonizer and the colonized, masculine and
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feminine, as both terms rely on theilr difference from the other to
construct their own identity. As an Ulster Catholic Heaney is
constructed along this plane of differemce; and it is this
equivocal stance that helps to understand the adoption and
denigration of masculinity din the text. The first section of

*Ocean's Love to Ireland” concerns the fiercely male Ralegh:

Speaking broad Devonshire,
Ralegh has backed the maid to a tree
As Ireland is backed to England

And drives inland

Till all her strands are breathless:
"Syeesir, Swatter! Sweesir, Swatter!"
(¥, p. 46)

The poem is based cn an anecdote of the poet-courtier reported in
John Aubrey's Brief Lives.*® The violent seduction, due to the
play of the title, becomes an obvious enough sexual conceit of
colonization of the subsequently “"ruined maid® of Ireland.
Ralegh, in different guise, appears in the witty prose poen,

wKernes", in Stations:

The bicycle, with 1its chrome 1insignia and rivetted
breastplate of Sir Valter Raleigh in his inflated knickers,
motioned,

"§o surrender! Up King Billy every time!"

He came through us with his head sunk and the pedals flying
and further down the road was standing to on the first bar
of their yard gate, singing "God save the King".

One by one we melted down lanes and over pads, behind a glibd
he hadn't even ruffled.
(S, p. 14

The comically inflated (and thus deflated) Ralegh 1s, as the
politically resonant noun, "kernes" <(here, the Catholic boys),
makes clear, associated with the Protestant presence in Northern
Ireland, and thus opposed toc Heaney - a “fucking papish" as the
Protestant boy, Dixon, calls bhim and his friends earlier in the

e
poemn. This Protestant infringgent is apparently unable to alter
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or affect that a priori presence located in the unruffled "glib"
of the Irish soil. And it is precisely this presence Heaney digs
back for in the augers of North. Nonetheless, 1t is an object of
desire that remains tantilizingly elusive, largely due to the
encroachments of colonization narrated in, for instance, "“Ocean's

Love to Ireland".

This is interesting in the way it bears upon the admiration wneted
out to Ralegh in "Current Unstated Assumptions about Poetry".
There, the English colonizer becomes representative of that
masculine voice of assertive "social truth" that is heard in "An
Open Letter" and Part II of XNorth: "Vhen I think of Lowell, 1
think of Aundrew Marvell and Sir Walter Raleigh, the Marvell of the
'Horation Ode', and the Raleigh of 'The Lie', poems of definitive
ctatement, enemy-making poenms by men who moved skilfully and
visibly in the political world."4® The signifier "masculinity" is
thus being forced into two roles: it is, on the one hand, a sign
for all that is destructive to Mother Ireland, whilst, on the
other, it signifies a voice that is suitable to make a "definitive
ctatement” in her name. This crossover 1is, to my mind,
inseparable from the fact that Heaney presents bhimself as
displaced from what he terms the "feminine" quality of Ireland -
outside the grove, composing an aisling. On a stylistic level he
requires the poetry of Hercules (the rational statement of a poet
such as Ralegh) to articulate the illiterate fidelity of Antaeus;
on a political level, Heaney 1is a cultural product of a divided

province.

vhat Cairns and Richards call Heaney's "re-appropriation of
essentially Arnoldian categories”®® -~ the feminine nature of the
Celt in contrast to the masculinity of the Anglo-Saxon race - are
accepted in so far as they allow him to treat the colonizer
England's relation with a colonized Ireland as a similar fear and
arrogance to that of a threatened male identity towards its
essential, yet marginalized female other. However, the texts

reveal his own stance's dependence on the masculine intruder on
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both the stylistic and national level, and thus reveal . the self-
divided nature of contemporary Northern Ireland: neither one nor
the other. The nature of this curious bifurcation in position is
what forces Heaney to adopt yet another hierarchial oppositionm,
that of the master and the slave, and to emplay the "in between"

figures of the denizen and the inner émigre.
III. THE POET AS DENIZEN

»Freedman", from the second part of WNortk, 1s centred on the
opposition of the master and the slave, superimposing it onto the

England/Ireland antithesis discussed in sexual terms in Part I:

Subjugated yearly under arches,

Manumitted by parchments and degrees,
My murex was the purple dye of lents
On calendars all fast and abstinence.

#Memento homo quia pulvis es.”

I would kneel to be impressed by ashes,

A silk friction, a light stipple of dust -

I was under that thumb too like all my caste.
(N, p. 61

As the poem's epigraph - taken from R, H. Barrow's The Romans -
makes clear, the poet's Irish identity 1s refracted through that
of a barbarian, a slave in Rome. The opening verb, “subjugated”,
derives from the Latin word, jugum "yoke": the speaker is yoked
like an animal by a master. The sense of "bondage", however,
brings tbe Roman scenmario into the Elizabethan period; the O.E.D.
giving the first usage of "subjugation" in this sense as 1589,
The Elizabetlan period is, of course, a crucial one in Irish
history, and is analysed by Heaney in several pcems in both
Wintering Out and North - poems such as "Bog Oak", "Traditions”
and "Ocean's Love to Ireland". These two meanings coexist
throughout the poemn, the one playing off the other. Barrow's
justification of slavery in the early Roman Empire - that a "man
from a ‘'backward' race might be brought within the pale of

civilization, educated and trained in a craft or a profession, and
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turned into a useful member of soclety" - 1is used as an ironic
analogy, or imaginative parallel, for the plight of the Irish
speaker. As so often, Heaney centres on the relation between
colonization and language: the man's manumission is a form of
emancipation in that it 1is gained +through education, by
.parchments and degrees", and yet it is a liberation through loss.
The use of two latinate words, "subjugated" and "manumitted”
implies rather neatly the crisis: the "slave" is "freed" into an
alien culture, and an alien language. Latin here 1is +thus
representative of the English 1language, recalling Heaney's
reference, in "Feeling Into Words", to the "rex or caesar resident

in a palace in London". "'

By speaking Latin/English and losing his bar barous tongue the
freedman 1is thus *brought within the pale of civilization", as
Barrow terms it. As "A Few Life" declares: "Your mouth is fluent
with my language now." However, although appropriated the poet is
excluded in that curious double movement at work throuéhout North.
He is within the Latinate society yet without it toco. His "murex"
is not that of the rulers but rather‘a poor substitute, a lean

juxuriousneszof lents, fasts and abstinence:

One of the earth-starred denizens, indelibly,

I sought the mark in vain on the groomed optimi:
Their estimating, census-taking eyes

Fastened on my mouldy brow like lampreys.

The implicatiomns are of a caste-system, the barbarous Catholic
anglicized but eti1ll "marked-out, earth-starred".S= The nudging
hint at the Jews under the Nazi's thumbs is shocking but pertinent
when we consider that it is the noun, "denizen", that carries the
weight: he is indeed a form of resident foréigner, enjoying only

certain rights as a citizen.

The master/slave hierg%hicol opposition has an obvious enough
correlative in the masculine/feminine di§hotomy that dominates

part 1 of North It is yet another interrogation of the colonizer
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and colonized; in Cairns and Richards words, "the colonized are
thereby constrained to assert a dignified self-identity in
opposition to a discourse which defines them as, variously,
barbarian, pagan, ape, female; but always subordinate and

inferior."s> The poem ends on a note of linguistic divorce:

Then poetry arrived in that city -

I would abjure all cant and self-pity -

And poetry wiped my brow and sped me.

Now they will say I bite the hand that fed me.

The emancipation of poetry is double-edged: that it wipes the
poet's brow implies that it removes the mark of caste and hence of
subjugation. Poetry is thus liberating; nevertheless, the removal
of the mark implies that, in some sense, the poet is removed from
his roots. The manumission of the first stanza is repeated in the
final one: he is still constrained within the imperial tongue. As
a "denizen", his 1is still a subjugated status, like that of the
woman; denied a "barbaric” or Irish identity he is still not at
one with the imperial optimi.

This sense of displacement flickers through the second part of
FNorth. The section is largely comprised of "the rhymed stanzailc
poen”, the "masculine" poem of "social truth”". The change in
petrical form is coupled to a change in emphasis, as the poetry
responds more directly to recent events in contemporary Ireland.
The modal gender, however, plays back inta the confusion of
'political" gender, as Heaney finds himself embroiled
1inguistically with that which he is somehow defining himself
against. In a way, and following Heaney's own sexual/textual
fable to its ultimate conclusions, we are dealing with a poetic
and political "bisexuality", that 1is, an anmbiguous stance linked
to the status of the poetic denizen. As Terry Eagleton comments:
Ireland is a npation whose very language is self-divided, silenced
by the alien speech of imperialism".®4 This self-division 1is at
the heart of North; and, due to Heaney's connection between

imperial and rational masculinity (as in the duplicitous figure of
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Ralegh), leads to a sense of allienation from the fidelities he
purports to assert. This is the dilemma lying behind "Vhatever
You Say Say Nothing":

On all sides "little platoons” are mustering -

The phrase is Cruise O'Brien's via that great
Blacklash, Burke - while I sit here with a2 pestering
Drouth for words at once both gaff and bait

To lure the tribal shoals to epigram

And order. I believe any of us

Could draw the line through bigotry and sham
Given the right line, aere perennius.

(N, pp. 58-59)

The "tribal shoals" recall the "tribal, intimate revenge" at the
close of "Punishment”. Yet Heaney's desire to raise such dark
archetypal feelings to the rational light of "epigram and order”
is a - in more than one sense - Herculean task. The poetic act
ceeks to be “gaff and bait", a means to locate the irrational
heart of the contemporary conflict. But it remains a "drouth”, a
dry, barren enterprise. The figure of the poetic fisherman is, in
this sense, a reply to the poetic auger's augury. Both plumb
depths but the active burrowing of the auger in search of auguries
becomes, in the case of the poetic fisherman, a passive "lure".
Part I1 foregrounds the sense of distance from the tribal origins

that are postulated as at the core of the Troubles,

The "declarative voice" of Part Il is thus, in the terms of Tke
Government of the Tongue, the voice of the poet as witness, but to
witness, as "Punishment" makes clear, is to replace identification
with empatby. North thus concludes with what is rightly one of
Heaney's most celebrated poems, "Exposure"”, a poem that 1is

synoptic of the poetic denizen's exposed and marginalized role:

It is December in Vicklow:
Alders dripping, birches
Inheriting the last light,
The ash tree cold to look at.
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A comet that was lost

Should be visible at sunset,

Those million tons of light

Like a glimmer of haws and rose-hips,

And I sometimes see a falling star.
I[f I could come on meteorite!

Instead I walk through damp leaves,
Husks, the spent flukes of autumm ...
(N, p. 72

Hercules, the "spur of 1light", diminishes to "the last light".
The subsequent loss of enlightenment recalls the first part of the
volume where the voice of "North" tells the poet to "Compose in
darkness. / Expect aurora borealis / in the long foray / but no
cascade of light" (X, p. 20). The crepuscular moment is, like the
flickering light of the barealis, omne where nothing is clear-cut
or stable. One thinks of the double-edged symbol of the auroras
in Wallace Stevens' “puroras of Autumn”, which express, in their
»frigid brilliances ... The color of ice and fire and solitude”,
the furlamental ambivalence of the Romantic imagination, that is
as "grim as it 1s benevolent".%*  For Heaney, they are a less
spectacular expression of his equally troubled. stance vis-a-vis
his poetic's attempt to throw light on the darkness of the “tribal
shoals" from a rational perspective, and via a language implicated
in imperialism. The twilight of "Exposure®”, and the December
setting, is a pathetic fallacy pertinent to this predicament of
the poet as denizen. The oppositional structure of North -
dark/1light, dependence/ independence, tribal security/individual
conscience, Antaeus/ Hercules - is finally exposed as anything but
clear-cut. “North" declares that "the longship's swimming tongue
/ was Wucyant with hindsight", but Heaney's "bwyant" fisherman's
hindsight is the consequence of his "elevation” at the hands of
colonialism. This is thus read as a kind of "fall", a subjugation
caused by Protestant encroachment, the latter, in the words of
»Orange Drums, Tyrorne, 1066", "raised up by what he buckles under"
(N, p. 68). Heaney ends “"Exposure" with a haunting admission of
this sense of fidelity and exile:
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I am neither internee nor informer;
An inner émigré, grown long-haired
And thoughtful; a wood-kerne

Escaped from the massacre,
Taking protective colouring
From bole and bark, feeling
Every wind that blaows;

Vho, blowing up these sparks

For their meagre heat, have missed
The once-in-a~lifetime portent,
The comet's pulsing rose.

That pulsing rose returns us to the half-buried nationalism of the
volume; that it 1s missed foregrounds Heaney's inability +to
surrender to atavism. After JNorth, Heaney's poetry will begin the
attempt to turn to a positive reinterpretation of this fraught
position.
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CHAPTER 6. MIXED MARRIAGES: GAUDETE AND CAVE BIRDS

I. PATRIARCHAL ERROR AND GAUDETE

If the carnivalism of Crow may be said to situate its intended
degradation within the law's own "ludic space", Terry Eagleton's
strictures on the style of Gaudete would seem to align the later
volume with the earlier. Contrasting Hughes' language with the
»jeconstructive ... process" of Peter Redgrove's verse, Eagleton

writes:

one never has the feeling ... that Hughes's language self-
reflectively takes the measure of its own limits and
capabilities; it is, rather, a language somehow locked tight
in the bursting fullness of its presence, and so iromnically
closer to traditional realism than it would superficially
geem, The fact that almost everything is in the present
tense is an index of this fact: despite Hughes's ambitious

equfiments with "open” forms, a single, sonmetimes
tyranically controlling mode of speech remains {firmly in
authority throughout.... Perhaps the wmost interesting

contradiction of Hughes's volume is that, if its "content”
is clearly non-realist, the "stance" 1t takes up within
language, the lack of any "doubling" or genuine interplay of
writing forms, remains ultimately within the realist
problematic.... Hughes's language fails to assume any
attitude to what it speaks of; 1t is positioned laconically
outside those events, "mirroring” rather than constructing.’

Fagleton's distinction between "stance" and ‘“mirroring" Iis
suggestive with regard to the overall concerns of Hughes' texts.
To remain within the “realist problematic" - in its broadest sense
- is to assume that the sign can become identical with the thing,
an assumption that exists as a desirable poetic aim in many of
Hughes' articles and in a poem such as "The Thought-Fox". This is
the authoritarianism of the pocet-warden, and it is thus no
coincidence that Eagleton grants Hughes a "tyr§hical -
controlling ... authority”. The realist mode is one of mastery,
‘of apparent presence and recuperation, as in it the word seemingly

atones with the extra-linguistic. The Bakhtinian carnivalesque or
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this "mirroring" imagination because the latter seeks to control
the errantry of the signifier. Crow, in many ways, 1s a
personification of such errantry; his c¢risis is his refusal to
atone with his essential meaning, the law of his "nature". Ve
have seen a similar crisis in Hughes' prose writings, where
language 1is perceived as comprised of slippery goblin-words that
always appear to be at a distance from their caonceptual truth.
The poems that make up the Epilogue to Gaudete are likewise
concerned with the difficulty of articulating, or presenting, the
repressed natural essence of humanity. This essence, once again

termed feminine, eludes a transgressive tongue:

I hear your congregations at their rapture

Cries from birds, long ago perfect

And from the awkward gullets of beasts
That will not chill into syntax.

(G, p. 176)

Human communication, metonymically condemned as cold “"syntax", is
removed from the natural *rapture” of the animal kingdom, which
makes no recourse to the mediation of langtiage to express its
atonement with Mother Nature. Humanity, on the other hand, due to

the medium of langudge, exists in a state of alienation:

And I hear speech, the bossed Neanderthal brow-ridge
Gone into beetling talk
The Java Man's bone grinders sublimed into chat

Vords buckle the voice in tighter, closer
Under the midriff
Till the cry rots, and speech

Is a fistula

Eking and deferring ...

The fistula that is language is a mark of the exile from nature
presented in the review of The Environmental KRevolution. Language
defers the fullness that would be announced if the Egg-head

encountered a vleaf's otherness". However, as in "Truth Kills
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Everybody", such plenitude is always already a form of

annihilation:

Trying to be a leaf

In your kingdom

For a moment I am a leaf
And your fulness comes

And I reel back
Into my face and hands

Like the electrocuted man
Banged from his burst straps
(G, p. 180)

This peoem is like ome of those "ragged undated letters" Hughes
refers to in the 1970 interview with Faas: {t narrates the
deferred promise of a "fulness" which 1t can never fully
represent. This recalls Crow's linguistic dilemma, as his songs
are also displaced from the "Undersong® that intimates the
destructive totality he lacks. In "Glimpse", for instance, the
word "leaf" merely approximates the fulness of the referential

leaf's belng:

vQ leaves," Crow sang, trembling, "0 leaves -"

The touch of a leaf's edge at his throat
Guillotined further comment.
¢, p. 90

Hughes seeks a langudge that would "“mirror" this absolute
otherness, but the guillotine that falls between word and referent
¢(inner and outer “"nature") turms langauge into a clot or fistula.
This 1is, indeed, a major problem for an aesthetic that is charged
by the belief that the phencmenal world is simply the cover for a
poumenal reality that eludes all expression or perception, a
thing-in-itself that buman subjectivity gropes for but which it
can never fully comprehend. For Hughes, this final reality is the
locus of our desire: in the cryptic words of one Epilogue poem:
"Let your home / Be my home"” (G, p. 190>. The main narrative of
Gaudete 1s a parabolic exploration of this desire, and is hence,

on one level, simply an expansion of the concerns raised as early
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as "Song". Unlike that lyric, however, Gaudete narrates, in part,
a successful atonement of conscious self and a suppressed
"nature”. Whereas, the Epilogue centres on the difficulty of
language managing to write of the goddess, the main narrative
turns to the related importance of perceiving her. Such redeemed
vision recalls the {mportance laid on a variety of “fourfold"
vision in the virtually contemparaneous 1976 revision of “Myth and
Educatioa”, As we saw in chapter two, this essay argues that
imaginative vision enacts a "closure" of a split psyche; in
GCaudete, the metaphor of sexual union and a subsequent rebirth
becomes the tropic equivalent to such integration. In the course
of analysing this redeeming vision and the redeemed marriage of
opposites, I will shift Eagleton's commentary on the style of the
book into the issues raised on the thematic level of the text.
Several of the terms Eagleton deploys in his review - ‘"presence”,
"control”, "mastery”, "authority" and, in particular, "mirroring"
and "doubling" - will be seen to provide useful labels for these
issues, especially with regard to the central motif of the

doppelgédnger.

The Argument Hughes prefaces Gaudete with provides a convenient
point of entry into the notion of the double. The shorter version
printed in the hardback edition is as follows:

An Anglican clergyman is abducted by spirits into the other
world.

The spirits create a duplicate of him to take his place in
this world, during his absence, and to carry on his work.

This changeling interprets the role of minister in his own
way.

The parrative recounts the final day of events which lead to
his cancellation by the powers of both worlds.

The original man reappears in this world, but changed.
(G, p. 9

The Argument presents a seemingly simple opposition of the Lumbs,
“original"/"duplicate", the latter a kind of mirror-image of the
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former. However, this is a distorted or warped reflection, one
signalled by the description of the duplicate Lumb as a
"changeling", that is, in the fairy tales, a frequently sickly
child substituted for a healthy human one. The doubles are
therefare not identical: in the words of the paperback edition of
Gaudete, the duplicate is an "exact duplicate ... but he is a log.
A changeling."® The exactness of the similarity is belied by this
essential difference, and it is this hair's-breadth discrepancy
that is the image for the huge gap between a sterile conscious
existence - that of the original Reverend Lumb - and a previously
rejected and thus demonic and sickly unconscious being - the
grossly sexually active duplicate. The narrative, according to
Keith Sagar, 1s thus about "only one Lumb, He is undergoing a
spiritual/psychological crisis."® Each double is omne-balf of a
single man, and the presentation of two men is simply an extended
metaphor of a psyche divided against 1tself, seeking some sort of

integration.

Linked to this notion of what is, 1in large part, the Jungian
concept of individuation, is the motif of supplanting, of the
abduction and the substitution of the changeling. Sagar, in his
analysis of Lumb’s crisis, describes the Argument's abduction of
Lumb as the result of a maltreatment of "the spirit Nature". The
latter thus "becomes demonic and runs amok within the psyche,
supplanting normal consciousness."4 Sagar backs up this
interpretation by affixing a quotaticon from Hughes' *“Note" on
Shakespeare, concerning the Tarquinian explosion: "that occult
crossover of Nature's maddened force - like a demon - into the
brain that bad rejected her" (CSV, p. 192). Implicitly, this
»psychic supplanting"® is to be contrasted with the cultural
»substitution® outlined in the review of Max Kicholson's The
Environmental Revolution: those "mechanical and rational and
symbolic gecurities, which will substitute for +the spirit-
confidence of ... FNature". This is the error of patriarchal
Vestern civilization, one that, in Sagar's opinion, Lumb, as a

Christian minister, has made in his attitude towards nature. The
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abduction of Lumb thus becomes emblematic of a violent uprooting
of these substitutions, a revelation of that which has been denied
and repressed, with the ultimate aim of reappropriating that lost
spirit-confidence. But, like Tarquin's demonic violence, the

result 1s as chaotic as it is creative. As Sagar comments:

It will be seen that the structure of the work 1is
csymmetrical - a crossover. Each Lumb is snatched against
his will from his .- own world, thrust into a world ke is
not at all equipped to deal with, subjected to many horrors,
and finally returned to his own world. But the differences
are much more significant than the similarities, for one
Lumb wreaks havoc and has to be "cancelled"; the other
performs his healing task, is reborn, and returns bringing
inestimable gifts for mankind.®

Lumb at one and the same time is supplanted in a double-stroke
that forces his "conscious” existence - as Reverend - to confront
his previously denied "unconscious” nature, whilst,
simultaneously, his cultural mask of vicar is ruptured by those
primitive and repressed "realities" that lie behind the symbolic
substitution of Christian belief. Such is the "symmetry" Sagar
notes. However, in his shamanic confrontation with his own
patural being he 1s successful and consequently "heals" a
mutilated Mother Nature, whilst, in his communal role as a village
priest he fails, bungling the ritualized marriage ceremony in the
travesty of shamanism conducted at the W I. This is Sagar's
ndifference” between the two Lumbs. The two, however, may be read
as ultimately compatible: the duplicate's efforts are a pale or
distorted reflection of what the original attains. This is indeed

the sense of a remark made by Hughes in a letter to Faas:

Caudete obviously is connected to Crow. Crow, in full, with
big developments, would be the yolk, and Gaudete would be
the shell. I projected the life of Lumb in the underworld,
and it became entangled with Crow, and the episodes became
1ike the real events of which the Gaudete events are like
the shadow on the wall in the cave.?”
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The "big developments” of Crow would, presumably, be the
fulfilment of Crow's quest for the woman, and his atonement with
pature, with natural "truth". These would parallel the underworld
*episodes” that occur in Gaudete, where the original Lumb achieves
a bizarre rebirth via a mysterious “baboon woman”. The events of
the main narrative, culminating with the havoc at the V I and
Lumb's death at the bands of the male villagers, can be read as
the poor reflection of the original's healing: the duplicate's
errors are a ‘"shadow" of the "real" atonement. Thus the
supplanting of Lumb must stress tbat his Tarquinian or Dionysian
role as an obsessive seducer of the women of his parish is a
perversion of the underworld "episodes”, duplicates of a greater
original, but, as in Plato's cave, shadowy intimations of the

ideal form.

That Hughes' letter refers to Plato's cave displays how close this
notion of pale reflection of a greater original is to the "cave
drama” of Cave Birds, which I will discuss in detail in the final
twa sections of this chapter. For the present, it 1s noteworthy
that, regardless of Hughes' monological voice, Gaudete is a text
structured around the theme of doubling and reflection. This, if
anywhere, 1is where the self-reflectivity of the text lies. The
ecscapades of the duplicate, which greatly predominate in the main
parrative, are to be read as related to the fistula aspects of
language lamented in certain Epilogue lyrics. Those lyrics are
thems’elves like shadows on the wall of the cave, deferring yet
intimating the full presence of the female deity. They are
haunted by the immanence of this being, who yet remains Just
beyond the speaker’s ken: "I was looking for you. / / You were
locking for me" (G, Pp. 183); "Vho is this? / She reveals herself,
and is veiled" (G, p. 185). Likewise, the duplicate’'s bungled
mission provides a poor reflection, the shell, to the yolk or
ultimate reality of tke underworld episodes. The duplicate Lumb,
1ike Crow, becomes a personification of transgression, a quality,

according to Hughes, equally present within languysge. Both Crow
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and Gaudete are thus to be read as meditations on the issue of
transgression, and the remoteness of that ideal marriage present

in the original conception of Crow.

Transgression is opposed ta authority in the poetics, the goblin-
word requiring authorial control. In Gaudete, authority is also
at stake, but it lies in accepting the tyrannous authority of
one's essential nature, which modernity has sought to forget. The
speaker of the Epilogue poems desperately seeks this authority.
His anguish is the exact opposite of existential Angst, being the
product not of absolute freedom, but the pain of failing to submit
utterly to the essence that precedes his existence. Vhat has to
be realised by this ecstatic poet is that "All I bave / / For an
axle / / Is your needle / Through my brains" (G, p. 189).

This surrender of selfhoad to a deterministic "nature” is a reply
to Sartrean freedom, which we have already seen to be the implicit
target of "MNyth and Education” and “Fleeing from Eternity”, whilst
it is overtly condemned in "M. Sartre Considers Human Affairs" and
»Existential Song". We shall find that existentialism is once
again a covert antagonist in Gaudete, as simply a more
sophisticated expression of the Egg-head's predicament in a world
of illusory shadows, mere spectres of the real. The attempt to
appropriate the vaxle" of nature takes, in Gaudete, the form of
accepting an unconscious dimension of the Self that has been
repressed in everyday existence. This 1s at the heart of the
underworld encounter with the baboon woman, where Lumb shatters
his egg-head to unveil this aspect of being. Before analysing
this dincident and its parodic counterpart at the W I, the
significance of the doubled protagonist needs to be outlined and
related to the thematics of authority.

The abduction of the original Lumb, and his substitution by the
changeling, is recounted in the Prologue as a violent
transformation. The original Lumb is tied to an oak log. Both

man and tree are flogged.
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So, stroke by stroke, he and the tree-bole are flogged, tied
together, until Lumb chews earth and loses consciousness.

He comes to, under heavy sloggings of water, naked and lying

on concrete.... Lumb sees this other is himself. He stares
at him, in every familiar detail, as if he stared into the
nirror.

(G, p. 1&

The gap between paragraphs, the loss of consciousness, appears to
be the moment of abduction, after which the duplicate Lumb - the
log - sees his reflection, bis duplicate. The "original" in this
{instance loses not only consciousness but priority, he becomes the
mirror-image of his own duplicate imnage. This enfolded
relationship of Lumb as self and another is more complex than the
Argument seems to suggest. The complexity i1s crucial, for the
text has to suggest that the supplanting duplicate is, somewhat
paradoxically, more "original" because more "natural" than the
substituting (culturally adulterated) original Lumb. He
represents, however demonically, an a priori, or essential
vitality that the original reverend finally locates in his rebirth
via the baboon woman. He provides the Tarquinian reflection of
the natural origins the vicar needs to reappropriate. It is thus
telling that the exchange in the Prologue is marked by a third
person pronoun, *he", nct a proper name: the signifier "Lumb" is
pot at one with a single referent, it does not "mirror" a single

identity, but denotes a divided self.

The doubles' complex inter-relationship is further felt when one
turns to the narrative episade in which, it appears, original and
duplicate. stare each otber in the face. Here, after having been
shot by the cuckolded Dr Westlake, the duplicate Lumb is found "at
the river's edge", washing his wound (G, p. 77). By the end of
the page this river has modulated 1into a "lake". Place 1is
confused, perhaps doubled. Sagar makes the additional suggestion
that the time has changed - thus explaining away the apparent
alteration in locale - and that the lakeside fight is, in fact, an

earlier jncident than its position in the narrative would suggest.
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Sagar believes that, after the exchange of Lumbs narrated in the
Prologue "we see nothing more of the real Lumb until the Epilogue,
except for a number of occasions when his consclousness leaks into
that of his double, and one scene {at the lakesidel] where, for a
time, 1t completely supplants it.... This is surely a flashback
to the old Lumb.... It seems to be a prelude to the crossover
which took place in the Prologue".® This is a baffled explanation
(there is no real evidence in the text for this supposition), one
which will account for the fact that the naked fiend-like Lumb who
emerges from the lake to wrestle with the other Lumb does not act
in accordance with what the reader has already gleaned of the
scharacter" of the original Reverend. It is an attempt to restore
parrative continuity and "realism", by making the fight a
flashback.

The oily backwater, with the sparkle of fld%age
Turns, clearly faocussed. A '
G, p. 7T

These are the lines that Sagar turns to in order to locate the
turning point of present to past present, as they come between the
reference to the river and that to the lake. But nothing, in
fact, is ‘"clearly focussed" at all. The scene retains a
disturbing doubleness, one foregrounded in the stress laid on the
water as a kind of mirror that doubles a single identity. The
lake is said to be "oil-still / As 1f it were pressed flat, /
Ponderous-still, like mercury" (G, pp. 77-78; italics mine). A
percurial hall of mirrors, the page dazzles and disturbs critical
coercion., As in the Prologue, the attempt to separate original
and duplicate, the *real" and the image is rendered increasingly
difficult. References to the reflective capabilities of the water
accumulate in the lines leading up to the fight "between" the

Lumbs. For instance:

The tops of the blue pyramid mountains, in the afterlight
Tangle with ragged, stilled, pink-lit clouds
That hang above themselves in the lake's stillmness.
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And:

Lightning flutters, orange and purple, in the high silence
Over the peaks, behind the clouds,

And beneath the floor of the lake.

(G, p. 7®

It appears that this is Looking Glass Land, and in such a world
Lumb rightly comes face to face with himself. It is his beloved
Felicity, who first spies the naked Lumb emerging from the water:

Twenty yards out in the small island bay, the head and
s
Are watching her.... houlders of a dark shape
As he emerges to the waist, she sees it is Lumb,
She sees he is naked.
She is astonished, she asks if he went for a swim.
At the same time
She sees Lumb still poised on the tip of the rock, sixty

yards away, motionless.
Again, at the same time, this obviously is Lumb.

Vho grasps the stern
And grinning heaves himself naked and steaming into the

boat.
Yet it cannot be Lumb.

(G, pp. 79-80

Felicity is bemused: 1t is Lumb and yet it is not: "It cannot be
Lumb”. But who is this grinning Lumb? In the present time of
what the Argument calls the "final day", this crazed figure is the
original Lumb, reappearing in the world he has been supplanted
from; in Sagar's flashback scemario this is a premonition of the
forthcoming exchange, that is, this is the duplicate Lumb, peering
into his Locking Glass Land. But, as Sagar's unlikely flashback
bypothe sis indicates, such demarcation remains far from
determinate. The reader’'s point of view is that of the
uncomprehending Felicity: like her, the reader cannot fully "fix"
Lumb's identity. The fight which follows Lumb's emergence from
the lake is a dramatization of a self which 1is divided against
{tcelf, wrestling with the otherness of a repressed and hence
dangerous unconscious, the latter nothing less than the alienated

double of consclous existence:
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And now Lumb realises
That his antagonist is his own double .
Finally, gasping and immobilised, they lie face to face,

gripping each other's hands,
One grinning and the other appalled.

(G, pp. 81-82)

That one Lumb remains "appalled”, whilst the other (previously
said to be "laughing like a maniac") simply grins demonically,
{1lustrates that, in this parallel incident to that of the
Prologue, Lumb has not fully realised the significance of iis
split-identity and the need for integration rather than conflict.
In this light, the naked antagonism of the "two" Lumbs at the
lakeside. is illuminated by the second of the two epigraphs which
introduce Gaudete, that drawn from Parzival. The battle mentioned

there appears to dove-tail with Lumb's fight:

Their battle had come to the point where I cannot refrain
from speaking up. And I mourn for this, for they were the
two sons of one man. One could say that "they" were
fighting in this way if onme wished to speak of two. These
two, however, were one, for "my brother and I" is one body,
like good man and good wife. Contending here from loyalty
of heart, one flesh, one blood was doing itself much harm.
¢, p- &

The epigraph asks the reader to interpret the complex doubling of
Lumb in the context of the thematics of authority. The father's
offspring should be "one". A single entity is destroying itself;
it is not "individuating”. In Jung's words, it is not "becoming a
single, homogenous being", and thus fails to locate essential
being, “our innermost, last, and incomparable uniqueness".®
However, "they" are not, even in their struggle "two": "These two,
however, were one". What should be self-identical is neither at
one nor apart. Such is the "contending® at the lakeside, where
the indeterminacy of the text forestalled identification of
duplicate and original, opening the space of a "battle" analogous
to the predicament of the contemporary psyche as described in

*Myth and Education”.
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The epigraph also colours all that we have examined so far in a
filial 1light. The "one man"'s sons should re-present him, be at-
ope (with him). They should mirror each other as "one flesh, one
blood"” and thus reflect their father. He is‘their author, and
they bave transgressed his authority. Consequently, a tripartite
identity is shown as troubled and fragmented. Vhat is telling
about this deferred masculine harmony of three-in-one is that it
is portrayed in an image other than that of father and son or
brother and brother: "they" should be Ilike "good man and good
wife". This announces the metaphorical "marriage" of both Gaudete
and Cave Birds, which becomes the central trope in a narrative of
the re-unification of a shattered male a?éhic identity. Marriage
and/or sexual consaﬁhtion in these texts is the symbol of a
perfect union of two, a fusion which results in one. A ruptured
authority is visualised as exclusively masculine, an individuated,
but still male, whole as a synthesis of masculinity and
femininity. Before detailing the "marriage" of opposites in the
present work, bowever, this 1issue of masculine mastery and
authority, and the attitude Gaudete takes towards it, requires

closer examination.

The first word of the main narrative following the Prologue is
"binoculars'. They are held in the "age-thickened hands" of Major
Hagen, as he gazes out of his room at the changeling Lumb and his
younger wife embracing. Scopophilia, in a wminor key, is
introduced: it will become a major theme as the narrative
progresses. Binoculars, telescopes, the unseen watching eye, the
camera - all these will be turned on Lumb and the women of the
village, generally with voyeuristic intent. This, in large part,
i a dramatization of what, in "Myth and Education”, Hughes
claimed to the ultimate expression of a atrophied "objective
perception”, that is, "the morality of the camera ... [which] has
imprisoned us in the lens™.'°? That the "cancellation" of the
changeling Lumb is in large part precipitated by a somewhat
compronising photograph of himself and one of the women of the
village is an index to the extent that Gaudete engages with such a
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warped "morality". Objective perception, in the narrative, is
portrayed as patriarchal; and, consequently, the setting of the
village may be considered in the light of Laura Mulvey's comments
on patriarchal soclety in general: "In a world ordered by sexual
imbalance, pleasure in 1looking has been split between an
active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze
praojects its phantasy on the female figure which 1is styled
accordingly". Mulvey is considering the medium of the cinema in
the 1light of this remark, and it is thus revealing that Gaudete
started off as a film script. That aside, the narrative as
published 1s fixated with femininity as a property that, in
Mulvey's words, "can be sald to connote to-be-looked-at-npess'. !
The main narrative opens with Hagen's determining male gaze

directed at his wife and Lumb:

Binoculars

Powerful, age-thickened hands.
Neglected, the morning's correspondence
Concerning the sperm of bulls.

G, p.- 23

The binoculars’ mastery of distance, their ability to bring near
what was far, to control space, is a substitute for the man's
inability to physically master his wife. Unseen, the voyeur is in
some ways the author of what he perceives. Hagen's artificial
power can thus frame the figures of Lumb and Pauline Hagen on the
ornamental Japanese bridge: their "two figures complete the
landscape artist's arrangement.” And yet, sinultanecusly, his
authority remains displaced from the female object of his gaze:
"He can watch his wife / But not the darkness into which she has
squeezed her eyes, / The placeless, limitless warmth / She has
fused herself into" (G, pp. 25-26). The stimulants to the eye are
bound to the "neglected ... correspondgnce / Concerning the spern
of bulls"; a substitute bas supplanted an original sexuality, as
scopophiliac desire and voyeuristic fantasy replace the reality of

procreation.'®
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Those distinctly male "hardening lenses" (G, p. 26) can also be
the unseen but all-seeing lenses of the eyes. For instance
anocther male voyeur, Garten, lurking in the woods, watches Mrs

Vestlake smoking in her car:

Garten's eyes are quiet, like a hunter's; watching the game
feed closer. His heart deepens its beat, expectant.

His fantasy agitates, richly, monotonously, around the cool
drawn features of Nrs Westlake, the high china cheekbone
the dark mouth.... !

He fastens himself to her, as if to a magnification, fading
from himself, like a motionless lizard.
(G, p. 3®

It is Garten who will later take the snapshot of Lumb and Mrs
Evans. He will thus become, with Hagen and the other male
villagers, a hunter of Lumb. Here, however, he is a hunter of the
female "game”, his hunt, however, merely a "fantasy". The eye's
lens, like Hagen's binoculars, provides an illusory form of
mastery over the observed object, a fallacicus authority that the
text will seek to oppose to the valid appropriation of the
feminine other in the original Lumb's encounter with the baboon
woman. Garten's “fastening” onto ancther 1is simply a
*magnification”, a telescopic foreshortening. Nevertheless, such
fantastic fastening is dangerous: as in Hughes' early poetry, the
loss of distance between self and other (even in fantasy), is
itself in danger of imparting a loss of self-authority, a "fading
from himself®. Garten's autoceroticism thus opens a rupture in his
masculinity, even as he bolsters himself up through apparently
mastering the other. The ambivalence of the gaze is that in
seemingly confirming the observing subject's power over the
observed it simultanecusly exposes its slavish dependénce on its

object of desire.

Conmander Estridge, 1like Hagen and Garten, relies on such

ambiguous telescopic control:
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In Estridge's lens

A middle distance farm has come close....

Estridge is pleased with his telescope

Vhich brings him a hen flattenmed under a cock in the barn
doorway....

Now he watches Lumb [and Mrs Holroydl

Vithin the hallway, within the magnified circle,

Turning, she sets Lumb's bands on her breasts and bites his

neck,

(G, p. 4

¥rs Holroyd is the "country love" of Estridge's "youth, who never
appeared" (G, p. 47). Seemingly distant, untouched, he can now
"bring” her to himself in a "magnified circle”, in a position of
sexual excitement similar to that of the hen and the cock., That
which is in fact absent - she iz a substitute for one who never
existed - can be made present in fantasy. But such illusory
possession of the desirable woman, as was the case with Garten, is
double-edged. For example, watching his daughter Jennifer playing

the piano, Estridge can only cbserve the young woman in baffled

stimulation and horror:

Commander Estridge
Is stricken with the knowledge that his dream of beautiful
daughters
Has become a reality.
Simply, naturally, and now inevitably, there by the open
window.
The dream was as beautiful as the daughters.
But the reality
Is beyond him. Unmanageable and frightening.
Like leopard cubs suddenly full-grown, come into their adult
power and burdened with it.
Primaeval frames, charged with primaeval hungers and
primaeval beauty.
Those uncontrollable eyes, and organs of horrific energy,
demanding satisfactiom.
The music she plays bewilders the old man.
He cannot interpret those atmospherics
And sounding and cries.
It is shouting something impossible, incomprehensible,
monstrous.
(G, pp. 41-42)

Brought face to face with femininity, Estridge canmnot control it.

His telescopic magnification had given him an illusory power over
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the female object, the "reality”, however, "is beyond him"*. The
male gaze shares the delusion that is condemned in the figure of
St George in both "Myth and Education" and "Crow's Account of St
George". St George, as we have seen, 1s representative of that
civilization <condemned as an exile from Nature in The
Environmental Revolution; he may well believe that "he sees
everything in the Universe", but there is always that repressed
and hence demonic aspect of being that forever eludes the mastery

of his purely objective imagination:

He concentrates -

Vith a knife-edge of numbers

He cuts the heart in two. He shivers -

Loocks up. A demon with a face as flat as a snail
Or the underface of a shark, is grinning at him
Through the window. It vanishes. Confused,
Shaken, he aims his attention -

The demonic other to the raticnal, conscicus mind becomes, 1in
Estridge's confused response to his daughters, nothing more nor
less than femininity itself, which he finds "unmanageable and
frightening”. His daughter’'s music disturbs him by exposing his
impotence in the face of a power he can only find "impossible,
incomprehensible, monstrous.” Estridge 1s another male who
suffers under the Mora Lisa syndrome, where the enigma that is
femininity transgresses male authority, becoming not only baffling
but horrible. In  the narrative of Gaudete  this
incomprebensibility takes the form of a femle promiscuity

unimaginable to the male scopophiliacs.

In the light of the above remarks, it can be argued that the male
characters, duplicate Lumb included, all share a quality that is
usefully described in existentialist terns, This prefigures
Hughes' latent rejection of Sartrean thcught 4in +the Epilogue
lyrics. The males in the narrative of Gaudete provide an example
of the impossibility of inter-subjective relations in an
existential world. For Sartre, the other is always a threat to

the self's freedom because the self, in order to exert its own
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free selfhood, to be master of 1its existence, must negate the
freedom of other beings. Each subject desires to turn other
subjects into slaves to 1ts own existential project within the
world. Gaudete efages with this process of guordination by
dramatizing what Sartre calls "the 1lock of the other™ - a
dramatization closely bound to the satirical exposure of the
misogyny of the male villagers. For Sartre, the other's gaze is
that which turns the self into an object of "the look", <hus
devoiding 1t of freedom. Interestingly, Sartre's central example
{s the voyeur at the keyhole, whose free subjectivity is
undermined by being caught. From being the scopophiliac subject,
the Peeping Tom suddenly becomes the object of anaother's gaze and

experiences shame. Sartre concludes:

My original fall is the existence of the QOther. Shame -
like Pride - is the apprehension of myself as a nature
although that very nature escapes me and is unknowable as
such. Strictly speaking, it is not that I perceive myself
losing my freedom in order to become a thing, but my nature
is - over there, outside my lived freedom - as a given
attribute of this being which I am for the Other,'2,

The scopic males in Gaudete are those who seek to turn the object
of their gaze - the woman and eventually the duplicate Lumb - into
a subjugated being, to whom they confer an identity or give a
pature (as in Estridge's fantasy "country love", which he imposes
on ¥rs Holroyd). This is the phallic power Freud locates in the
scopophiliac, whose sadistic delight is alsa the desire to master
the object of perception. In Gaudete, the belief that a condition
of freedom is the overcoming of another's freedom, a to-fro
dialectic of master and slave, is shown to be a patriarchal error:
the male voyeurs remain slaves to the female objects they think
they master. This is equally the duplicate Lumb's mistake, that
which inaugurates his eventual cancellation: he finds himself
trapped within the fantastic existential project of seeking to
turn the women of the village into slaves to his creation of a
saviour. Nrs Evans summarizes this project when she declares that

*Mr Lumb has a new religion":
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He is starting Christianity all over again, right from the

start.
He has persuaded all the women in the parish.

Only women can belong to it.
They are all in it and he makes love to them all, all the
time.
Because a saviour
Is to be born in this village, and Mr Lumb is to be the
earthly father.
(G, pp. 113-114)

The reader 1s invited to laugh at the foolish vanity of this
attempt: Lumb, in a Crow-like gesture, rereads the Gospel of Love,
assuming the position of the Father by whose authority a “saviour
/ Is to be born". This provides the degraded or bathetic
réﬁection of the orginal Lumb's rebirth from the baboon woman in

the central underworld episode.

Lumb's travesty at the V I shortly precedes his death at the hands
of Hagen. It 1is the concluding episode of his absurd desire to
redeem the village through a saviour, a redemption undercut by
Lumb's complicity in the misogyny surrounding him. At the V I,
Lumb tries to initiate Felicity into his female "congregation".
Felicity is the principal target of Lumb's desire; she promises a
freedom from the project he has become a slave to. Hawever, it is
Lumb's inability to fully master femininity which turns this
parodic version of individuation against him. The ritual becomes,
in the words of Terry Gifford and FNeil Roberts, a "horrible
débacle”, a ritual generated by such artificial stimulants as
electronic music and magic-mushrooms. Gifford and Roberts aptly
cite Hughes' assertion in "Myth and Education", that a "drug
carries its user to a prison in the inner world as passive and
jenlated and meaningless as the camera's eye from which he
escaped”.'4 Lumb's marriage ceremony 1s thus no answer to the

scopic world of the village,

Lumb's housekeeper, Maud, 1s dressed as a bride. She, however, is

aware that Lumb desires not her but Felicity, with whom he plans
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to steal away from the village. Maud thus murders Felicity at the
moment she is to be initiated:

The hind's skin is plugged to the nape of her neck
Like a coat on a peg

By the hilt of Lumb's dagger

Vhose blade is out of sight, inside her body.

(G, p. 147

Death rather than rebirth is the result of this mixed marriage, as
Lumb's authority i1s overturned by the crazed Maud, The penis
attached to the stag's skin Lumb is wearing as he mounts Felicity
is, in Maud's hands, turned on him: "She is flogging him over his
bald head with the cable-hard, twisted, horay stag's pizzle" (g,
p. 149, Lumb's desire to father himself in the form of a
saviour-son 1s thus thwarted by the enigmatic female figure of
Maud, whose status in the text 1s never fully explained. She
remains a Mona Lisa figure, as 1s apparent in the difficulty
critics bave experienced in trying to explain her role within the
parrative's fable. Hughes himself claims that she "is the
representative in this world of the woman that [Lumbl is supposed
to cure in the other world.... Xaud 1is her Doppelgénger”. Yet,
the duplicate Lumb fails to achieve any sort of "cure" in the
village; like Estridge confronted with the inexplicable phencmenon
of his daughters, he cannot comprehend femininity, both in the
figure of Maud and, in a tellingly scopic image, the dead girl,
Felicity:

Lumb is kneeling.

He bows over her, clase to her face,
His cheek almost touching her cheek
As he searches her face...,

(G, p. 148

Lumb's visual search is made in vain, and will be contrasted with
the "visionary” awareness of the reborn original Lumb. The
duplicate cannot achieve control over this turbulent world of
women, an inability which finds expression in Lumb's difficulty in
escaping from the basement after the murder: "Lumb tries to

struggle free / But women have twisted to a weight like enfolding
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nets under water" (G, pp. 148-149), Lumb’'s failure 1in this
episode thus servea to highlight the successful atonement of his
double; this 1s the function of the changeling Lumb: he provides
the shadow on the cave wall of the enlightened mission of the real
Lumb. His role, like Crow, is a transgressive one, and, in this
manner, he is implicated in the “patriarchal error" that Edward
Larrissy notes is the "main theme" of Gaudete.'s Such erroneous
misogyny 1s clearly evident in Lumb's voyeuristic fascination

before an “archaic carving" of an Earth Mother figurine:

Lumb's eyes

Are locked

To an archaic stone carving, propped on his mantel, above
the fire.

The simply hacked-out face of a woman

Gazes back at Lumb

Between her raised, wide-splayed, artless knees

Vith a stricken expression.

Her square-cut, primitive fingers, beneath her buttocks
Are pulling herself wide open -

An entrance, an exit.

An arched target centre.

A nmystery cffering

Into which Lumb is lowering his drowse.
6, p. 110

Like Hagen, Garten and Estridge, the log-like Lumb finds his eyes
“locked" to the female object. He thus becomes a slave to his
gaze, unable to free himself from the limitations of an objective
form of perception which can only see the female as "an arched
target centre". Lumb’s desire to sire a son is one that finds it
impossible to conceive women as anything other than so many
cbjects to be targeted and mastered. The iromy of this conception
is that Lumb inevitably becomes the slave to this obsessive

project, as he is drained of all existential choice:

(Hel tries to imagine simple freedom -

His possible freedoms, bis other lives, hypothetical and
foregone, his lost freedoms...,

And surrounded by still-empty, never-used limitless freedom,

He yields to bhis favourite meditationm,

Forlorn, desperate meditation. (G, p. 50)



—248-

Gaudete is a powerful attack on the illusory "simple freedom” of
existential being-for-itself. The village becomes a grim parable
of the consequences of an existence centred on the fruitless
oppositions of master/slave, male subject/female object, ome in
which the Sartrean assertion that Hell is other people is viewed
through the perspective of sexual politics. It is therefore no
surprise that, excluding the Epilogue, Gaudete should conclude
with the subjugation of Lumb, as he becomes the "feminine" object

to the "masculine" mastery of Hagen's rifle.

Lumb's death is the parabolic outcome of the patriarchal society
lambasted in the text. Lumb's failure to escape the catastrophic
consequences of his desire to turn the whole of the female
population into his personal coven, results in him becoming the
slave to the project of the patriarch Hagen - which 1s quite
sinply the annibhilation of the cuckolding Lumb. The latter thus
becomes literally the target of Hagen, who shoots him at precisely
the point Lumb feels he has escaped from the pursuing men, enraged
with the realization of Lumb's mass seduction. Their collective
revenge Gifford and Roberts have linked to the fate of Pentheus in
The Bacchae.'® A suggestive parallel, it is necessary to stress
that it is the men who destroy Lumb rather than, as in Euripides'
play, the female Bacchants, inspired by Dionysus, tearing apart
Pentheus. (This reversal of roles is marked in that, in a Greek
play, the Chorus follows on from the Prologue. In Gaudete, the
first character encountered after the Prologue is not a Bacchant
but Hagen.) Hughes' dinversion of Euripides' use of gender
foregrounds that thisagssertion of male authority is the inevitable
result of the patriarchal error of the village.

Hagen's telescopic rifle links scopic desire to existential
mastery, and in this sense he 1s not the contrary to the log-like
Lumb; rather, be has managed to exert his own freedom at the
_expense of Lumb's. I thus find it impossible to fully concur with

Edward Larrissy's reading of Lumb's destruction: "it 1s Hagen who
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annihilates the hopefully Dionysian oak-version of Lumb, and the
gun with which he does the deed 1s described in significantly
sexual terms.... His relationship with his gun ..., is a parody of
the 'true marriage' in which Hughes now believes."'7 Hagen's
love-affair with his rifle is 1indeed a parody of the “true
marriage” of Lumb and the baboon woman, however, the oak-version
of Lumb is by no means to be interpreted as “hopefully
Dionysian”: his actions in the village are simply the mirror-image
of Hagen's, as is clear from the way in which Hagen's sights are
"]locked" to Lumb in much the same m%ﬁer as Lunb's eyes "locked" to

the "arched target centre" of the female goddess:

{Lumb] does not feel

The pressure

And ten magnificatioms

0f Hagen's telescope, in which he jigs like a puppet....

The crossed hairs have settled on Lumb's crown.

And now the trigger

Caresses in oil, and the kiss of sweetness jolts softly
thro L

(G, pp. 165, 167) ugh Hagen's bones.

Hagen's telescopic sights provide him with a form of scopic power
that can be translated into tangible mastery of the perceived
object. Vhat 1s perhaps surprising is that Hagen's "phallic"

rifle is described in exclusively female terms:

The Mannlicher .318

Regards Lumb's distant skull dutifully, with perfect tooled
and adjusted concentration.

Germanic precision, slender goddess

0f Hagen's devotions

And the unfailing bride

0f his ecstasies in the primal paradise, and the midwife of

Eden's breasts,

Painlessly delivered, with a little blood,

And laid at his feet....

(G, p. 167

However, this personification simply emphasizes the male mastery
Hagen seeks to exert over an object world troped as a subjugated
femininity. Therefore, the final image of Lumb - "splayed like a

stunned frog® (G, p. 168) - quietly echoes a previous reference to
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one of Lumb's female targets, Betty, whose splayed legs were
"gpread like a dead frog's" <G, p. 61). Lumb himself thus becomes
a "feminine" object-to-be-looked-at, as the master/slave dialectic

of the village swings to another's advanatge.

Vvhat is at stake in a reading of Gaudete is the question whether
this remarkable exploration of patriarchy in mi€ature is not
severely qualified by the positive counterpart - the rebirth of
Lumb from the baboon woman - to 1ts negative critique. On a
stylistic level, Gaudete, like Crow, limits Rabelaisian
"degradation® by confining the text to a monologic voice; 1in
Eagleton's reading, the text, however, "experimental” is
ultimately "realist", the liberation or openness of form is
subject to a tyranmnical authorial control. That "control" finds a
curious parallel in the actions of the scopophiliacs, who also
ceek their own variety of authority over the without-world of the
other. The lambasted voyeurs thus strangely anticipate the reborn
Lumb of the Epilogue, whose desire 1is also the comprekension of
femininity, and the need to surmount his alienation from the
cbject of desire: "Every day ... / Your comings get closer. / Your
goings get worse” (G, P. 199). Unlike Larrissy, I will argue that
there is an unconscious similarity between the scopophiliacs'
desire to master the other and, as we shall see, Lumb's own desire

to individuate his split being so as to be "like good man and good

wife".

In the Prologue, the original Lumb's gaze is impotently directed
at "the woman, tangled in the skins of wolves": “He protests there
is nothing he can do / For this beautiful woman who seems to be
alive and dead" (G, pp. 14, 195, This woman reappears in the
central vision of the main narrative, where the baboon woman is,
it seems, "healed” by the no longer "baffled doctor* (G, p. 75) in
a shamanic act of dismemberment and rebirth, followed by a sense
of expanded vision. It is this episode that seems to enact a
closing of the divide between conscious and unconscious existence,

where, in the words of *Myth and Education", "the full presence of
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the inner world combines with and is reconciled to the full
presence of the outer world®. I bave discussed this essay in scome
detail in chapter two. In the present context, it is useful to
interpret the wreconciliation” of Lumb and the baboon woman as the
symbolic expression of the prose work. The existential "hell" of
the main narrative is corrected in Lumb's rebirth, as he overcomes
the rending dualism of subject and cbject, outer and inner worlds.
It is the male villagers' slavish dependence on the limitations of
the objective imagination that has locked them to an existence
riven with lack, which they vainly seek to fill by recourse to the
scopic mastery of various female objet petit: a. This is the
predicament of the “"outer world® of the village, in which the
duplicate Lumb fails to achleve any sort of success. Lumb's
redemption, however, is to turn to the repressed "imner world", to
the other of his consciousness, and to seek to combine the two
into "one all inclusive system". This is, therefore, a repetiticn
of the prose's dnability to think through "redemption" on a
collective or political plane. Hughes' texts can only conceive of
a non-alienated subjectivity on a purely individual level, as a
personal form of "revolutionary" change. This, as we shall see,
{s equally the case 1n Cave Birds, and I will conclude this
chapter with some reflections on this emphasis on the self.

On one level, thenm, the crucial event of Gaudete can be glossed as
a metaphorical account of Jung's concept of individuation, which
{s also a wholly private process, resulting in an integrated,
visionary Self. Hughes follows Jung in troping this process in
cexual terms: the violent netamébhosis cf Lumb, as he is reborn
from a female form he himself becomes, is close to the "chymical
marriage"” that Jung says is an appropriate image of individuationm.
For Jung, the Nedieval and Renaissance "science” of alchemy “leads
in the ultimate phase of the work to the union of opposites in the
archetypal form of the hierps gamos or 'chymical marriage'. Here
the supreme opposites, male and female (as in the Chinese Yang and
yin) are melted inta a unity purified of all opposition and thus
incorruptible.”'®  An alchemical reading of this episcde is a
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common one, and it is valuable. Nevertheless, the text, on
another level, describes this union of opposites in terms of a
radical alteration in Lumb's perception, and thus asks to be read
{n contrast to the scopophilia of the village ‘world and the
duplicate Lumb’'s baffled response to the dead Felicity. At first,
as Lumb gazes with astonishment at the surreal landscape of
crushed and shattered human forms, *no explanation occurs to him /

They are all there is to it.”

But now he hears a sharp crying. He looks for it, as for a

clue....
It is the head of a woman
Vho has been buried alive to the neck.
(G, p. 102
The woman's presence here - like the earlier referemce toc an

enigmatic, disintegrating piece of "sodden paper" (G, p. 100,
handed to Lumb by a denizen o©f the wunderworld - remains
inexplicable, horrible and monstrous. Like Hagen observing his
wife at the opening of the narrative, Lumb's gaze sees the woman
as an object he cannot fully comprehend; he remains trapped within
a limited mode of perception, one that bhas no real mastery over
its object. Lumb's bafflement is nmade strikingly apparent in the

way in which the woman's face refuses to stabilize in his sight:

The rain striking across the mud face washes it.
It is a woman's face,

A face as if sewn together from several faces.

A babocn beauty face,

A crudely stitched patchwork of faces.

G, p. 104)

This stupefied, patchwork vision is a covert criticism of the male
gaze, the patriarchal form of objective perception. Vhen
ijndividuated, Lumb's vision of the baboon woman will be one which
will see this female face in a manner that totalizes the several
faces into one. All the same, this new unity is presented as the
desirable outcome of a fiercely viclent struggle, one that faintly
echoes the meeting of Bawdry and Sweety Undercut in "Bawdry

Embraced":
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Lumb and the clinging woman are hauled out.
They are carried, still knotted together.

As they go, Lumb fights to keep his lung-space.
Her grip is cutting into his body like wires.
(G, p. 109

The knotted wrestling is reminiscent of the brothers' fight at the
lakeside, the brother here transformed intoc the female other, a
possible "wife" to the male self. But, unlike the battle between
the Lumbs, the present contention is the prelude to a rebirth:

A swell of pain, building from his throat and piling
downwards

Lifts him suddenly out of himself.

Somehow he has emerged and is standing over himself.

He sees himself being delivered of the woman from the pit,

The baboon woman,

Flood-sudden, like the disembowelling of a cow

She gushes from between his legs, a hot splendour

In a glistening of oils,

In a radiance like phosphorous he sees her crawl and
tremble...,

His own body is being twisted and he hears her scream ocut.

He feels bones give. He feels himself slide.

He fights in hot liquid.

He imagines he has been torn in two at the waist and this is
his own blood everyvhere....

He crawls,

He frees his bhands and face of blood-clotted roping tissues,
He sees light.

He sees her face undeformed and perfect.

(G, pp. 105-106)

Individuation is presented here as not only a rebirth but as
enlightenment following struggle and deformation re-orientated
towards achieved perfection. The narrative foregrounds the potent
and creative union of Lumb and the woman by the way in which the
verb "delivered® (in the fourth line) coupled to the preposition
"of" reads two ways: Lumb is delivered by or from the woman, and
Lumb delivers the woman. The latter reading, where the *of"
suggests possession and gift, appears the "right" omne, as the
following lines syntactically develop from it. However, +the

éecond half of the quotation sees the former sense come to the
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fore, as Lumb 1is apparently born from the woman, as he feels hig
"bones give" and he "slides" and "fights" in "hot 1iquid". The
second line, with its doubling of Lumb as he is delivered by and

from himself, contains both senses: he bears and is borm.

On another level, what is fascinating about the passage is that,
although 1t centres orn the process of Lumb and the woman becoming
"one® through a string of references to brute physical force, the
verb which comes to the fore at the close of the quotation is “"tg
see". At this point, one may say that Lumb becomes the embodiment
of the visionary imagination praised in "Myth and Education", as
he 1lifts the repression that, Hughes claims, is the product of
such myopic pbilosophical movements as Sartrean existentialism,
Lumb manages to achieve an "inner vision" that confronts what has
become (as in the case of St George) a demonic inner world, and in
so doing brings 1t 1into a relationship with his conscious
existence. Therefore, although the passage reads as a critique of
the sterile gaze of the male voyeurs in tie village, who are
trapped in a mode of perception which is wholly reliant on the
object world, 1t still concludes with a a scopic image: "He sees
her face undeformed and perfect". The result of the "chymical
marriage” 1s an ability to comprehend the previously baffling
*crudely stitched patchwork of faces" of the baboon woman. The
masculine subject/feminine object dualism, which the passage seeks
to break down and bring into some sort of synthesis, reappears at
the end as Lumb manages to achieve what the village scopophiliacs
could not. That is, bis redeemed vision allows Lumb to become
master of the female target, just as he has authorized (partly by
taking on female characteristics) his own identity, the fathering
of himself, a desire denied the changeling.

In this manner, Hughes' critique of patriarchy becomes highly
questionable, as the positive pole of the text re-employs the same
image of scopic mastery of a female object as was satirized in the
escapades of Lumb and Hagen et al. Gaudete, like Crow, is a work

that seeks to direct a pilercing critique at the male~dominated
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society that 1s the product of the suppression of Mother Nature; a
suppression, according to Hughes, environmental, sexual and
psychic. That it fails to deliver this critique is due to the
fact that Hughes' model of femininity - as other, as object, as
unconscious existence - is still a patriarchal construct. And it
1s a construct that reappears in Hughes' other major symbolic work

of the 1970s, Cave Birds.

INTERLUDE. DEMONIC MCDULATIOR IN CAVE BIRDS

Cave Birds is subtitled "An Alchemical Cave Drama", a pointer to
the same shared "sources", of Plato's cave and the "chymical
marriage", that are less explicitly present in Gaudete.
Nonetheless, granted the usefulness of this subtitle, the volume's
fascipation with the obscure and its own oblique presentation tend

to turn the best criticism of the book into commentary and

paraphrase.

The plot describes a double-protagonist, who echoes Lumb, whao
realises the guilt of his own "maltreatment" of nature ("The
scream"), is thus summomed by a spirit world of strange birds, is
interrogated, dies ("In these fading moments I wanted to say"),
embarks on a quest ("First, the doubtful charts of skin"), is
annihilated ("The knight", *"A flayed crow in the bhall of
judgement”), baptised, and thence tempted from the right path ("A
green mother”, "As I came, I saw a wood"), rejects his deluded
"masculine” comnsciousness ("The scapegoat"), is guided, achigves
an alchemical communion with the Voman (previously intimated in
*The plaintiff", realised in "Bride and groom lie hidden for three
days”), and rises, apotheosised, and individuated as “The
risen".'® On the level of crude paraphrase, the sequence thus
narrates a marriage of opposites that, in Faas' words, is "a
certitude guaranteed by reincarnation”,=° In this 1light, the
pature of the participants, that is, birds, suggests that one may
read the symbolic marriage as that denied Crow,Z' whilst the
thematic resemblances to Gaudete could suggest that this is the
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"complete" version of the original Lumb's underworld experiences,
those only tentatively broached in Gaudete's enigmatic visionary

passages.

The generally optimistic orientation of the sequence is, however,
played off against the concluding gnomic fragment, "Finale®: "At
the end of the ritual / up comes a goblin" (CB, p. 62). This, on
a far smaller scale, parallels the fallure of the duplicate Lumb's
m%%ion in the village world of Gaudete, as well asg recalling the
transgressive, "“goblin® quality of langnige lamented in certain
prose writings. In fact, the two line poem is drawn from Hughes"
1970 interview with Faas, from the passage I quoted in chapter two
concerning the difficulty poetic languege, as "ragged dirty
undated letters", faces in comprehending the essential nature
repressed by Western civilization: "one poem never gets the whaole
account right. There 1s always something missed. At the end of
the ritual up comes a goblin." As with the concluding lyrics to
Gaudete, Cave Birds admits the difficulty that "fistula® language,
constantly "eking and deferring", has in stepping outside the play

of shadow and reflection that is the phenomenal world of Plata's

cave.,

In contrast to the "realist” narrative form of the central section
of Gaudete, Cave Birds is an interconnected sequence of highly
zetaphorical lyrics. In this interlude, I will briefly examine
the demsely-packed tropic quality of the poems, and introduce a
literary context for the extended metaphorical scenaric of the
trial of the male scapegoat and the alchemical unity or "marriage"”
of being that 41s the thematic core of the text.== In the
following section, I will reread these tropes in relation to the
problematical critique of patriarchy analysed in Gaudete.

A comment from Hughes' prose suggests a critical approach that
kelps to orientate the narrative along rhetorical as much as

thematic lines. In "Myth and Education", Hughes writes:
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If the story is learnmed well, so that all its parts can be
seen at a glance, as if we looked through a window into it,
then that story has become like the complicated hinterland
of a single word. It has become a word. Any fragment of
the story serves as the "word" by which the whole story's
electrical circuit is switched 1into consciousness, and all
its 1ight and power brought to bear. As a rather extreme
example, take the story of Christ. No matter what point of
the story we touch the whole story hits us. If we mention
the Nativity, or the miracle of the loaves and fishes, or
Lazarus, or the Crucifixion, the voltage and inner
brightness of the whole story is instantly there. A single
word of reference is enough ~ just as you need to touch a
power-line with only the tip of your finger.==

The quotation marks around the word "word* imply that it is, in
fact, not a word at all, but a symbol. M. H. Abrams defines the
symbol as "a word or phrase that signifies an object or event
which in turn signifies something, or has a range of reference,
beyond itself." One of Abrams’ examples is "the Cross", "a
symbalic object ... of which the further significance 1is
determinate within a particular culture."=¢ Hughes makes this
very point when, in the same essay, he goes on to write of the
word "crucifixion" as simply a "meaningless hieroglyph ... unless
the story behind the word ... [isl known."=% The symbol, in this
definition, is 1in itself a "hieroglyph" that signifies due to
cultural accretions and maintains this signification through
historical repetition. This is not dissimilar to Northrop Frye's
idea of the »archetype®, which (unlike Jung's interpretation of

the Archetype as an inherited "primordial image")2% is a recurrent

literary lmage:

The symbol ... is the communicable unit, to which I give the
name archetype: that is, a typical or recurring image. 1
mean by an archetype a symbol which connects one poem with
another and thereby helps to unify and integrate our
literary experience.®7

Hughes' "word" is such a "typical or recurring ilmage", one which
{nevitably implies its traditional "story". In some ways, it is
“remarkable that critics of Hughes have not taken advantage of his

system in relation to Cave Birds. Firstly, the poem is a
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veritable mine of Frye's "archetypes" and "universal symbols", and
jllustrates two forms of imagery Frye isolated, the'"apbcalypticu
and the "demonic". Secondly, Frye's definition of "myth" is, in
many ways, relevant to an understanding of Hughes' highly-charged

metaphorical style in the sequence. The former writes that,

In terms of narrative, myth is the imitation of actions near
or at the conceivable limits of desire.... The world of
mythical imagery is ... apocalyptic,... a world of total
metaphor, in which everything is potentially identical with
everything else, as though it were all inside a single
infinite body.=¢€

The final image in this quotation is suggestive of the ambitious
dramatic exercise, Orghast;*® in relation to Cave Birds, the terms
"metaphor” and "desire" have a particular relevance. For Frye,
srealism is an art of implicit simile, myth is an art of implicit
metaphorical identity"; myth is not ®"like what is known".*° In
this definition, Cave Birds, with 1ts doubled protagonist, the
cockerel-map, its bird-like summoners and plaintiffs of a vast,
otherwordly trial, can only be "mythical" - 1t 1is indeed like
nothing "known". Using Frye's terminology in relation to four
poenms, "The baptist®, “Bride and groom lie hidden for three days",
"The owl flower" and "The risen", clearly demonstrates the
applicability of this defintion of myth., The first example can be
read as displaying the apocalyptic symbol of water: the
wdissolution which follows ordinary death, or the reduction to the
tnorganic."?' The protagonist has died and been dismembered ("The
knight"), and is now to be purified prior to his alchemical
marriage. Thus he both "dissolves" ard carries future potential:
he is "an iceberg of loss / ... / Or a seed in its armour" (CB, p.
36). The "marriage " of "Bride and groom" is a communion that can
truly be said to be at the limits of desire, and may itself may be
glossed as a "universal symbol", that is, "sexuval fulfilment" at
the end of an archetypal "quest"; it is "two bodies made into the
same body by love."3= As an alchemical union this would still be
apocalyptic: Frye explicitly situates "the symbolism of alchemy"
as apocalyptic symbolism that unites "the center of the spiritual
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world, the soul of man ... to its circumference in God."32 In
"The owl flower" the archetype of fire, "the flickering face of
flames" (CB, p. 58) appears as "The image of the burning bird ...
the legendary phoenix", whilst the flower 1tself implies "the
‘jewel in the lotus’ of the Buddhist prayer".®4 This "world of
total metaphor* where animal, bhuman and divine worlds exchange
positions reaches its apotheosis in the imaginary totality
described in "Bride and groom”. This potential plenitude, without
lack, is posited as the telos of the protagonist's quest. As "The
risen” he is a vast presence, "filling the doorway", binding
alchemical transubstantiation (where "The dirt becomes God", or
gold) to the "Creator's face". This is his "leafless apocalypse",
where Christ-like he is "a cross, eaten by light" (CB, p. 60).

However, I bave weighted the scales in this brief reading. Hughes
is out to invert, in a Crow-like gesture, the Christian atonement.
As Faas remarks: "the general scenmario - an apocalyptic world of
evolutionary collapse in which the protagonist is put on trial by
an assembly of birds - recalls the heretical inversions of Judaeo-
Christian cosmology in Crow."®® The narrative of Cave Birds thus
uses apocalyptic imagery in a non-Christian context, and the world
of desire in Cave Birds is presented in what Frye would term
"demonic imagery". This is, in Frye's words, "the world that
desire totally rejects.... [Rlemote, invisible gods ... demand
sacrifices, punish presumption, and enforce obedience to natural
and moral law as an end in itself."®* Such demonism is paramount
in the earlier poems of the sequence which are constructed around
the notions of trial, punishment and self-sacrifice. In the
opening poem, "The screanm", those seemingly remote gods mock the

presumption of the protagonist:

WVhen 1 saw little rabbits with their heads crushed on
roads

I xnew I rode the wheel of the galaxy ...

Then I, too, opened my mouth to praise -

But a silence wedged my gullet.
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Like an obsidian dagger, dry, Jjag-edged,
A silent lump of volcarnic glass,

The scream
Vomited itself.
(CB, p. D

The obsidian dagger 1s an image +that implies Aztec bhuman
sacrifice, which was made in order to make the sun rise.®” The
protagonist must purge the illusory self of "The screaﬁ". and
cacrifice himself in order to rise like the sun of "The risen".
This punishement is inaugurated in the demonic violence of "After
the first fright", where the humanist rationality countered in

"The scream” must submit to a seemingly irrational act of self-

mutilation:

Vhen I said: "Civilization,”
He began to chop off his fingers and mourn.
WVhen I said: "Sanity and again Sanity and above all

Sanity,"
He disembowelled bimself with a cross-shaped cut.

(CB, p. 10

This apparently undesirable alternative will be modulated in the
course of the sequence to accq&odate the archetype of the
sparagmos, or, in Frye's words, “the tearing apart of the

sacrificial body",®® in “The knight", where dismemberment is seen

in a redemptive light:

His sacrifice is perfect. He reserves nothing.

Skylines tug him apart, winds drink him,
Earth itself unravels him from beneath -

His submission is flawless.
(CB, p. 28

In a manner reminiscent of certain poems in Crow, Christian
atonement is thus inverted or undercut by the notion of shamanic
dismemberment, whilst the Christian myth of the risen sun/Son is
corrected by a violent metamorphosis similar to that recounted in
The Tibetan Book of the Dead.=® This 1is a movement that Frye

calls "demonic modulation®:
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the deliberate reversal of the customary moral associations
of archetypes.... Imagery traditionally demonic may be used
for the starting-point of 2 movement of redemptionm....
Alchemical symbolism takes the ourobus and the hermaphrodite
(res bina), as well as the traditional romantic dragon, in
this redemptive context.<®

The re-interpretation of the dragon is made by Hughes in his
essays on educationm, “"Crow's Account of St George", and the
children's book, The Iron Man.#' The alchemical symbolism of Cave
Birds works in a similarly "redemptive context”, the hermaphrodite
signi f ying the individuated, "married" self of the bride and
groom. The Christian mythology of "The risen" is thus demonically
modulated from its original significance, and concludes a process
dominated by the dismemberment of the sparagmos, as the

protagonist submits to trial by the "natural law" of his repressed
being.

An archetypal interpretation thus appears to be a particularly
relevant one in the case of Cave Birds. What we have is a densely
symbolic poem, centred on two principal <tropes: that of a
*chymical marriage" and an otherworldy, demonic trial. Haowever,
the second of these extended metaphors is, on closer inspection,
rendered increasingly problematical. And it is made thus by
Hughes' use of the same double-edged imagery of the male gaze that
was central to Gaudete. Scopophilia, in Cave Birds, is however
placed in a rather unusual context: in Plato's cave. The
protagonist’ of the sequence needs to confront - to see - the
reality that the phenomenmal world of shadows merely intimates, he

must step outside the cave so that, in the words of "The Risen",

He stands, filling the doorway
In the shell of the earth....

On his lens
Each atom engraves with a diamond

(CB, p. 60
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The paradoxical reversal of the sequence is that this enlightened
"lens" must be achieved through a rejection of the false mastery
of the male gaze, the patriarchal form of objective perception.
This rejection, imaged as the expulsion of a masculine scapegoat,

1s presented via a rewriting of the trial of Socrates.
II. PLATO'S CAVE AND SOCRATES' GAZE

One postulated subtitle of Cave Birds was "The Death of Socrates
and his Resurrection in Egypt".4*® Wby Socrates? Imn a reading of
»Tiger Psalm", collected in Moortown, Hughes labelled the tiger

*Buddha” and the machine-guns "Socrates".

The tiger kills hungry. The machine-guns

Talk, talk, talk across the Acropolis.

The tiger

Kills expertly, with anaesthetic hand.

The machine-guns

Carry on arguing in heaven

Vhere numbers bave no ears, where there is no blood....

The machine-guns
Permit themselves a snigger. They eliminate the error
With a to-fro dialectic

And the point proved stop speaking.
(¥, pp. 150-151)

Socrates 1s the first Egg-head in history. His "masculinity” is
the initial step in the suppression of Mother Fature, one that
finds analogous expressions in St George; Christianity and
scientific culture. Numbers, words, dialectic - in the Socratic
cense of reasoned argument - are all contrasted with that
enigmatic sense of a further, essential reality that is the
"uyndersong" to speech and mathematics. This is what lies beyond,
{n the words of "Theology", the Logos of "God's querulous calling"
(¥, p. 149>. Graham Bradshaw interprets the importance of the
ndeath" of Socrates to Cave Birds as due to the latter's
'patriarchal correction” of the worship of the Mother Goddess; one

which was "compounded by the fatal convergence of Socratic and
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Christian attempts to isclate dualistic, abstract conceptual
principles of Good and Evil."4® In the poem, "Actaeon", which
Gifford and Roberts claim Hughes was at one time meaning to
include in Cave Birds, and which originally bore the subtitle
"pased on the death of Socrates",44 +the Socratic Actaeon's
»abstraction® is, as in Gavdete, a form of impotent, male

voyeurism:

He looked at her but he could not see her face.
He could see her halr of course, i1t was a sort of
furniture.
Like his own. He had paid for it.
He could see the useful gadgets of her hands. Which
produced food naturally....

You can get used to anything.
But be could not see her face.

He did not understand the great danger....

And just went on staring at her

As he was torn to pleces.

Those hounds tore him to pieces.

All the leaves and petals of his body were utterly
scattered.

(¥, p. 122)

This male's scopophilia is close to Lumb's initial inability to
contain the baboon woman's face within his gaze: he can "not see
her face". His mastery of what bhe believes to be "his own" is a
fallacy, and he will be forced to pay for that whichk bhe thinks he
has already "paid for". The weakness of objective perception is
that it is unable to glimpse the “inner world" of human nature -
it remains fixated with individual phenomena. Actaeon's gaze,
like St George's, is thus only capable of seeing dislocated
elements, such as hair and bands, but these exist as a disordered
patchwork. As was the case for Lumb, the failure to identify or
wfix* a female face becomes an image of patriarchal visfon's
inability to comprebend the unconscious life it represses: this is
the inner world that, in the words of "Myth and Education", has
become "elemental, chaotic, continually more primitive and beyond
our control®.#s It is this "sick® unconscious that the Socratic

cockerel-man of Cave Birds has to "cure" through a genuine
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comprehension of his natural being. In "Something was happening”,
for instance, the protagonist remains blind to the suffering his

feminine nature is undergoing:

Her body was trying to sit up, her face unrecognizable
As she tried to tell

How it went on getting worse and worse

Ti1ll she sank back.

And when I saw new emerald tufting the gquince, in April
And cried in dismay: "Here it comes again!"

The leather of my shoes

Continued to gleam

The silence of the furmniture

Registered nothing

The earth, right to its far rims, ignored me.
(CB, p. 30

The "unrecognizable" face of the woman again recalls the patchwork
face of the buried baboon woman in Gaudete. The speaker's
failure, in the present poem, betrays a comparable sense of
alienation from nature - the earth, even to the limits of his
gaze, resisting his sight. Like Lumb, the protagonist of Cave
Birds, needs to undergo a sparagmos, an Actaeon-like rending apart
{n order to, in "Bride and groom", find a "perfection" (CB, p. 56)
comparable to tbe reborn Lumb's vision of the baboon woman's face
as "undeformed and perfect". The necessarily violent destruction
of egg-headedness that occurs is close, not only to that present
ip Lumb's encounter with the baboon woman, but also to that
recounted in the Epilogue lyrics: "The one I hunt / The ome / I
shall rend to pieces / ... / Is under my coat" (G, p. 185). In
Cave Birds, Socrates must be tried, punished and die, in a move
that transforms the historical Socrates into a signifier: that
which denotes all that must be ousted in order to regain a
complete sense of being. This cockerel-man, as in Aristophanes'
different portrayal of bim in Tke Frogs, thus becomes a type of

scapegoat or pharmakos. The scapegoat, in‘Frye's terms, is:

a typical or random victim ... neither innocent nor guilty.
He is innocent in the sense that what happens to him is far
greater than anything he has done provokes.... He is guilty
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in the sense that he is a member of a guilty society....
The two facts do not come together; they remain ironically
apart.“€

Sagar makes this very point with regard to Cave Birds when he
comments: "The protagonist is an innocent ('that is', says Hughes,
'a guilty one'), an everyman. He has certain features in common
with Socrates, whom Hughes holds responsible for the disastrous
course of Western civilization, the committer of the original
sin.... [Hle is also an ordinary man ... no more guilty than any
of us."47 Hughes' poem, "The scapegoat”, describes Socratic guilt
ijp sexual terms, as a form of overweening masculinity. The male
scapegoat is a personification of the patriarchal error of the
wcivilization* the protagonist had clung to in "After the first
fright*, and it is precisely this that must be erased or expulsed
in order to attain the individuated being of “The risen". That
the limited edition of Cave Birds collected this poem under the
title "The Culprit",4°® emphasizes the naive culpability of such a
*guilty one":

The beautiful thing beckoned, big-haunched he loped,
Swagged with wealth, full-organed he tottered ...

The flag of the crotch, his glistenings tapered to
touch,
Furled and unfurled, in chill draughts of sum,

The comedian
Of the leap out of the body and back in again

let out a mandrake shriek
In a jabber of unborn spirits, a huddle of oracles.

The joker
That the confederate pack has to defer to

Gambled and lost the whole body -
An I. O. U, signed by posterity, a smear on the light.
(CB, p. 46)

The lost gamble is a harsh metonymic reduction of the error of
Vestern «civilization as denounced i1in the review of The

Environmental Revolution; this is the "I. O, U." that Socrates,
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according to Hughes, bequeaths to "posterity". As an everyman,
the scapegoat is simply that culpable aspect of every egg-head;
that which needs to be dismembered as a sparagmos and excluded as
an undesirable pharmakos to regain an identification with natural
being and a subsequent sense of "the whole body". As Stuart
Hirschberg writes: "the ritual dismemberment of Scapegoats as
diverse as Dionysos, Osiris, Attis and the king of the wood are
necessary before individual or collective self-renewal can take
place."4® Fevertheless, as in Gaudete, it is noteworthy that the
redemption narrated in Cave Birds is not collective: the sequence
is a late variant on the Romantic quest-romance of an individual
psyche for personal apocalypse. Society, 1like history, is
explicitly absent from Cave Birds: Socrates serves as a symbol for
what Hughes calls the "evolutionary error® of Vestern
civilization, but this is a latent rather than manifest meaning in
the text: the "presence" of Socrates having been effaced from the

trade edition.

At the beginning of Cave Pirds, prior to any such "self-renewal",
the persona of "The screan” is deluded by the scapegoat's "smear
on the light", unable as yet to free himself from the world of
images that is Plato's cave: "There was the sun on my wall - my
childhood's / Nursery picture". Socrates in the cave sees only
illusions on the wall, the reflection rather than the reality.
The sun's enlightenment, the liberation from the ephemeral
delusion of illusions, will become more and more central as the
sequence progresses, until, in "The risen”, the protagonist is
shown as having left the cave, "filling the doorway / In the shell
of earth”. In "The summoner" the protagonist starts "to recognize
the identity / of [his] protector”, the latter none other than
those dimensions of Self that the existential "I" of "The scream"”
bad sought to ignore: he is now summoned to a "drama" within the

cave that is thus the trial of Socrates by his own "inner" being.

The metaphorical trial thus introduced, the text turns to the

figure of "The interrogator”:
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Small hope now for the stare-boned mule of man
Lumped on the badlands, at his concrete shadow.

This bird is the sun's key-hole.
The sun spies through her. Through her

He ransacks the camouflage of hunger....

Vith her prehensile goad of interrogation
Her eye on the probe

Her olfactory x-ray
She ruffles the light that chills the startled eyeball,

After, a dripping bagful of evidence
Under her bumped robe,

She sweeps back, a spread-fingered Efreet,
Into the courts of the after-life.
(CB, p. 12)

In one respect, the poem is a reworking of the existential look of
the other, as the male becomes the object of a withering female
gaze, turning him into an object-to-be-looked-at, one who must
realise the shameful existence he is living, and the violence he
is inflicting on his "feminine" inner being. The existential
freedom of "The scream" - "I knew I rode the wheel of the galaxy"
- 4s shown to be an empty idealism, whilst <the objective
perception of "Something was happening" becomes an admonished

"startled eyeball”.

Similarly, the bird may be interpreted as the messenger of the
"sun” that was merely a reflected image in "The scream", and this,
coupled to the title of Baskin's illustration that accompanies the
poem, "A Vuituress",5° allows a reading of the poem as an account
of a man caught beneath a desert sun, whose corpse is eventually
dismembered by the vulture. As Gifford and Roberts remark:
sUnless one recognizes Baskin's interrogator as a vulture, for
example, it is impossible to understand the sustained metaphor of
the poem."S' The poem thus declares itself to be a metaphorical
account of the protagonist undergoing shamanic dismemberment as a

sparaguos, the bird being an image of the summoned's shamanic
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flight. This would grant an extended or "sustained" metaphorical
reading of the poem: an identity of literal and figurative
meanings in the proper meaning of death and dismemberment. Within
this larger metaphorical structure are several individual images,
the most striking example being: "This bird is the sun's key-hole.
/ The sun spies through her.” The literal meaning of the figure
of the "key-hole" is, of course, a dark slot, an apé%uré for a
xey, whilst the figural meaning connotes the silhouetted bird. On
one level, then, the bird against the sun’'s face 1s the tenor of
the metaphor, however, on another, the bird, in order to take its
place within the extended metaphor of the poem, must be the
vehicle of a larger metaphor - that of the shamanic flight, one
"back ... / Into the courts of the after-life". These “courts"
and the title of the poem, "The interrogator®, that is the bird,
being themselves metaphors extending into the realms of the

eymbolic trial of the culpability of the Socratic everyman.

The metaphor signalled out concentrates the imagery of light and
chadow, that predominates in the poem as a whole, within an image
centred on sight. The "mule of man" is "lumped" at his "concrete
chadow", whilst the vulturess, with "her eye on the probe", stares
down at him, the sun in turn burning down "through" the bird's
*probe” at the mam. The enlightenment of the sun -~ which the
protagonist assumes in *The risen" - is, as yet, in "shadow", and,
importantly, 1t is his shadaw. He remains trapped within the
cave. However, as Graham Bradshaw notes there is a discrepancy

between the literal and figural meanings of the image:

The powerful evocation of a black bird seen against blinding
light is immediately complicated by the dizzying,
paradoxical reversal of the lights/dark opposition, in the
suggestion that the sun spies (and can be spied) through the
black spot, the keyhole in the sky. This is metaphysical in
a way that might have delighted Donne, since sun-spots are
the result of a particularly intemse concentration of energy
(so, light).==2

The image of the "sun's keyhole" is so startling, so persuasive,

that the reader is initially dazzled by 1ts rightness, and yet,
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any attempt to be aware of its construction is to inevitably undo
it. Bradshaw retotalizes the image as "metaphysical", a term
which occludes or ignores the necessity for such rhetorical
subterfuge. To Bradshaw's, one can add another reading of this
figure. The proper meaning, or ground, of the metaphor would seem
to be that the shape of the bird resembles a dark key-hole shape
on the sun's orb. But the vehicular key-hole, that figuratively
translates the sun into a door, must resist this moverent, because
the sun must spy "through” the bird, in which case we would read,
say, the surrounding sky as the door. As that black image on the
sun, the bird 1is, in fact, that which partially obstructs the
sun's rays, but the figure demands we read it otherwise. The
metaphor is the poem's blind-spot, as the bird is the sun's: its
confused proper meaning shows a certain impropriety with regard to

the suggestions of spled-out culpability.

The significance of this complexity is not immediately apparent,
yet thg dislocation in this metaphor can be seen to expand its
connotations throughout the metaphorical scenario of the trial.
And it does so in a convoluted manner. "The judge", in fact,
explicitly questions the cockerel-man's "guilt" by overturning the
central figure of the extended image of the symbolic trial, that
is, the judge himself; and does so by making an implicit critique

of the mastery of the male gaze.

The pondering body of the law teeters across
A web-glistening geometry ...

The garbage-sack of everything that is not
The Absolute onto whose throne he lowers his buttocks.

Clowning, half-imbecile,
A Nero of the unalterable.

His gluttony
Is a strange one - his leavings are guilt and sentence.

Hung with precedents as with obsolete armour
His banqueting court is as airy as any idea.
(CB, p. 16)
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Vhat began as a rhetorical paradox in "The interrogator® starts to
increase in consequence here. Let us see what is at stake. The
peering sun, that authority which looking through the vulturess-
interrogator spies out the Socratic guilt, will reappear 1in "The
knight"” as that which - once "The accused"” "confesses his body"
(CB, p. 24), acknowledging bhis natural being in contrast to
clinging solely to conscious existence - “strengthens its
revelation® <(CB, p. 28). The protagonist's revelation will be
that enlightenment he previously saw only an intimation of in "The
scream”; 1illusion will be seen for what it iIs, an image on the
cave wall. Beneath the sum, outside the cave, he will be stripped

bare, at-omed with the sun, and will rise, Son-like in "The

risen".

However, the sun camnnot be an omnipotent Logos or Divine Father,
because Hughes must "modulate" his apocalyptic imagery in order to
question the patriarchal Christian solar myth. Thus, 1in "The
judge" the notion of an "Absaolute" personification of "natural
law", even at the cost of confusing the whole metaphor of the
trial, must be rendered blind to the protagonist's redemptionm,
much like the bumbling God of Crow. That is, the dubiousness of
the “"key-hole" figure's proper meaning (all-seeing eye / shut
doar) is echoed in the necessity of the (natural) law having no
omnipotent judge, no overseeing ethical conception such as the
Christian God. There is, in fact, no final authority to spy out
the protagonist's "guilt", no divinity to "“sentence" him. This
recalls Hughes' overt criticism of the male gaze in Gaudete and
" Actaeon" because, in oOne sense, an omnipotent Absolute is the
ultimate voyeur, seeking to oversee the whole material universe,
The summoned in Cave Birds, although under judgement, will have no
final judge to account to. It is this "irony" that Gifford and
Roberts condense in the rhetorical question, "who is to sit in
judgement and what can the concept of judgement mean in the
material universe?"s? The arrogance af the "masculine"
consciousness assuming itself to be at the all-seeing, all-

comprehending centre of the universe 1s the misconception. made by
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the protagonist in "The scream": the "wheel of the galaxy" has no
centre, no "absolute ... throne". In images that recall the
foolish scapegoat, the judge is "clowning, half-imbecile, / A Fero
of the unalterable"”. His stupidity is the fallacy of any
conception of a divine Authority - the Jjoke is that the judge
believes he exists. Thus, in an image that recalls the "Puritan
abstraction" in the "Note" on Shakespeare, "his banqueting court
is as airy as any idea.” The abstract "idea" is sundered from the
"reality” of a material universe because in the latter there is no
primum mobile.  The play of the poem is to describe the devoid
{dea in sensible or sensory terms, as a "strange" "gluttony". In
a Crow-like degradation, the lofty idea is, inversely, attributed

gargantuan basemness.

Aughes' text thus starts to deconstruct one of its central tropes,
as the upshot of that extended metaphor is to imply an ultimate,
scopic judge. Socrates' trial is therefore a metaphor which has
no real identity with that which it figuratively designates: the
protagonist's ultimate, although qualified, reappropriation of and

atonement with his inner nature.

Unlike Gaudete, which.repeated the condemned scopophilia in the
perfect comprehension of the baboon woman achieved by Lumb, Cave
Birds introduces the trope of alchemical individuation not in
terms of a perfect mastery of the object of the gaze, but through
the necessary apnihilation of the subject's sight. The "chymical
marriage” of "Bride and groom" is preceded by several poems that
1ink blindness to a process that seeks to bridge that division
between subjectivity and the repressed inner world. Recalling
Lumb's drowsiness before the carved figure of the archaic goddess,
*In these fading moments I wanted to say", begins the destruction
of the Egg-bead. From this, the narrative turms to the erasure of
the mastering gaze, as "The executioner, "with his bhemlock"®,

"comes ip under the blind filled-up heaven":

He fills up the mirror, he fills up the cup
He fills up your thoughts to the brims of your eyes
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You just see he is filling the eyes of your friends
And now lifting your hand you touck at your eyes

WVhich he has completely filled up
You touch hinm

You have no idea what has happened
To what is no longer yours

It feels like the world
Before your eyes ever opened
(CB, p. 22}

Blindness is here a productive moment, as Socratic consciousness
takes hemlock and embraces that which, in chapter two, I termed
the satiety of the void. This complete dissolution of
subjectivity results in an "existence" that is not far removed
from Nirvana, as the subject loses all sense of alienation and
desire in a moment that Gifford and Roberts term "non-being"®=<,
However, such nothingness 1s simply the prelude to a sense of
being that knows no lack, In this manner, the image of the
smirror" filled-up with darkness is suggestive of a return to an
existence that precedes lacan's famous Mirror Stage; to a state
that is devaid of alienation and lack, one that "feels like the
world / Before your eyes ever opened". This extraordinary image
ceeks to convey a sense of a foetal-like plenitude that is simply
the obverse side of annihilation, where the notions of subject and
object, self and other, find no expression. It is thus analogous
to the equally oxymoromnic condition described in "A flayed crow in

the hall of judgement":

Darkness has all come together, making an egg.
Darkness in which there is now nothing....

Nothingness came close and breathed on me - a frost
A shawl of annihilation has curled me up like a new

foetus.
(CB, p. 34

Darkness and nothing present the obverse of enlightenment and
complete being, much as the dismewnmberment of “The knight" is
sinmply the prelude to the integrated Self of "The risen". As in
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Gaudete, this Self concludes a process which has as its final
stage the rebirth of a "new foetus". This links to the notion of
alchemical unity because, according to Jung, that arcahe process
of transubstantiation also expresses, in symbolic form, the notion
of a plenitudinous Self that equally knows no lack and
consequently no desire. The crippling alienation <that the
desiring scopophiliac experiences 1is thus transformed into a
complete appropriation of the other and a subsequent destruction
of egg-headed selfhood. Hughes' language becomes increasingly
hyperbolic as he seeks to present this moment. In "His legs ran
about", the image of the mirror once again appears in a context

closely bound to the "chymical marriage”:

His arms 1ifted things, groped in dark rooms, at last
with their hands

Caught her arms
And lay down enwoven at last at last ...

His navel fitted over her navel as closely as possible
Like a mirror face down flat on a mirror
(CB, p. 520

The entangled male and female achieve a sexual bond that is a
metaphor for a communion that marks the cessation of desire. The
extravagant image of the "mirror face down flat on a mirror"
expresses a complete closure af the psychic division that is the
predicament of Socrates at the opening of the sequence. If a
reflection can be said to imply the alienation of the subject in a
specular image, the effacement of the act of reflection - a mirror
face down on a mirror reflects nothing - can be interpreted as the
absolute ef-face-ment of those two "faces" of the divided subject:
bis conscious existence and his repressed unconscious being.
Again, Hughes resorts to an anti-scopic image to foreground this

closure: the cockerel-man "got what it needed, and grew still, and

closed its eyes".

Fevertheless, this critique of Socrates' gaze 1s, as in Gaudete,

merely the prelude to an all-encompassing sight. ) This 1is the
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per:ception of the newly-integrated or individuated Self, that has
achieved an enlightened wvision. Thus, the "chymical wedding"
described in “"Bride and groom” opens with a re§§ration of the
male's sight by the now comprehended female figure:

She gives him his eyes, she found them
Among some rubble, among some beetles ...

They keep taking each other to the sun,
they find they can easily ...

So, gasping with joy, with cries of wonderment
Like two gods of mud
Sprawling in the dirt, but with infinite care

They bring each other to perfection.
(CB, p. 56)

The result of this mixed marriage is a "perfection" that allows
the protagonist to confront the "sun" outside Plato's cave, to
perceive the “reality" his Socratic egg-headedness repressed. The
reciprocal interchange of male and female in the text appears less
open to the criticism I have directed at Lumb's ability to master
the baboon woman within his sights; however this "bisexual" being
ije a metaphor for an individuated male Self, the dominating all-
seeing "he" of *The risen". The mastering "lens®” of that poem is
the product of the ability of the cockerel-man to have stepped
outside Plato's cave, so that, in the words of "The owl flower",

he "blinks at the source" (CB, p. 58).

Both Gaudete and Cave Birds are critiques of scopophilia - as a
metaphor for "patriarchal error" - that make recourse to scopic
{magery in their positive marriages. This 1is symptomatic of
Bughes' culpability within sexist thought. The projected being at
the close of both volumes is a male who has mastered femininity;
be is, like the redeemed character of Hughes' related sequence,
Prometheus On His Crag, "a gleaming man® (M, p. 92). That this is
a desire that is transgressed by the "goblin" who comes up at the
close of Cave Birds, is an admission that the plenitudinous Self

remains merely a male dream. "The risen" also admits this in the
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announcement made in its concluding couplet: "But when will he
land / On a man’s wrist". The text suddenly exposes its tropes as
a series of "ragged undated letters" and the Socratic cockerel as

a wish-fulfilling consolation.

If the sexual politics of these two texts are ultimately highly
suspect, their respective resolutions are equally problematic on a
more “purely" political level. They suggest no notion of the
collective renewal of civilization suggested, in "The
Epvironmental Revolution”, as the aim of conservationm. Hughes'
poetry shirks the communal transformation of the "exile" that is,
in the same review, said to be the history of the Vest. It is at
this point that the applicability of Frye's work to Hughes'
becomes even more striking. The "leafless apocalypse" of both the
reborn Lumb and the cockerel-man is extremely close to Frye's

Blakean notion of apocalyptic redemption:

By an apocalypse I mean primarily the imaginative conception
of +he whole of nature as the content of an infinite and
eternal living body which, if not human, is closer to being
human than to being inanimate. "The decire of man being
infinite,"” said Blake, "the possession is infinite and
himself infinite."=%

Such desire is that narrated in Hughes' major quest-romances of
the 70s, where Blake's Son of Eternity finds a counterpart in
Hughes' various gleaming men. However, +this quest for the
individuated Self is, in fact, a retreat from the socio-political
problems announced in the contemporary prose works. Fredric
Jameson's chastening words on Frye's vision of an organic society

1s equally pertinent when applied to Hughes' work of this period:

{Thel very concept of apocalypse as the end of history and
the culminating struggle of the collectivity is here
curiously redirected, by the image of Blakean absclute "man"
and transfigured body projected out upon the universe...,
[The) image of the cosmic body cannot stand for anything
further, for anything other than 1itself. Its figural and
political momentum is broken, and the caollective content of
the image has been reprivatized in the henceforth purely
individual terms of the isolated body and the merely
personal ecstasy. =
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The "goblin", who undercuts the whole ritual of the "personal
ecstasy" of Hughes' version of Blakean absclute man, 1s an
admission that such apocalyptic change is a desire that cannot be
satisfied within the present social formation. From this impasse,
where the ecstatic fiction comes crashing down about his head,
Hughes' poetry will subsequently turn to a less hyperbolic
solution. It will be seen to be another retreat from

collectivity, 1f made by another route,
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CHAPTER 7. FRON CIRCLE TO TABGERT: FIELD VORK ARD STATION ISLAND

I. A HAVEN FROM BISTORY: FIELD VOURK

If Hughes' symbolic quest-romances may be saild to marginalize
collectivity in favour of the libidinal revolution of the purely
personal ecstasy, Heaney's poetry after North may also be read as
a "flight" from social and historical dimensions. However, unlike
Hughes, the return of history is explicitly registered in Heaney's
texts as a force impinging upon and limiting personal freedom and
poetic joulssance. Field Work opens with a poem which analyses
the pressure felt to be exerted by history, and attempts to
circumnavigate this pressure by outlining a stance made in

opposition to much of Heaney's earlier poetry.

"Oysters" is most rewardingly read in conjunction with "Freedman",
from North. Both poems draw on Roman imperialism to represent
subjugation in general, whilst, related to this shared structure,
both texts centre on the difficult issue of the position poetry
should take vis-a-vis idsological and political oppression; an
ijezue, as we saw in chapter three, at the beart of Heaney's more
recent prose writings. In "Oysters", the poet declares his anger

at the oppressor and his sympathy for the politically "violated":

Over the Alps, packed deep in hay and snow,
The Romans hauled their oysters south to Rome:
I saw damp panniers disgorge

The frond-lipped, brine-stung

Glut of privilege

And was angry that my trust could not repose
In the clear light, like poetry or freedom
Leaning in from the sea. I ate the day
Deliberately, that its tang

Might quicken me all into verbd, pure verb.
(FW, p. 11)
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As an opening poem, "Oysters" also bears comparison with the first
two texts in North., In "Xossbawn: Two Poems in Dedication*, the
domesticity of "Sunlight", coupled to the simplicity of a
pastoralism absent from the volume as a whole in "The Seed
Cutters", is set aside from the central binary opposition of the
volume. In "Oysters", the desirable refuge described in those
poems is directly measured up against the world of colonial
imperialism, the world of "gelignite and sten" (N, p. §7).
Domestic, private bliss, the "toasting friendship", is
circumscribed by a violence that is felt to be public, historical
and brutal. But this notion of a public, political realm "out
there" 1is, 1in fact, an ideological expression of autonomous
selfhood. "Freedman" may well be a less accomplished poem than
“Oysters”, but it is far nore aware that the public/private
division is a complex interchange rather than a straightforward
opposition. In the earlier poem, the poet's tongue is perceived
as an appropriation of a ruling discourse by an expropriated
people: identity, both personal and poetic, is constructed out of

the collision of colonizer and colonized.

In North as a whole, the complex sexual conceit describes both a
mythologized matriarchal past and, more powerfully, the sexual
analogy  between male  aggression/violated femininity and
colonizer/colonized. In "Oysters", the position is less subtle
and consequently more problematic. The problem lies in Heaney's
ambitious simile, his desire that "trust" might "repose / In the
clear light, like poetry or freedom / Leaning in from the sea."
The identification made between the "violated ... bivalves" and
the consequences of imperialist expansion may suggest that the
poetic calling itself derives from a wish to articulate the
predicament of the subjugated. The freedom that leans in from the
sea would thus be a hoped-for public freedom; the "tang" that
"might gquicken me all into verb, pure verd" would thus be, as
“Iinen Town" terms it, "the tang of possibility" (WO, p. 38).
Thic is the poetic concretely expressed in Part II of North: the

poet as witness.
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However, the "tang" poetry offers may well be interpreted as the
F¥eo-Platonic, "promissory" realm of individual freedom Heaney
declares literature intimates in "The Government of the Tongue".
In this sense, the freedom can be seen as an escape from socio-
political factors, a retreat into a wish-fulfilling realm of
poetic play and delight. The latter reading is that stressed by

Blake Morrison, who comments:

[Heaney] aspires to a poetry of "clear light", untrammelled
by the darkness and opacity of the past. To eat the day is
to give oneself up to the present; being "verb, pure verd",
liberated from names and nouns and qualifiers, becomes an
image of artistic independence.... In this opening poem
Heaney announces bhis determination to be determined by
history no longer: his mind darting freely wherever it will,
be will be leant on only by the poetic imagination.?

To my mind, this foregrounds one meaning at the expense of another
that does qualify the qualifier "pure". Neil Corcoran is surely
closer to the truth when he notes that the "free play of the
imagination" is "desired" but "cannot be attained by mere effort
of " will".=® The "clear light" is a dream of poetry cleared of
external public demands, untrammelled by ideological and political
influences. In Heaney's early poetry, however, such "freeplay" is
always ultimately determined by these factors; it is the desire to
break with such insistent determinants +that characterizes the
dilemma present in Field Work, one which finds itself projected
onto two female figures in the "Triptych® that follows “Oysters".

I see a stone house by a piler.

Elbow room. Broad window light.

The heart lifts. You walk twenty yards
To the boats and buy mackerel.

And to-day a girl walks in home to us
Carrying a basket full of new potatoes
Three tight green cabbages, and carrots,
Vith the tops and mould still fresh on them.
(F¥, p. 12)

Coning at the bottom of the first panel of the triptych, "After a

Killing", these lines foreground the wished-for freedom from a
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troubled public sphere that is postulated in "Oysters". It is a
freedom picked out in a port scene where a dellicately suggestive
clear 1light 1s seen leaning in from the sea, and ‘where the
"ahistorical® vignette of the arriving girl bearing country
produce becomes a personification of a space cleared of historical
and political violence. Against this naturalistic girl is set the
mythological sibyl of the poenm's third section. Taking a backward
look to the framework of KNorth, thls female is the Bog Queen of
Ireland, her voice now filled with despair:

"The ground we kept our ear to for so long
Is flayed or calloused, and its entrails
Tented by an impious augury.

Our island is full of comfortless noises."
(F¥, p. 13

That the sibyl should twist a phrase from The Tempest Iis
appropriate, as both Shakespeare's and Heaney's texts have the
shared concern of colonization and its effects.® However, if the
Jacobean play articulates an emergent imperial power's optimism,
Heaney's poem cpeaks of the woe that is in such an unequal
marriage as Jobhn Bull and Kathleen Ki Houlihan. In many ways,
"Sibyl" asks to be read as a critique of the archetypal and
"mythological” female who structures the basic imaginary parallel
(Jutland/Ireland) in Part I of North  That consolatory "ground",
referred to in the final stanza, no longer suffices, a fact
signalled by the failure of the sibyl to fully answer the poet's
question. The dominant female figures of Field Work tend to
empty-out the symbolism of the earlier sexual conceits; they are
closer to the woman of "After a Killing" -~ seemingly "literal",
rather than archetypal. That wsaid, they too are tropes:
femininity in Fleld Vork comes to signify a new ground, one that

seeks to occlude the encroachments of history.

In the final panel of the triptych, "At the Vater's Edge",

Heaney's continues this revaluation of the mythical framework of

North:
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On Boa the god-eyed, sex-mouthed stone
Socketed between graves, two-faced, trepanned,
Answered my silence with silence.

A stoup for rain water. Anathema.

(F¥, p. 14)

Bere the mythical holds no succour for the embattled individual:
{ts answers are vacuous, silent. It is arguable that the final
one word sentence, "anathema", implies Heaney's desire to distance
himself from the questionable maternal tradition, or “feminine
ethos", that he tentatively embraced in North and implicitly
invokes in "Sibyl". In "At the Vater's Edge", the first two
ctanzas appear to hollow out the mythical construct (the
"mysticism for tourists®, as Tony Curtis neatly puts 1t)4 that
Heaney had created out of his "imaginative parallels" between past
and present in Fortk. This, in turn, is linked to the fact that
the poetic "augury" or significance those parallels created is
that which the sibyl now declares is "an impious augury". That
is, those earlier phonological and sexual conceits that Heaney had
"read into" place-names, the bog and the bog people, are beginning
to be deconstructed, revealed as simply "fictions". FKNevertheless,
as the poem makes clear, the space opened up by the removal of
Heaney's parallels is hardly one of untrammelled freedom: tke
historical referent to "At the VWater's Edge" is the Bloody Sunday
of 1072, where the British military shot thirteen unarmed civil
rights protesters. That event, and the march at Newry made a2 week
later, are here stripped of the comsoling myths of North, and thus
leave the speaker's wish to "bow down, to offer up, / To go
barefoot, foetal and penitential" a fruitless expression of his
earlier fidelity and piety to motherland. If myth no longer
provides an ordering mediation of history in Fileld Work, then
alongside the various dismantlings of earlier frames of reference,

must come an alternative source of consolation than that of the

sibyl.

I will turn to the nature of this new "ground” in my discussion of

the "Glanmore Sonnets". For the moment, several more examples of
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Heaney turning round on his earlier poetry require documentation.
In “The Guttural Muse", Heaney implicitly engages with his figure
of the sibyl. As a noun *guttural” denotes the sound pronounced
in the throat or at the back of the tongue; as such, the title
recalls the speaker's questioning of the muse in "Sibyl", where
the poet's "tongue moved, a sSWuing relaxing hinge". In the present
poem, however, the muse is an ironic appellation for "a girl in a
white dress / ... being courted among the cars" (FV, p. 28). The
girl is closer to the young woman of "After a Killing" than to the
mythological female of "Sibyl*, yet, din this instance, she

provides no sense of uplifting freedom from historical violence:

I felt like some old pike all badged with sores
Vanting to swim in touch with soft-mouthed life.

It is pertinent that this 1image echoes the diseased fish of
" pqugury" in Wintering Out. The banality of the earlier lyric is
lifted by its title, which implies that the dying fish is the sign
for a larger illmness, oOne that, considering the overall thematic
concerns of Wintering Out, seems to be a national sickness similar
to that expressed in "Sibyl". In "The Guttural Muse", it is, in
contrast, the poet who is "badged with sores". On one level, The
isolation of the poet, "at [his] window over the hotel car park",
poignantly suggests bhis alienation from the apparently contented
youthfulmness of the girl and her friemnds. On another level, the
poet's thwarted desire to make contact with such contentment
becomes the vehicle for an equally poignant reply to the augury of
FNorth, through which Heaney had sought to provide some sort of
diagnosis of what "Sibyl"™ calls the "flayed or calloused" ground
of contemporary Ireland. Here, Heaney becomes merely a sign of
the times, rather than the time's augur. The slender lyric thus
provides an indirect meditation on the history it can no longer
find a rhetorical "conceit" for, within vhich violence may be
comprehended on an archetypal, 1ineluctable level. In Fredric
Jameson's words, "History is [here]l what burts, it is what refuses
desire and sets inexorable limits to 1individual as well as

collective praxis".=® History is the "absent cause" of all
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literature: its explicit absence in "The Guttural Muse" is a ruse,
for 1t is the hurting that i1s history that generates the
ahistorical and apolitical wish-fulfilment projected onto the
crowd leaving the discotheque. In both Field Vork and Station
Island, history becomes a kind of Other: pressing in on and
limiting the autoromy of the self, leading Heaney, in the latter
collection, to embrace the simplistic aesthetic of Joyce's
Stephen, fleeing from the "nets" of history, religion and

politics, into a utopian realm of imaginative freedom.

In "The Badgers", the questionable augury of North is further
decentred. The speaker may well claim that “"visitations are taken
for signs" (F¥, p. 25), but his reading is couched in the
uncertainty of Eliot's Gerontion.® The cold comfort of North is
undermined by the way in which the observer of the badgers
refuses to turn them into portentous signs. Unlike the
metaphorical "reading" of the bog corpses in the bog poens,

Heaney's response to the dead animals stresses their bald

actuality:

the bogey of fern country

broke cover in me

for what he is:

pig family

and not at all what he's painted.

There is a shadowy criticism of the "painting" - the artistry - of
North in these lines. As Teil Corcoran has pointed out, the
references to painting and framing are central to the conceits of
the previous volume.” Field VWork remains sceptical of the
confines of the frame, that which separates in order to allow for
a constructed response. For instance, "The Skunk", 1like the

badgéf, refuses to fully assume symbolic meaning:

And there she was, the intent and glamorous,
Ordinary, mysterious skunk,

Mythologized, demythologized,

Snuffing the boards five feet beyond me.
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It all came back to me last night, stirred

By the sootfall of your things at bedtime,

Your head-down, tail-up hunt in a bottom drawer
For the black plunge-line nightdress.

(FVW, p. 48)

The skunk hovers on the edge of becoming "mysterious" and
*mythologized", yet never quite assumes such proportiomns.
Instead, the tendency to demythologize wins out, and the animal
becomes simply the humorous counterpart to or figure for the
wife's hunt for her nightdress. This 1s a measure of the manner
in which Field VWork is a subtle, and often witty, reply to the
extravagant conceits, the constructed mythology, of North.

»At the Vater's Edge" also introduces, somewhat obliquely, the
issue of elegy. This is a genre central to Field Work. Heaney
himself will create, in the words of the first stanza of "At the
Vater's Edge", "the keeper's recital of elegies / Under the
tower."” The section of poems before the "Glanmore Sonnets" is
dominated by elegies, of which the most rewarding is arguably
"Casualty". In the first part of this poem, the subject of the
elegy, the fisherman, is distinct from the poet: "incomprehensible
/ To him, my otker life" (FW, p. 21). The progress of the poem is
one that will attempt to align these two distinct figures in a
gesture that, as in all elegy, will recuperate strength for the
living from the dead. But this is also a poem that is "under the
tower” in another sense: under the influence of Yeats and his poem
"The Fisherman"; as Morrison comments, both poems mark "the same
kind of turning away from populist ambitions".® However, the
"agon", as Harold Bloom terms it, between Heaney and his
"precursor proper, the middle Yeats"® is more complex than
Morrison's reductive reading would suggest. The echo of Yeats is

{ntentional, as both subject matter and metre make clear. Yeats'

desire that

"Before I am old
I shall have written him one
Poem maybe as cold
And passionate as the dawn"'®
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{s an address made to "a man who does not exist, / A man who is
but a dream”". Yeats turns in "scorn of [his] audience”" to what is
an early version of the anti-self: the constructed mask that
provides the tropic complement to the artistic self. In Heaney's
poem (which also concludes with an emblematic dawn) his fisherman
is, in contrast, a "real" one, Louis O'Neill. As in "At the
Vater's Edge", Bloody Sunday provides one historical referent to
the text, as O0'Feill was an unfortunate, and unintentional,
casualty of the IRA's reprisal for that lamentable episode. Thus,
unlike the desirable movement away from a social “"context" in "The
Fisherman", "Casualty® appears to narrate the manper in which
history provides the only Real against which art can define
itself: "But my tentative art / His turned back watches too: He
was blown to bits ..." (F¥, p. 22). "Casualty" is another poem
stripped of the comsoling paradigms of North, yet it is a poem
which seems to provide a similar sort of redemptive "admonishment"
as that recorded in "A Drink of WVater", where the mundane,
domestic act of an old woman drawing and setting water "out on the

table", leads the speaker to declare:

I have dipped to drink again, to be
Faithful to the admonishment on her cup,
Remember the Giver fading off the lip.
(F¥, p. 1&)

The poem teeters on the brink of gaucheness - such is the risk of
this kind of Vordsworthian bathos. But it is precisely the shift
from the hyperbolic sexual concelts of Nortk to the bathetic
"literalicsm” of a poem like "A Drink of Water" that is an index of
Heaney's distrust of his previous "imaginative parallels". Those
parallels I read as a variety of what Fredric Jameson calls a
"symbolic act": an aesthetic resolution to what is an
»unthinkable” socio-political aporia. Heaney's "flattened”
approach in Field Work is one partly made against those earlier
poetic ®splutions”, as the "old bat" of "A Drink of Water”

provides a sort of ironic commentary on the figures of the Bog
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Queen, FNerthus, and the sibyl of "Iriptych". For M. P. Hederman,

+he sonnet, all the same, posits no resolution of its own:

[It) spells out the failure of the poet to provide "4 Drink

of Water" and ... the rest of the important poems in this
collection are more or less explanations and apologies for
this failure.... The clear impression we get is that the

"she" of Heaney's earlier poetry has grown old, that her
visitations to him have ceased and that he, as poet, 1is
haunted by a certain lack of faithfulness to her as the
source of that water which used to broadcast its secrets
through him, the diviner.

And so we leave the world of Antaeus and re-enter the world
of Hercules.'®

This is, perhaps, more than the poem can bear, nevertheless,
Hederman is right to note the turn made against the "she" of
North, and the subsequent reaction against the "grounding” poetic
play of Antaeus. But Hederman short-circuits the poem, and the
volume, when he claims that this can be simply translated into the
terms of Heaney's earlier allegorical figures, and that Heaney
simply shifts to the pole of Herculean "assertion", the poem of
"social truth®. Ve have seen that the binary oppositions of
Antaeus/Hercules, feminine/masculine in North comprise, in fact, a
¥ind of chiastic structure, and that this, regardless of Heaney's
intent, is the true "political unconscious* of his work: the text
functions as a type of palimpsest, where the manifest bipartite
structure of the volume only partly conceals the far more complex
latent record of the divisions and contradictions of Northern

Ireland.

*A Drink of Water" is the necessary prelude to all the elegies,
including "Casualty": paring away any "false" recourse to the
imaginative resolution of a quasi-mythical framework, intimating
the confrontation of what "The Grauballe Man" terms the "actual
weight / of each ... victim without the mediation of that
framework's aeSthetic "beauty". In this light, the decription of

tbe funeral in the second section of the elegy can be read as a
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critique of the “filial" bond Heaney made with the "goddess" at
the close of "Kinship":

The common funeral

Unrolled its swaddling band,
Lapping, tightening

Till we were braced and bound
Like brothers in a ring.

As Corcoran has pointed out, there is something constricting about
this image - something almost "infantile".'* This is a pointer to
Heaney's mistrust in Field Work of a simple reduction of history
to the tradition of the nationalist community. The importance of
this revisionary position is that, in writing of history free from
the sexual conceits of the bog poems, Heaney is foregrounding the
desire of "Oysters* to "repose / In the clear light"; to reject
certain wholly unpalatable aspects of recent Irish history for
what is a desirable ahistorical utopia similar to that glimpsed in
*The Guttural Muse”.

That repose is the ground Heaney now wishes to set against the
maternal ground or feminine ethos of North. In "Casualty" this
place of clear light is introduced through imagery of water. The
verb "lapping", in the above quotation, looks forward to section
1I1I's reference to the fumeral cortége as "shoaling out of bhis
lane" (FV, p. 23; italics mire). This is reminiscent of the
"tribal shoals" of "Vhatever You Say Say Nothing", that the poet
sought to bring to "epigram and order". But the real connection
drawn between poet and fisherman is that they are estranged from

such shoals:

But he would not be held
At home by his own crowd
Vhatever threats were phoned,
Vhatever black flags waved....

How culpable was he
That last night when he broke
Qur tribe's complicity?
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The desire to break free from the constraining circle of
pationalism and the collectivity of the "tribe's complicity" is
the concern of the poem's final section. There, the poet is seen
as another fisherman, one who can declare: "I tasted freedom with
him." This palpable relish of an abstract state takes the reader
back to the central metaphor of "Oysters", where poetry and
freedom leaned in from the sea. The sea becomes a metaphor for a
nground” that is the contrary to that of the nation or land. The
poet's "proper haunt" is now "somewhere, well out, beyond..." (F¥,
p. 24) those "swaddling band[sl". In this manner, the poem seeks
to cidestep the naked confrontation with history with which it
began, and thus, intriguingly, makes a subtle shift toward the
Romantic individualism of Yeats' text. History simply becomes
unbearable to the demythologizing poetic of Field Work.

In the “Glanmore Scnnets"”, Heaney examines the nature of the
"haunt" glimpsed at the end of "Casualty", exchanging the figure
of the fisherman for that of the ploughman. On a related level,
to counterbalance the theme of elegy and loss he introduces the
second dominant motif of the collection, that of wedded love. The
ploughman and the fisherman are poetic figures distinct from the
poet as digger, opening doors into the "clear light" praised in
»Oysters” rather than the dark depths of the bog. This is made
explicit in the first sonnet:

Now the good life could be to cross a field
And art a paradigm of earth new from the lathe
0f ploughs.

(F¥W, p. 33?

The plough replaces the emblematic spade, whilst the linear furrow
becomes an image of the iambic pentameter, which supersedes the
wparrow drill" of the quatrain-poem in XNorth. Sonnet II draws an
overt comparison between the poet's craft and that of the
ploughman: "Vowels ploughed into other, opened ground, / Each
verse returninpg like the plough turned round" (FW¥, p. 34). To the
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linear is bound the circular — the line of verse is wedded to the
plough's furrow, a line that returmns, that turns round. The full
rhyme links the %wo lines with a consonance that 1s matched
syntactically in the smooth transition from the first to the
second line of the couplet and semantically by the parallelism of
the thought expressed. The couplet turns round and it bolds
round: "a movement that beautifully enacts 1its theme", as Jon
Stallwortby puts it.'® The sonnet's reference to the importance
of the "hedge school of Glanmore" is summarized in the tripartite
barmony of these two lines: it is a stable ground to the poet, a
place of secure repose. This is the akistorical and apolitical
ground that Heaney opposes to the disturbed national ground of
»Sibyl”. Glanmore thus signifies a place that, unlike those
meditated on in the place-name poems, transcends the specificity

of national/regional locales.

Edward Said has argued that anti-imperialist literature, including
Irish 1literature, 1s distinguished by "the primacy of the
geographical in it":

Imperialism after all is an act of geographical violence
through which virtually every space in the world is
explored, charted and finally brought under control. For
the native, the history of his/her colonial servitude is
inaugurated by the loss to an outsider of the local place,
whose geographical identity must thereafter be searched for
and somehow restored. '

Certain poems in North, including "Act of Union" and “"Ocean's Love
to Ireland", are expressly concerned with the "geographical
vioclence” present in English imperialism, whilst the place-name
poems from Wintering Out could equally be read as the attempt to
restore a sense of "geographical identity”. The "Glanmore
Sonnets”, however, appear to mark a rejection of this aspect of
anti-imperialist literature. There is no need to restore Glanmore
to the self: it is abundantly there. All the same, the historical
connotations of the "hedge school® refer, however quietly, to a

darker undercurrent to these sonnets, one that surfaces in the
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fearful tone of sonnets VIII and IX. History remains the subtext
to the ©sonnets, rupturing througk their overt desire to
marginalize the record of a colonial past and its residue in the
contemporary moment. This, 1in turn, emphasizes the merely
desirable nature of the "good life" described in I. In this
light, the secornd sonnet can be read as quietly qualifying its own

harmonious resolution:

. Then I landed in the hedge-school of Glanmore
And from the backs of ditches hoped to raise
A voice caught back off slug-horn and slow chanter
That might continue, hold, dispel, appease ...
(italics mined

The tentative nature of that "might" is matched in the first
sonnet by the qualification that the "good life could be to cross
a field". As in The Government of the Tongue, the freedom poetry
announces is only promissory, an ideal rather than a reality. But
it is the curious citation of Chatterton's “slug-horn" that is
intriguing in this context. The term — made famous by Browning's
Childe Roland - is falsely archaic, an erronecus use of etymology.
The root is the Irish sluaghghairm, an Irish warcry, the modern
word "slogan" deriving from this source. The word serves two
functions for Heaney. Firstly, it brings the poet past the more
recent Irish "hedge schools" to the ancient Irish “subsoil of each
cense" (sonnet I). The word thus continues to remind the poet of
the tradition of vioclent solidarity that fascinated him in North.
Secondly, bowever, it orientates these sonnets toward the English
poetic tradition, due to the word's appearance in Chatterton and
Browning. Such orientation is central to the sequence: later
sonnets refer to Vordsworth and Thomas Vyatt explicitly, whilst
the sonnet form itself links these poems to an alternative
tradition - in Corcoran's words, "the otherness of the English
jambic line".'S This doubleness of reference in a single word is a
subtle indication of the duplex quality of the volume as a whole,
as Irish history remains latent beneath the purely literary

tradition that the sonnets gesture towards in their form.



The third sonnet ties <this struggle with history to the
preoccupation with marriage, and inscribes this issue within

Beaney's distinctive use of gender terminology:

I had said earlier, "I won't relapse

From this strange loneliness I've brought us to.
Dorothy and Villiam -" She interrupts:

“You're not going to compare us two ...7?"
Outcide a rustling and twig-combing breeze
Refreshes and relents. Is cadences.

(FW, p. 35

The retirement to the country is, it seems, to be read as
analogous to that of the Vordsworths. But the male does not
actually make the comparison; it is the woman who suggests he
might be about to and, apparently, doubts its applicability. Vhy
should he not be allowed to make the comparison? Is it audacious
or inaccurate? The audacity would 1lie in <he Wordsworths'
canonized status, the inappropriateness would be due to Seamus and
¥arie Heaney being a married couple, whilst V¥illiam and Dorothy
were, 0f course, brother and sister. This is not mere quibbling.
In Sonnet III, the validity of the implicit analogy is undercut;
the dialogue doesn't progress, it e§pews debate; the two voices do
not find any ground of agreement. This is "crepuscular* (as the
octave describes the "twilight"), 1f we take care to read that
word as not merely a synonym for “"dusky" but one that cites its
roots in the Latin word for "obscure". The contorted rhythm, the
awkward syntax implicitly question - 1like <the woman - the
semantic, syntactic and consonantic harmony of the close of Sonnet
I, particularly in the linguistic deviance at the close of the
final couplet of Somnet I1I: "ls cadences". The punctuation
foregrounds the verb in this grammatically incomplete sentence.
Are we to elide the full stop - to read the cadences as those of
the breeze; or, with a Hughesian liberty, do we grant the verb the
ctatus of a noun and the noun, "cadences", a verbal function?
Either way the grammatical disharmony of this closing "clause”,

echoed in the Muldoon-like rhyme "breeze"/"cadences”, finds itself
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pitted against the rise and fall - the refreshing and relenting
cadence - of the closing couplet of Sonnet II. The harmonious
stability of that poem's conclusiocn is rendered doubtful by Somnet
I1I, with its intimations of marital discord and duplicit’ ous
linguistic closure. This sonnet's riven surface 1s hence the
formal expression of a shuttling movement between the wish to
locate the "freedom” of "Oysters” and the constant return of a
partially repressed sense of society, politics and bhistory. The
retreat to Glanmore fails to surmount or occlude the "comfortless
noices" of Ireland. Glanmore should signify what the speaker of

Sonnet VIII declares "out loud":

*A haven,"
The word deepening, clearing, like the sky
Elsewhere on Minches, Cromarty, The Faroes.
(FW, p. 39)

The "haven" is the sanctuary where, in the words of Sonnet V, the
poet can be an "etymologist of roots and graftings", that is, in
what is an almost dilettartish manner, a poet governed solely by
the authority of his own tongue. In VII, this is thus the poet
who can playfully trope the symbolic sea of the close of
"Casualty" as an "eel-road, seal-road, keel-road, whale-road".
Those Northern compounds may well seem to refer back to the poet
of North, with his dark obsession with "philology and kennings"
(¥, p. 29).'® However, the present kennings to do not lead to a
sense of verbal archaeology, where linguistics seek to reinforce
the “imaginative parallel® between past and present "Norths" by
plumbing the diachronic history of words, Instead, they are a
variety of linguistic "field-work", an exploration of the
synchronic »surface® of langyage, a playful "grafting" of word to
word. It is this same relish of the sensible properties of
langikige that leads into another list of nouns: the names of the
ships driven into the haven the speaker finds himself in:
»1'Etoile, Le Guillemot, La Belle Héléne / FKursed their bright
pames this morning in the bay". The Frenck names imply a romance

tradition that is an alternpative to the FNorthern one examined in
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previous volumes. That these names are also qualified by “light"
ie a subtle pointer to the "clear light" of "Oysters", where a
desire for linguistic delight likewise leant in from the sea.

However, such bliss exists only by the exclusion of the hurts of
kistory. These puncture the haven in Sonnet VIII, where the sight
of "a magpie with jerky steps", leads to thoughts of "dew on
armour and carrion", and thence to the question: "Do you remember
that pension in lLes Landes / Vhere the old one rocked and rocked
and rocked / A mongol in her lap, to little songs?" (FW, p. 40),
The "poetry or freedom" of "Oysters" is rendered as futile as the
"1ittle songs" of this old woman. Her pathetic songs are reduced
to bathos when Jjuxtaposed with the mongol child, whilst the
"Glanmore Sonnets" find their poetic bhaven drained of its
consolations as the rural object of a bird leads the poet to
considerations of cultural violence. Sonnet IX continues this
process by juxtaposing the pastoral retreat with a violence that,

{t seems, exists within its confines:

We have our burnished bay tree at the gate,

Classical, hung with the reek of silage

From the next farm, tart-leafed as inwit.

Blood on a pitch-fork, blood on chaff and hay,

Rats speared in the sweat and dust of threshing =~
Vhat is my apology for poetry?

The empty briar is swishing

Vhen 1 come down, and beyond, your face

Haunts like a new moon glimpsed through tangled glass.
(F¥, p. 41)

The classical bay tree is undercut by the "inwit", or inward
knowledge, that is as banal as "silage". The inwit is that latent
acknowledgement that the haven's ground is itself a "fiction", a
retreat from the Real of History. And thus, the plea, "what is my
apology for poetry?”", finds no answer: the haven makes no apology,

it is as intangible as the elusive female face, distorted by the

windowpane,
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Heaney 1is caught between the borns of a dilemma: if Field Work
charts a kind of mild refutation of his earlier sexual conceits,
the ground of "poetry or freedom”" he replaces those constructs
with, for which Glanmore becomes the symbolic locus, finds itself
exploded as as "fictional" as the mythical scaffolding of KNorth.
Sonnet X culminates the short sonnet-sequence by foﬁérounding the

empty consclations of a haven from history:

I dreamt we slept in 2 moss in Donegal

On turf barks under blankets, with our faces
Exposed all night in a wetting drizzle,
Pallid as the dripping sapling birches.
Lorenzo and Jessica in a cold climate.
Diarmuid and Gralnne waiting to be found.
Darkly asperged and censed, we were laid out
Like breathing effigies on a raised ground.
And in that dream I dreamt - how like you this? -
Qur first night years ago in that hotel

Vhen you came with your deliberate kiss

To raise us towards the lovely and painful
Covenants of flesh; our separateness;

The respite in our dewy dreaming faces.

(F¥, p. 42)

Carlanda Green sees this sonnet as a positive culmination:

Once he faces the grim reality of life and passes the
ceremonial test of strength and maturity, he is ready for
renewal with the moon-faced woman who lies down by his side
in a dream reunion of ritualistic love. Thus, the cycle of
life is renewed, and peace and hope are once again evident
in the "dewy dreaming faces" of the couple.'”

This is a reading that fails to take account of the more
disturbing elements in the final sonnet, elements that continue to
raise the spectre of doubt that rums through the sequence as a
whole. Green's emphasis on the supposed "peace and hope" of this
poen is severely qualified once we note that the man and the woman
of the earlier sonnets are here being compared to Lorenzo and
Jessica, Diarmuid and Graimnne. These are lovers who, as Morrison
points out, "fled their homes in order to be together, living in
constant danger of discovery and death."'® If the Vordsworths

returned to the Lakes to find some sort of tranquility and
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communion, these couples find themselves driven out of thelr
homes, into the wilderness. Figures of displacement usurp those
of domesticity, thus confirming the woman of Somnet III in
doubting the applicability of atiributing a Wordsworthian status
to the couple's relationship. But there is a third instance of
intertextuality in this sonnet, aside from Shakespeare and Irish
myth. The echo of Thomas Vyatt's "They flee from me" at the
opening of the sestet, throws cold water on those seemingly
bharmonious “covenants of flesh®. Like Heaney's somnnet, Vyatt's
poen is also concerned with dream, with past and present, and with
sexual love. After lamenting that those who loved him are now
“besely seking with a continuell chaunge"”, Vyatt's speaker

declares:

Thancked be fortune, it hath ben othrewise
Twenty tymes better; but ons in speciall

In thyn arraye after a pleasaunt gyse

Vhen her lose gowne from her shoulders did fall,
And she me caught in her armes long and small;
Therewithall swetely did my kisse,

And softely said "dere hert, how like you this?"

It was no dreme: I lay brode waking.

But all is torned thorough my gentilnes

Into a straunge fasshion of forsaking;

And I have leve to goo of her goodeness,

And she also to vse new fangilnes.

But syns that I so kyndley ame serued,

I would fain knowe what she hath deserued.'®

Vyatt 1looks to the past to find compensation for his present
suffering, searching for a moment of stability to counter the
fickle world of the present court. Yet what he recounts is simply
another deception. Vyatt's persona, in the second stanza quoted,
is forced to acknowledge that bhis brief erotic affair is as
fragileasthe woman's *thyn arraye®.’ Consequently, the "brode
waking" is as much a figure for the prosaic dissatisfactions that
fpllow his dream-like amour as it is a statement of fact. Vhy
should Heaney cite this troubled narrative of sexual guile and
fickle fortumne? In Heaney's sonnet, the male lover also recalls a

vdeliberate kiss" and a2 moment of intense privacy. However, as



-296-

vas the case for VWyatt's lovers, such "covenants of flesh" are
merely - din Heaney's telling word =~ a ‘“respite" from the
encroachments of the public world - whether it is Vyatt's court,
or the socio-political machinations described in The Merchant of
Venice, or even the tribal soclety of the legend of Diarmuid and
Grainre. All three intertexts help to bring out the emptiness of
the more overt desire present in the somnnet, as they turn the

speaker's "dreanm" into a2 hollow wish-fulfilment.

The fragility of Heaney's haven is the concern of the series of
sensuous and sensual poems concerning domestic love which follow
the "Glanmore Sonnets®. "High Summer", "The Otter" and "The
Skunk" all describe events that happen to the poet outside
Ireland, and, aside from the second, concern writing itself.
Marriage becomes the trope through which Heaney explores the
notion of a self-validating form of poetry, one free from the
demands of Irish heritage as outlined in North. Throughout these
poems, however, the family-circle finds itself broken into. In
"The Otter", for example, the generallybuoyant tone, as the poet
watches with pleasure the swimmimg woman, is strangely undercut by

the following assertion:

I sat dry~throated on the warm stones.

You were beyond me,

The mellowed clarities, the grape-deep air
Thinned and disappointed.

(FW, p. 47)

The disappointment remains inexplicit, but the sense that the
idyllic moment is partly drained of self-sufficiency, that there

is a lack inherent in these "mellowed clarities", infuses the

text.

Similarly, "The Skunk", records a remembrance that is infused with
a sense of, in the words of Sonnet X, "our separateness". On one
level, this 1is simply the absence of the speaker's wife as he

writes alone in California:
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After eleven years 1 was composing
Love-letters again, broacking the word "wife"
Like a stored cask, as 1f its slender vowel
Had mutated into the night earth and air

Of California. The beautiful, useless
Tang of eucalyptus spelt your absence.
The aftermath of a mouthful of wine

Vas 1ike inbaling you off a cold pillow.

As in "The Otter", domesticity 1s seen as a private haven, the
centrality of which is caught in Heaney's intriguing image of the
*slender vowel" of "the word 'wife'"™. As we saw in chapter one,
the vowel in Heaney's work 1s a signifier for both femininity and
Ireland. In the present poem, however, the broached vowel finds
its Irish connotations poured away, leaving simply the notion of
femininity, now recast as a literal woman. The poem thus acts as
a demythologizing of the conceit of a vocalic Mother Ireland, and
thus, by extension, pinpoints the ahistorical locus that the
volume as a whole strives towards, but which remains as double-

edged as the "beautiful, useless / Tang of eucalyptus".

In "High Summer®, the three themes of domesticity, writing and
history are brought together. The family holiday ir the pays
basque, like the Tuscany of "The Otter", is a situation in which,
surely, history no longer hurts or disappoints individual desire.
The rural barn seems to provide "an ideal place to write*, yet,
as a pastoral refuge, this ideal is a disappointment, a fact
underlined by the description of the flies that have hatched from
the bait the poet had bought to fish with:

On the last day, when I was clearing up,
on a warm ledge I found a bag of maggots
and opened it. A black

and throbbing swarm came riddling out
like newsreel of a police force run amok,
sunspotting flies in gauzy meaty flight,
the barristers and black berets of light.
(FW, pp. 45-46.)
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Public violence enters the poem via a simile (“like newsreel ...):
the repression of history which, in "The Otter" makes its presence
felt in the vaguest of manners, is here still marginal, but it is
intrusive. Throughout the volume historical bloodshed makes 1its
presence felt in this manner, as much as in the more palpable
manner of poems like "Casualty". If, like the skunk, the poems
seek to “"demythologize" the earlier sexual conceits, to
acknowledge history in the less mediated attitude of that elegy,
they no less make the attempt to keep history at bay. In this
light, "Homecomings" 1is instructive. The poem ends with the

following extraordinary statements:

Mould my shoulders inward to you.
Occlude me.

Be damp clay pouting.
Let me listen under your eaves,

(FW, p. 49)

This is vaguely erotic, but the desire expressed is more eimply
one for security, for home, for a ground such as “"the worn mouth
of the hole" where the sandmartin "kissed home" in the poen's
cecond stanza. As in "Oracle", with its "lobe and larynx / of the
mossy places” (WO, p. 28, the mouth and ear dominate
*Homecomings". To kiss home and to listen under eaves are both a
wish to be occluded, sktut in, to be "inward" like the child in the
tollow willow tree. However, "occlude" also implies exclusion, a
sense which foregrounds the imperatives, verbs which express
desires rather than achievements: "Fetch me...", Mould my...",
»Occlude me...", "Be damp clay...", "let me listen...". The haven
of this poem finds itself deferred, opening out as a possibility
but never attaining the condition of, in the words of Sonnet VII,

the "marvellous and actual”.

In a reading of Heaney I have had cause to mention above, Richard
Kearney has linked ' this double process of occlusion, of
homecoming/alienation, to the later Heidegger's meditations on "the
poet's cearch for Being as a dialectical passage towards 'home’

through the ‘ynhomely' (that i1s, our experience of the alien
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strangeness of death)."=® In the case of the poem "Homecomings",

this framework leads Kearney to make the following judgement:

Heaney would seem to be affirming the experience of home as

a positive goal. He mediates wupon the "homing"
manoeuverings of a sandmartin as it circles back to its
nest.... The poet sees this instinctual, almost atavistic,

homecoming of the sandnartin as an analogy for his own
aspiration to return to an originating womb of earth where
he may regain a sense of prenatal silence, unity and
belonging.... But we must not forget that Heaney's first
collection of poems is entitled Death of a Naturalist. All
of Heaney's writing is informed by an awareness that the
poet as a resourceful dweller in language has replaced the
paturalist as an innocent dweller in nature.... [(Hel is
somecne who is, at best, hankering after something that bhe
knows full well 1s irretrievably lost. Homecoming thus
becomes a dialectical search for some forfeited or forbidden
presence in and through the awareness of its absence.®?

This powerful interpretation is marred by certain elementary
errors regarding the contents of Heaney's collections. The above
passage relies strongly upon Kearney wrongly attributing
»Homecomings" to XNorthd. In that volume Kearney quite rightly
potes a desire for "unity and belonging" to that which, I have
argued above, is basically a2 nationalist-cum-Republicanist concept
of motherland, rather than an existential search for Being. The
Heideggerian notion of the ultimate absence of the dwelling place
may well be seen as central to the nostalgic excavation into
history of that volume - but only when it 1s reinterpreted in
terms of colonial history, and the nationalist desire for some

sort of essential if elusive "spirit of the nation”.

However, "Homecomings" is, of course, printed in Field Work, a
collection that revolves around a quest for home or ground that is
not the "linguistic search for historical identity"=® as was the
case in North. The home in "Homecomings" is the ground opened in
the "Glanmore Sonnets": a ground that is beginning to bear the
watermarks of Heaney's reflections 1in The Government of the
Tongue. This is the autonomous poetic identity which seeks to
cidestep the thorny issues of cultural and national identity. The
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sonnets are a testament to the difficulty of this search, as
historical violence flickers around the edges and even within the
self-governed poetic haven. It is at this point that Kearney's
thesis can be deployed in modulated form, for this bhaven is
desirable precisely because it is also absent. Like the first
five stanzas of "The Skunk", "Homecomings" 1s structured around
the absence of the desired object; the erotic wordplay spells,
finally, lack rather than plenitude. Taking this short poem as
indicative of Field Vork as a whole, the volume may be read as a
fraught rejection of the national "home" of North. The governing
of the tongue by history, and mythical interpretations of history,
gives way to the self-governing tongue, the "pure verblsl" of
*Homecomings®., Tropically, this is indicated Sy a replacement of
the images of Ferthus and the bog by those of the field and the
various demythologized female figures. Vhat must be insisted
upon, however, is the fact that both the ground of the bog and the
field are "fictitious" <constructs: QNorth posits ‘a dubious
imaginative parallel between two highly distinct epochs, whilst
Field Work, in turming on this construct, erects a questionable

haven from history.

II. AT A TANGENT: STATION ISLAND

Vith Station Island Heaney continues to explore, in his words,
*the ... tension ... between two often contradictory commands: to
be faithful to the collective historical experience and to be true
to the recogrnitions of the emerging self."=2 Vhat had, however,
been a largely fruitless tension in Field Work is, in Station
Island, rearticulated as a "positive" poetic, although we will
come to see that it is one as problematical as the wish-fulfilment
of a poem suck as “Homecomings". Alan Robinson, in drawing
attention to the above quotation from "Dante and the ¥odern Poet",
rightly sees this stance as one that "inescapably recalls that of
Joyce's Stephen Dedalus".*4 It is tbhus no surprise that in the
collection Heanmey both implicitly and explicitly draws the

reader's attention to Joyce's novels. In this respect, the fine
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lyric, "A Bat on the Road", is exemplary. Robinson's reading of
this poem centres on the epigraph - from A Portrait of the Artist
- and provides a critical interpretation that is pertiﬁent to the
volume as a whole. The epigraph is as follows: "A batlike soul
waking to consciousness of itself in darkness and secrecy and

loneliness”. Robinson comments:

For Stephen this "bat-like soul® is a "type" of Ireland, "a
woman without guile, calling the stranger to her bed". It
suggests an allegory of Ireland as the ingenuous victim,
yielding uncomplainingly to her colonial oppressor....
Stephen's anger ... 1s the dimpotence of <the would-be
national artist feelimg that he will mnever succeed in
hitting the "conscience" of the race and reshaping their
imaginations to something more noble. The flitting bats
that elude Stephen's pursuit, like Heaney's in this poem,
represert the “thoughts and desires of the race" that the
Irich artist must seek to capture. Joyce was conscious of
his inability to reach this peasant consciousness; through
the pagan sensibility of Sweeney <(whose bird-like flights
double with those of the hunted bat) Heaney hopes to come
closer to the authentic spirit of the place, conjured in the
delicate lyricism of this poem's sound patterning.=®

Ttis is an astute and suggestive reading. Vhere I question
Robinson is in his fallure to see that Joyce's Stephenm, in fact,
provides Heapey with a figure who resists the desire to hit "“the
'conscience' of the race". Joyce's Stephen, with his highly
ambivalent attitude towards nationalism, provides Heaney with a
new angle from which to re-examine the haven of Field Work.
Similarly, the significance of the adoption of the mask of the
legendary bird-king Sweeney, 1in the final section of Station
Island, lies 1in Sweeney's distance from any essentialist and

pationalist belief in an "authentic spirit of ... place".

Again, then, Irish kistory and politics stand as the ultimate
referents to the poetry, yet, unlike Field Work, Heaney uses the
medium of another Irich writer to refract these referents, to
provide a nevw context in which to reread the sexual conceits of

North. In this light, one can pursue further the intertextual
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relationship the present poem has with Joyce's novel. In the

sixth stanza Heaney again quotes from the Portrait:

You would hoist an old hat on the tines of a fork
and trawl the mouth of the bridge for the slight
bat-thump and flutter. Skinny downy webs,

babynails clawing the sweatband ... But don't
bring it down, don't break its flight again,
don't deny it; this time let it go free...,

Vhat are you after? You keep swerving off,
flying blind over ashpits and netting wire;
invited by the brush of a word like peignoilr,

rustles and glimpses, shot silk, the stealth of floods
So close to me I could hear her breathing ...
SI, p. 40

In Joyce's novel the italicized phrase occurs in the same paséage
as that from which Heaney has drawn his epigraph. The young
pationalist Davin has stopped to request a glass of water as he
walks over the Ballyhoura hills. A pregnant woman asks him to
stay as bher husband 1is away. Davin reports the incident to

Stephen in the following words:

And all the time she was talking, Stevie, she had her
eyes fixed on my face and she stood so close to me 1 could
hear her breathing.... I dida't go in, Stevie. I thanked
her and went on my way again, all in a fever. At the first
bend of the road I looked back and she was standing at the
door.

The last words of Davin's story sang in [Stephen's]l memory
and the figure of the woman in the story stood forth,
reflected in other figures of the peasant women whom he had
seen ctanding in the deorways at Clare as the college cars
drove by, as a type of her race and khis own, a batlike soul
waking to comsclousness of itself in darkness and secrecy
and lomeliness and, through the eyes and voice and gesture
of a woman without guile, calling the stranger to her bed.=€

The batlike woman is a leitmotif in the Portrait:®7 she is an
image of Ireland, "a type of her race and his own", Heaney's
poem, in citing Davin's words, asks to be read as a reply to

Heaney's own version in FNorth of what Robinson terms Joyce's
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gender-based "allegory of Ireland". Like Davin, Heaney, in the
earlier volume, had been drawn to and virtually "seduced" by the
rhetoric of motherland. In "A Bat on the Road", the notion of a
pational spirit is shown to be as elusive as a bat in flight, one
that in constantly "swerving off" refuses to be located and pinned
down. The wish to capture the "feminine" bat in the first stanza
thus acts as a reflection on Davin-Heaney's nationalist desires,
which are, in turn, superseded by the pleas to relinquish this
aizm: "this time let it go free".

This is at one with the rejection of the construct of the sibyl in
Field Work. Coupled to such a "demythologized" approach is the
presence of Joyce who, 1in section XII of "Station Island”,
reappraises the desire for what "Oysters”" terms “poetry or freedom
/ Lleaning in from the sea". Joyce acts as a familiar ghost,
giving instruction. He is first seen walking "straight as a rush
/ upon his ashplant”, yet the advice he gives is to seek a poétic

direction that is more circumlocutory than forthright:

w_ _ You lose more of yourself than you redeenm
doing the decent thing. Keep at a tangent.
Vhen they make the circle wide, it's time to swim

ogut on your Own .
(SI, pp. 93-94)

To walk straight and yet to swerve free is expressed in the
tangential movement Joyce recommends to the poet-protagonist.
This is to be marginal, "out on your own", a desire that takes us
back to the close of "Casualty" both in the imagery of water and
in thematic urgency. In the elegy, the circle <signified the
artistic constrictions of politiczl affiliations: "braced and
bound / Like brothers in a ring®. Joyce recommends that the
writer should strike. the "circle" of nationalism at a tangent,
the artist asserting his autonomy from collective concerns. This
idea picks up on iscues raised in the lyrics which comprise the
firet part of Station Island.  In "Away from it All", for

{pstance, a dinner scene highly reminiscent of "Oysters" provides
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the setting for a discussion of the impasse of Field WVork. Like
that volume, the poem concentrates on the opposition between the

public, historical world and the private haven:

. quotations start to rise

like rehearsed alibis:

I was stretched between contemplation
of a motionless point

and the command to participate
actively in history.

(SI, p. 17N

The quotation from Czeslaw Milosz provides a formulation for a
distinction ©between the “contemplation" of a transcendent
ahistorical "motionless point" and a more concrete or active
participation in historical process, which echoes the "tension®
Heaney alludes to in “Dante and the Modern Poet®: that between
ncollective historical experience" and the "emerging self". That
this distincticn 1is an "alibi", bhowever, suggests that this
opposition, crucial to the speaker of "Oysters”, is an evasion,
that it is, in fact, false. It is in this light that one needs to

read the poem's following stanza:

" fctively? Vhat do you mean?"
The light at the rim of the sea
is rendered down to a fine
graduation, somewhere between
balance and inanition.

The question engages with Stephen's refusal to participate in the
commitment of Davin. Through 1its allusion to the latter's
encounter with the peasant woman, "A Bat on the Road" rendered the
nationalist's action problematical: what meaning does Davin's
"active" commitment to the notion of nation have? “"Away from it
Al1" recasts this question in more general or abstract terms.
However, the alternative, the contemplative attitude also finds
jtself thrown into doubt. The highly ambivalent dusk provides an
image tbat implies that what may be thought of as a "balanced"
response D2y equally be seen as simply one of exhaustion. This

recalls the inanition of the speaker at the close of the “"Glanmore
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Sonnets”, where the rural retreat is diminished into nothing more

than a "respite”,

*Making Strange" provides one answer to this dilemma by rethinking
inanition in terms which will be given more vocal expression in
Joyce's advice at the close of "Station Island". “Away from it
Al11" ends with the admission that "I still cannot clear my head /
of lives lived in their element”. Such a "life" is cpe of two
between which Heaney finds himself ‘"stretched" 1n "Making
Strange":

I stood between then,

the one with his travelled intelligence

and tawny containment,
his speech like the twang of a bowstring,

and another, unshorn and bewildered

in the tubs of his wellingtoms,

smiling at me for help,

faced with this stranger I'd brought him,
(85I, p. 32)

The binary opposition of North hovers in the background of what
here begins as a comic little fable, as the indigencus "feminine"
Antaeus faces the "travelled intelligence"” of the "masculine®
Hercules. In North, the antithesis between these two figures is
finally a chiastic structure; implicitly revealing the poet's
identity to be constructed out of both halves of his national and
linguistic antithesis. That self-division is largely lamented in
North, leaving the poet as a kind of denizen in his own land. 1In
"Making Strange", on the other hand, this sense of doubleness is
seized upen as a source of strength. The empty alternatives of
"Away from it All" are here bypassed by 2 "cunning middle voice",
which tells the poet to delight in the predicamert of the "inner
émigré"” in "Exposure”:

"Be adept and be dialect,
tell of this wind coming past the zinc hut ...
But love the cut of thics travelled one ...

Go beyond what's reliable
in all that keeps pleading and pleading ...®
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To be dialect is to retain that sense of place which is central to
the place-name poems; to be adept, on the other hand, is here
linked to the displacement that was associated with the "travelled
one", Hercules. Yet the poem does not simply seek a median
between these two poetics. The poem ends with the speaker

ndriving the stranger”

through my own country, adept

at dialect, reciting my pride

in all that I knew, that began to make strange
at that same recitation.

The speaker, who bas brought the stranger, also leaves with him,
leaving behind the down-at-heel Antaeus. Heaney thus rewrites the
previous disablement of the "inner émigré" in a positive manner.
The failure to "actively / participate in history", which in
" Exposure"” was the inability to fully identify with the "pulsing
rose” of nationalism, is here adopted as a desirable positionm.
The making strange of the final lines is a form of artistic
defamilarization, as what was in the place-name and bog poems the
familiar, the local and national, is now viewed from a perspective
self-exiled from political concerns. It is thus less a variety of
what the Russian Formalists called ostraneniye,®® +than an
expression of the tangenﬁ - striking away from historical and
political issues, refusing to make a Davin-like commitment to
them. What this seems to suggest is a reworking of the flight
from history in Fileld Work, which had indeed resulted in a sense
of exhausted inanition. It implies +that history cannot be
occluded, but that it is not the final referent to literature,
that the individual artist remains in part transcendent from
political and ideological factors. I will go on to question this
stance, and to argue that Heaney's texts themselves throw doubt on

this untrammelled poetic.

For the present, to return to the essay on Dante with which I

began this section: Heaney comments there that
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the choice of Lough Derg [in "Station Island"l ... did, in
fact, represent a solidarity with orthodox ways and obedient
attitudes, and that very solidarity had to be challenged,
And who better to offer the challenge than the shade of
Joyce himself? He speaks here to the pilgrim as he leaves
the island, in an encounter reminiscent of "Little Gidding"
but with advice that Mandelstam might have given.z®

It is important to realise that, as we saw in chapter three, the
Eliot of Four Quartets is a poet of self-denial, a poet reborn
into "“the stricter exactions of philosophia and religious
tradition" (GT, p. 98). He is an orthodox figure at odds with the
Joycean challenge that Mandelstam represents for Heaney.
¥andelstam's Dante, unlike Eliot's, is a poet of pigeon flights of
meaning, of linguistic play, of a freedom from the "solidarity
with orthodox ways". This issue becomes clearer in Heaney's words
to Joyce, in "Station Island”, which make direct reference to 4

Portrait of the Artist:

*"0ld father, mother's sonm,
there is a moment in Stephen's diary
for April the thirteenth, a revelation

set among my stars - that one entry
has been a sort of password in my ears,
the collect of a new epiphany,

the Feast of the Holy Tundish,*
The relevant diary entry of Stephen is as follows:

13 April: That tundish has been on my mind for a long time.
I looked it up and find it English and good old blunt
English too. Damn the dean of studies and his funnel! Vhat
did he come here for to teach us his own language or to
learn it from us? Damn him one way or the other!=®

Stephen 18 loocking back to his conversation with the dean in which
Stephen refers to the funnel with which the oil lanp is filled as
a "tundish® " - Is that called a tundish in Ireland?" asks the
dean. Stephen meditates on this colloquy in a passage that Heaney
had, in part, used as an epigraph to "The Vool Trade":
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- The language in which we are speaking is his before it is
nine, How different are the words bhome, Christ, ale,
master, on his lips and on mine! I cannot speak or write
these words without unrest of spirit. His language, so
familiar and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired
speech. I have not made or accepted its words, My voice
holds them at bay. My soul frets in the shadow of his
language.®'

In his essay "The Interesting Case of John Alphonsus Mulrennan",
Heaney draws our attention to the importance of this passage for
himself as a writer: "To put it another way, Stephen feels
excluded from the English traditiom.... His own tradition is
linguistically fractured. History, which has woven the fabric of
English life and landscape and language into a seamless garment,
has rent the fabric of Irish life, has effected a breach between
its past and its present, and an alienation between the speaker
and his speech."®= It is precisely this "history" that Heaney
charts in certain poems in North, such as "Ocean's Love to
Ireland” and “Freedman". Nevertheless, it is telling that the
diary entry that Heaney selzes upon at the close of "Station
Island” is one that rebuffs Stephen's earlier mediation on his
»fractured® linguistic identity. The entry for the 13 April
declares that a word that had seemed to exclude Stephen is in fact
»good old blunt English too." The effect of this discovery is not
to reappropriate Stephen within the discourse of the English
tradition, weaving him into the seamless "fabric of English life
and landscape and language" . Instead, it ruptures through
linguistic oppression, and makes it seem, to Stephen at any rate,
comehow irrelevant: “Damn him one way or the other." This is
echoed in Heaney's Joyce's jeering answer to the speaker's praise
of the epiphany be has granted him: "Vho cares ... any more? The
English language / belongs to us.” If "A Bat on the Road" acts as
a delicate rebuttal of the sexual conceits of North, Joyce's
outspoken claim, 1like the “cunning middle voice" of "Making
Strange", overturns the centrality of the ophonologism of the

place-name poems. National and linguistic identity are swept
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aside as Heaney voices through Joyce what, in his own voice, he

asks for in "Stone from Delphi®:

that I may escape the miasma of spilled blood,
govern the tongue, fear hybris, fear the god
until he speaks in my untrammelled mouth.

(SI, p. 24)

The desire for an "untrammelled mouth", free from the miasma of
Irish history is, of course, also one of Stephen's. This is still
clearer if one turn to the Portrait's diary entry that follows
that of the thirteenth. This has, in fact, faséinated Heaney more
than that which is taken as so important at the end of "Station

Island”.

14 April: John-Alphonsus Mulrennan has just returned from
the west of Ireland. (European and Asiatic papers please
copy.) He told us he met an old man there in a mountain
cabin. 0l1d man had red eyes and short pipe. 0ld man spoke
Irish. Mulrennan spoke Irish. Then old man and Mulreamnan
spoke English. Mulremnan spoke to him about universe and
stars. 0l1d man sat, listened, smoked, spat. Then said:

- Ah, there must be terrible queer creatures at the latter
end of the world.

I fear him., I fear bhis redrimmed horny eyes. It is with
him I must struggle all through this night till day come,
ti11 he or 1 lie dead, gripping him by the sinewy throat
till ... Til11 what? Till he yield to me? KNo. I mean bim
no harm.=®

Heaney turns to this passage in three different essays: "John
Bull's Other Ireland”, "The Interesting Case of John Alphonsus
Yulrennan" and "A Tale of Two Islands".®4 In the second and third

of these articles Heaney interprets Stephen's words as follows:

The old man represents the claims of the pious archetype on
the free spirit. Stephen fears him because his red-rimmed
horny eyes are in the end myopic, because that mountain
cabin where he lodges i1s hung with the nets of nationality,
religion, family, the arresting abstractions.==
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It is such stereotypical portrayals of the peasant that Joyce
rejects, as does Heaney in his rewriting of Yeats' "The Fisherman"
in "Casualty". This goes band in bhand with the spurning of any
attempt, on Stephen's part, to emulate Davin's nationalism: “he
will forge a personal truth", as Heaney succinctly puts it.®s It
is this flight from the concerns of the archetype that Heaney
describes at the close of “Station Island", and, in the context of
bis own work, this should be read as a flight from the archetypal

vworld or "arresting abstractions" of North,

The rejection of the archetype i1s present from the very first poem
in Station Island. "The Underground", is, on one level, simply an
anecdotal account of "honeymooning, moonlighting, late for the
Proms" (SI, p. 13), yet, within the space of sixteen lines, Heaney
employs at least three mythical and fairy-tale parallels for the
couple. In the first stanza, the male's pursuit of his wife in
the "vaulted tunnel®™ of the London underground becomes the ground
for a comparison between the couple and Pan's vain chase of Syrinx
*before [shel turned to a reed”. This gives way to the story of
Hansel and Gretel, in stanza three, which in turn folds into the
myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, when "after the trains have gone",
the speaker says he is "all attention / For your step following
and dammed if I 1look back". This overdetermined use of myth
paradoxically calls into question its very applicability. The
classical and fairy-tale frames of reference self-consciously fall
one into the other, failing to develop a coherent imaginative
parallel. This may be interpreted as an understated instance of
the “cunning middle voice" articulated in "Making Strange”. That
is, the poem offers a mildly witty rebuke to the desire to erect
the cumbersome mythical scaffolding of much of Part I of North,
The female object and male subject of the poem slip through three
entirely different contextual identities, none of which provide an

entirely adequate parallel to their present situation.
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»Ia Tollette" continues this process, re-engaging with the
question voiced in "The Badgers": "how perilous is 1t to choose /
not to love the life we're shown?". The laterllyric answers this
question by refusing to refract the female object of attention
through the prism of analogy. The poem begins by elaborating an
ingenious similarity between religious paraphernalia - a ciborium,
nthe little, fitted, deep-slit drapes / on and off the holy
vessels” (SI, p. 14), the chasuble - and a woman's wet nakedness
under a bathrobe. But at its close this particular Christian

parallel 1s rejected in favour of a bathetic secularism:

But vest yourself
in the word you taught me
and the stuff I love: slub silk,

Femininity, in the lyrics, functions in a manner analogous to the
girl of "After a Killing" in Fileld Vork. In their very
w]iteralism", the female figures further hone down the symbolism
of his earlier poetry. In like manner, if in a more ambitious
fashion, "Sheelagh na Gig" and "An Aisling in the Burren" work as
revisions of the archetypal females of North, In the former poem,

the poet takes a voyeuristic stance vis-a-vis a carved female

figure:

Her hands holding herself
are like hands in an old barn

holding a bag open.
I was outside looking in ...

And then one night in the yard

I stood still under the heavy rain
wearing the bag like a caul.

(SI, pp. 49-50)

The gazing male recalls the foraging poet of "Come to the Bower",
the female exacting the same sense of desire the dead girl prompts
{n the "artful voyeur” of “Punishment". Such use of gender, I
have suggested above, is to be read as an expression of Heaney's
ambivalent but insistent nationalism, the woman personifying the

notion of nationm, and the trajectory of the speaker's desire
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signifying his feeling of estrangement from a pre-colonial
motherland. That same model of masculine desire structures the
present poem: the male poet's fascination 1s drawn almost
exclusively to the gargoyle's genitalia. Elmer Andrews sees the
pre-Christian and pre-Celtic sheelagh na gig as "an anclent,
collective prototype, rooted in elementary perceptions of human
existence".®” ©She is thus another expression of the quasi-Jungian
archetype of the Great Mother which Heaney uses as a means of
comprehending the "feminine ethos" of Republicanism., Politics and
history remain absent from the poem, but the presence of this
symbolic female, coupled to the speaker's infantile relationship
with her (he imagines himself as wearing the bag "like a caul"),
cannot but recall the attempts Heaney makes to come to terms with
what he views as the tribal situation of contemporary Irish
politics. Andrews fails to make this connection, interpreting the
poet's scopophilia as a metaphor for "the free play of thought and
feeling, in a spirit of passionate detachment".®® However, it is
only with the following section of the poem that we see Heaney
detaching himself from the political implications which are the
subtext to this poem, as the sheelagh na gig offers advice similar
to that of the "cunning middle voice" of "Making Strange" and that
made by Joyce in "Station Island”:

[She is] grown up, grown ordinary,

seeming to say,
"Yes, look at me to your heart's content

but look at every other thing.®
And here is a leaper in a kilt,
two figures kissing,

a mouth with sprigs,
a running hart, two fishes,
a damaged beast with an instrument.

Unlike the doom-laden voice of the sibyl in "A Triptych", the
imperative announced by this female is to turn away from the
mythical obsessions of much of Heaney's poetry of the early 1970s.
In the first section of the poem, the figure was imagined as

jndirectly “"saying push, push hard, push harder"., That sense of
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penetration, so central to the "phallic" archaeology of many of
the bog-poems, with their long, thin auger-like poems, 1is here
countered byzwfargoyle's direct speech to "look at every other
thing", away Irom the archetype. She thus denies her own
eignificance, becoming “ordinary", directing the poet to
celebrate, in a variety of Franciscanism, an environment which is
comprised of arbitary phenomena: lovers, dancers, animals. Ornly
the final reference to the "damaged beast with an instrument®
suggests the presence of violence in this transcendental realm of

poetic interest.

»pn Aisling in the Burren" is another instance of Heaney's
attitude towards his previous concerns. The visionary female of
the "Aisling" in North had inscribed the classical myth of Actaeon
within the archetypal notion of sacrifice to the motherland. 1In
the later poem, the female, like the sheelagh na gig, articulates
an alternative response to the "northern shore". As opposed to

the classical Dianma (or, here, Aphrodite), this woman is not to be

read as mythical:

she arrived, not from a shell
but licked with the wet cold fires of St Elmo,
angel of the last chance, teaching us
the fish in the rock, the fern's
bewildered tenderness deep in the fissure,

That day the clatter of stones
as we climbed was a sermon

on conscience and healing,

her tears a startling deer

on the site of catastrophe.
(51, p. 4T

The last line contains the same suggestions of historical violence
as did the fipal line of "Sheelagh na Gig". Like the gargoyle,
however, the aisling female directs the poet away from politics
and history; she "teaches" a version of pastoral behaviour, one
which, in the concluding stanza, echoes the Duke Serior's words in

As You Like It: "And this our life, exempt from pubdblic haunt, /
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Finds tongues in trees, books in the rumnning brooks, / Sermons in

stones and gond in everything."==

Shakespeare's play is largely an exposure of this naive belief in
a space free from the political machinations and barbarity of the
"public haunt". Heaney's embrace of the pastoral is as suspect as
the Duke’'s: he seeks a space free from the "miasma of spilled
blood”, that self-validating government of the tongue which, in
Heaney's reading of Joyce, 1s expressed by Stephen. The
*startling deer" in the aiglfng 1s a metaphor for this
untrammelled poetic, and is an image that reappears throughout
Station Island. In "A Migration", for instance, the pastoral
retreat of "our lyric wood" contains the “restive, quick and
silent / ... deer of poetry" (SI, p. 26), Poetry, as a
privile ged form of "conscience and healing”, is pastoral to the
extent that Heaney grants it a mode of operation free from
political and ideological determinants, even as it offers, in the
words of the Government of the Tongue, an "inspired sketch® back
to the public domain it stands outside. The female figures in the

two poems discussed above become the vehicles for this aesthetic.

However, female figures function in two quite dist%%t manners in
the volume. In the lyrics, they serve as demythologized versions
of the earlier goddess, rejections of the mythic framework through
which Heaney previously engaged with history. In "Station
Island”, however, due to what Heaney calls the "feminine ethos" of
Irish Republicanism, and the more general image of a subjugated
and violated "female" nation in North, the claims of motherland
are also represented by what are, in this section of the volume,
negative images of women. Femininity in the title poem signifies

the orthodox attitude, the subjection of the self to collective

interests.

These women are the Catholic pilgrims undergoing what, in his note
to the sequence, Heaney calls "the penitential vigil of fasting
and praying which still constitutes the basis of the three-day
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pilgrimage" (SI, Pp. 122>, That round of prayer becomes the image
for an orthodoxy that is not only religious but also national.
The fact that each of the pilgrim's stations “"involves walking ...
round the 'beds', [or]l stome circles" (SI, p. 122), provides
Heaney with another example of the "circle”, the "swaddling band"
of national identity, which, in "Casualty", 1s termed the "tribe's
complicity”. It is this complicity that the Joycean tangent
strikes away from, and which the poet is exhorted to take at the
end of his own pilgrimage. Throughout the sequence various male
characters - often fierce individualists, sometimes men sceptical
of the benefits of communal beliefs, occasionally even the victims
of those beliefs - provide preludes to this main theme, opposing
the tribal solidarity of the female pilgrims.

Section I, for instance, ends with the renegade outsider to
Heaney's childhood community, Simon Sweeney, "an old Sabbath-
breaker", telling the poet: "Stay clear of all processions!®, His
advice will be given more substantial form by Joyce, whilst his
name will find an echo in the pagan king Sweeney of the concluding
poems 1in the volume, a man exiled by the rising hegemony of
Catholic church. However, at this point in his quest, the
protagonist follows the female pilgrims:

Sweeney shouted at me

but the murmur of the crowd

and their feet slushing through
the tender, bladed growth
opened a drugged path

I was set upon.
(SI1, p. 63)

The "drugged path" is the capitulation of the self to the communal
government of the tongue, to the "crowd". The image reappears in
section VI, where the poet hears *a somnolent hymn to Mary". The
¥arian is one aspect of the femininity that here connotes "tribal”
complicity. Catholicism is not the only somnolent denial of
Dedalean autonomy in the poem: the poem also criticizes both

pationalism and Republicanism. The drugged path, the following of
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the crowd, are antithetical to the Joycean tangent, the solitary
path, and the relevance of the former thus finds itself gradually
eroded in the course of the poem. As Neil Corcoran comments: "it
is possible to read the sequence as a kind of reverse palinode,
directed at some of the innate assumptions and attitudes of
Heaney's 6wn earlier work - a palinode which actually rejects the
orthodox communal doctrine and morality, rather than giving final

assent to them. "4°

Villiam Carleton, in section II, is another Sabbath-breaker, a man
whose spurning of the Catholic faith provides Heaney with yet
another example of the outsider.#’ Unlike the vagrant Simon
Sweeney, however, he is also a writer, and thus inscribes the
former's command to stay clear of all processions within an
artistic context. Carleton throws scorn upon the notion of
orthodox belief - he is a self-confessed "old fork-tongued
turncoat" (SI, p. 65). This self-condemnation, however, opens up
the space of what Heaney reads as a liberating poetic. To be
fork-tongued recalls the "cunning middle voice" of "Making
Strange", and is an attitude that is closely linked to artistic
individualism: as Carleton declares, "It is a road you travel on
your own". This masculine solitariness is opposed to what is seen
as feminine subjection via the poet's account of a particular

instance of bathetic Marian devotion:

"] come from County Derry,
born in earshot of an Hibernian hall

where a band of Ribbonmen played hymns to Mary.
By then the brotherhood was a frail procession
staggering home drunk on Patrick's Day

in collarettes and sashes fringed with green."

The frailty of this procession implies the questionablé viability
of an adherence to political (“green") as much as religious
tenets. Likewise, in section IX, the imaginary voice of a dead
hunger-striker leads Heaney to reject certain of the Republican

attitudes he had, albeit tentatively, assumed in North. He now
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says: "I repent / my unwearied life that kept me competent / To
sleepwalk with connivance and mistrusi‘ (SI, p. 85). Along with a
recurrence of the image of somnag?lance in association with
collective praxis, this poem implicitly turns a scathing eye on
"pPunishment”. In that text, Heaney found that bhis genuine
sympathies lie with the "feminine ethos" of Republicanism; he had
only "conniveldl / in civilized outrage®”. However, in "Station
Island", it is precisely his tribal understanding that is now seen

as a form of “"connivance", a type of the drugged path of section

I.

In the course of “Station Island", the orthodox stance loses all
its consolatory attributes. The young priest in IV, for example,
who "rotted like a pear” in his mission in the rain forest (SI, p.
60), now returns from the dead to rebuke the poet for choosing
what he calls "convention" (SI, p. 70). In life, this man had
represented the attractions of this "circle" for the young poet,
who had "waded silently / / behind him, on his circuits, visiting"
(s8I, p. 7. In contrast, now dead, he offers an intimation of
the "straight walk" of Joyce in XII, claiming that "the god has,
as they say, withdrawn”". This notion of divinity functions as the
transcendental signifier which, in Heaney's earlier poetry, is the
archetypal sense of motherland. With the withdrawal of this
essentialist prop, Heamey is led to put the following words in the
untrammelled mouth of his Joyce: "That subject people is a cod's

ganme, / infantile, like your peasant pilgrimage".

If Parts I and I1 of G&tation Island follow Field Work in
vdeconstructing” much of Heaney's earlier convictions, Part III,
" Sweeney Redivivus", attempts to construct an alternative poetic
in the figure of Sweeney. One way into these pithy and often
enigmatic poems is not only through their relationship to Joyce,
but also via their resistance to another Irish writer, Yeats. The
above discussion of Station Island allows us to rewrite the
Audenesque title of ome of Heaney's earlier essays to now read,

"Joyce as an Example?". The original title of that essay is, of



-318-

course, "Yeats as an Example?" <(see P, pp. 98-114); and 1f‘JDyce
seems to provide the attractions of a Franciscan play shorn of all
cense of "social truth”, one that keeps at a tangent to questions
of nation and language in favour of Dedalean "personal truth",
Yeats' poetic is rejected as a prime example of the creation of
*pious archetypes”. In "The Master", 1n "Sweeney Redivivus",
Yeats is said to have "dwelt in "himself / like a rock in an
unroofed tower™ (SI, p. 110). Suchk a withdrawal is, it appears,
cimilar to that made by Heaney at the close of "Casualty". All
the same, alongside the attractions of Romantic individualism that
Yeats offers, is his insistent "mythologization" of Ireland and
all things Irish; and it is this Ifrom which Heaney seeks to
distance his own poetry. For Yeats, the old man Mulrennan spoke
to in Joyce's Portrait is equivalent to both his Connemara
fisherman Heaney rewrites in "Casualty" and that Ireland he
exhorted "Irish poets" to sing of: "Sing the peasantry, and then /
Bard-riding country gentlemen, / The lholiness of monks, and after
/ Porter-drinkers' randy laughter"."ﬁ As Heaney puts it in "A
Tale of Two Islands, “"lhe old man is for Yeats ... a portal, a
gleam of half-extinguished thought."<® He provides a conscling
fiction, in the words of "The Fisherman®, "a man who is but a
drean". For Heaney, Yeats now signifies the wish "to posit an
original place and an original language and culture and pine for
jts restoration.”<4 That such origins are ideological fictions
comes across clearly in Heaney's recognition that Ireland is to
writers more thar one island; the claracteristic "pining" for
lipguistic and national roots in Heaney's earlier poetry is now no

longer a viable alternative.

On a related level, Neil Corcoran has suggested that “"The Master"
is a reply to Harold Bloom's review of Field Work.45 Indeed, the
poem overtly charts what might be read as parabolic of an "anxiety
of influence". The self-conscious exploration of this Oedipal
struggle is witty and, in a semnse, curnning, forgrounding, as it

does, the unconscious process of Bloomian anziety.4® The ephebe
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is here Sweeney, who fails in his Erowning—like quest to the Dark

Tower, rewritten as Thoor Ballylee:

How flimsy I felt climbing down
the unrailed stairs on the wall,
hearing the pupose and venture
in a wingflap above me.

However, the master, in dwelling iIn himself creates what might be
read as a single-minded, or solipsistic, viewpoint (as opposed to
the duplex Sweeney, both bird and man, and the fork-tongued poetic
of "Making Strange"), one similar to the "myopic angers® of "The
Scrives" (SI, p. 111) and the myopia of the old man Mulrennan
talks to. Yeats' oparticular brand of Romantic literary
nationalism found itself increasingly politicized, regardless of
any assertions he made to the contrary. Heaney's albeit quite
different sense of nation in Nortk is equally political, equally
romanticized: Yeats thus provides, haowever paradoxically, the
binary opposite to the Joyce, and is thus countered in the rather
dismissive final “"wingflap" in the poem.

The imagery of birds and flight is central to "Sweeney Redivivus"
as a whole, and 1is alsc drawn from the Portrait. In a famous
passage, Stephen talks of the oppressiveness of his cultural

heritage in precisely these terms:

Vien the soul of a man is born in this country there are
nets flung at it to hold it back from flight. You talk to
me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to fly
by those nets.4”

Stephen's desire to escape the old sow that eats her farrow finds
an echo in the flight of the exiled King Sweeney, turned to a bird
by St Roparn's curse, whose story Heaney has translated in Sweeney
Astray. In the introduction to that work, Heaney reads the
transformed king as, in part, "a figure of the artist, displaced,
guilty, assuaging himself by his utterance", His displacement
from a sense of community and place - caused by Ronan - thus

represents “the quarrel between free creative imagination and the
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constraints of religious, political, and domestic obligation."<=
Ronan signifies those “nets" of nationality, language and
religion, which in "Sweeney Redivivus" frequently become
reinsoribed within the contemporary moment (as, for instance, in
*In the Beech", where the early medieval king watches "the tanks'
advance" [SI, p. 1001.> Metaphors of flight come to supersede
those of the earth (bog, field) in Station Island, and in this
light one may well interpret the significance of Heaney's renewed
interest in Kavanagh 1in "The Placeless Heaven: Another Look at
Kavanagh". There Heaney quotes with approval Kavanagh's
reference, in "Walking Eagerly”, to "wings like Joyce's" (GT, P
12). Heamney's meditation on Kavanagh's later poetry draws on the
image of airy escape; it is "the discovery of a direction rather
than any anxiety about the need for a destination” that is
admired. This, in turn, links in with Heaney's admiration for the
pigeon flights of language that Mandelstam read in Dante. Here,
unlike the feminine play of the place-name poems, centre or ground
is strangely absent. Likewise, the line that follows direction
rather than seeking a destination is a perfect gloss for the

tangent, the line that strikes an edge rather than locating a

centre,

"The First Gloss", as its title suggests, provides a brief
demonstration and exposition of this poetic of the tangent:

Take hold of the shaft of the pen.
Subscribe to the first step taken
from a justified line

into thke margin.

(SI, p. 97

This minature manifesto's first line reaches back, obviously
enough, to the digging metaphor of Deatk of a Naturalist through
to North. (George O'Brien describes the poem as a re-write of
"Digging".)4® However, the second sentence of the quatrain (its
final three lines) outlines a very different poetic to that of the
poet as archaeologist. The characteristic image of the Pen as a

spade 1s modified into the Joycean tangential stance as narrated
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at the close of "Station Island". The second sentence's more
overt pun on “"subscribe" links the act of writing to a commitment’
similar to Joyce's "straight walk": the “first step" is made away
from the “centres" of nation and politics "into the margin". This
image of writing on the edges of the page denotes a poetry which
is "justified" (as straight as Joyce's walk) by its freedom from
the centres of power, from ideclogical and political dimensions.
However, to simply paraphrase this poem is to miss most of its
significance. The witty puns on "“subscribe", "justified" and
»pargin” enact a Franciscan delight 1in language; and such
wordplay, where the signifier overtly declares its slippage with
regard to the signified, is closely bound to the linguistic
"cunning” of "Making Strange" and to the pigeon flights of
language Madelstam reads in Dante. The sign slides "between" two
possible meanings, and hence, the "first step"” is not analogous to
the quest after original certainty, a stable locus of meaning, as
was the projected movement of Part I of North, but a more "cunning
middle voice", a making strange via - in Blake Morrison's words -

a "twin-flexed” voice.®°

However, as I argued in the context of Heaney's more recent prose
pieces in chapter three, this desire for artistic autonomy is in
danger of being read as simply a rather late and lame version of
Romanticism (of the non-nationalist variety). The metaphor
present 1in the notion of the government of the tongue is an
unconscious reflection of the fact that the idea of a self-
governed tongue is itself an ideological one. The polysemic
Joycean cunning promised by "The First Gloss" tends to lapse
during the sequence into what is really nothing more than a
liberal humanist belief in the autonomous imagination. Sweeney
(1ike, it may be argued, Stephen Dedalus, who is treated in a far
more ironic manner by Joyce than Heaney's poetry and prose
suggests) becomes simply a belated example of the Romantic artist,
stripped of his Shellyean prophetic powers, yet bhanging on
doggedly to the myth of an absclute airy freedom. Elmer Andrews,
in a reading of "An Artist", describes this freedom as "fidelity
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to his vision, regardless of its effect in the public world; the
relentless pursuit of whatever as yet lies blank and unconceived -
these are the things which count".®' But to whom do they count?
Andrews simply echoes Heaney's questionable belief in the
possibility of an absolutely apolitical poetry, but the recurrent
emphasis on individualism, the personal and private act, is a
political statement: it is a liberal conviction which articulates
a profound dissatisfaction with the efficacy of collective action.
Heaney's recourse to the notion of an untrammelled tongue is
politically motivated to the extenmt that 1t is a reaction to
historical contradictions for which earlier poems had failed to

create full aesthetic resolutions.

"Sweeney's Returns" may be read as an oblique commentary on the
problems inherent in the Joycean "flight" of the bird-king. On
one level, the poem simply reworks material from the source-
legend, yet, on another, Sweeney's loss of of his wife due to his
transformation reads as a subtle interrogation of the speaker's

faith in the freeplay of the imaginatiom:

when I perched on the sill
to gaze at the coffers of absence
I was like a scout at risk behind lines
who raiseshis head in a wheatfield
to take a first look, the throb of his breakthrough
going on inside him unstoppably:

the blind was up, a bangle

lay in the sun, the fleshed hyacinth
had begun to divulge.

Vhere has she gone? Beyond

the tucked and level bed, I floufered
ir my wild reflection in the mirror.

(SI, p. 114

The image of the scout behind lines implies the solitary nature of
Sweeney and, by extension, the artistic isclation prese;t in this
view of poetry. But what is the "risk" involved in such art? For
a contemparary Western writer, at the height of his public
success, the use of a metaphor drawn from warfare seems far from

apt: the hyperbolic claims made on behalf of this variation of the
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Romantic self lead to little more tkan covert expressions of
bourgeois individualism. But it is arguable that the final stanza
turns round on those hyperboles, questioning their validity. The
absence of Sweeney's wife, Eorann, acts as an image for Sweeney-
Heaney's plight. As we have seen, throughout Station Island,
femininity functions in two seemingly contrary manners: as a
positive demythologizing principle in the lyrics, and as a
pegative image of orthodoxy in "Station Island". However, as in
the later prose, this apparent binary opposition is buttressed on
both sides by the central notion of authority: the "government" of
self or community. In “Sweeney's Returns”, the failure to find
the female ("Where had she gone?") leads into animage where all
cense of authority has vanished: "I floundered / in my wild
reflection in the mirror". The supposedly self-evident, autonomous
imagination finds 1tself caught in a disturbing play of
reflections, one which recalls section IX of "Station Island”,
where the drunk poet finds himself, "lulled and repelled by his
own reflection” in the bathroom mirror (SI, p. 86). Authority
becomes a hopeless floundering, the attractive posturings of the
nfree" artist thrown into a repellent, caricatured image, simply a

wwild reflection”.
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CHAPTER 8. A TENPORAL HABITATION: SEASO¥N SONGS,
RENAINS OF ELNET ABD NOORTOWN DIARY

Vith what delight could I have walked thee round,
If I could joy in aught, sweet interchange

0f hill, and valley, rivers, woods and plains,
¥ow land, now sea, and shores with farest crawned,
Rocks, dens, and caves; but in none of these

Find place or refuge; and the more I see
Pleasures about me, so much more 1 feel

Torment within me, as from the hateful siege

0f contraries ... '

The perodical publication of Hughes' poetry during the early and
mid 1970s shows that, at the same time as the cryptic poems later
collected as the sequence Cave Birds were being published, so too
were the more straightforward observations of nature collected in
Season Songs (first edition, 1974) and several poems intended for
Moortown Elegies (first edition, 1978). In the late '70s, poems
from the latter volume continued to appear (along with various
miscellaneous pieces collected in the "Earth Numb" section of the
trade edition of Moortown) alongside the poems that comprise the
1979 sequence on the Calder valley, KRemains of Elmet. Chronology
is significant in two respects here. Firstly, in the early '70s,
Hughes can be seen to be drawn to both a symbolic quest-romance,
culminating in the projected Promethean subjectivity of "The
risen", and a descriptive mode of verse centred on the object
world of nature. Secondly, by the end of the decade, Hughes"
poetry has largely turned from the concerns of the alchemical
drama to an exploration of the phenomenal environment. To take a
concrete example: in 1974, Hughes published, in a January issue of
The Listener, "Spring Nature Notes", collected in Season Songs; in
September of the same year he published anearly version of "The
Risen" in the JXNew Statesman, 2 That Hughes should have been
writing two such dissimilar poems at roughly the same time can be
as indicative of, in Milton's Satan’'s words, a "slege / 0Of

seen
contraries". Thomas West, citing Hughes' adaptation of a phrase



-325~

of Goethe, considers these two sides of Hughes' work as
demonstrating an interest in a world of the spirit and a "keeping
faith with the world of things".® I will argue, however, that
these two sides are not as complementary as a critic such as Vest
tends to assume, and that the rejection of the theme of the
"chymical wedding" by 1080 displays a radical alteration in

Hughes' work as a whole,

As we saw in chapter six, the reborn man who is the product of the
mixed marriage in both CGaudete and Cave Birds is a symbolic
expression of an individuated being, one who has identified the
essence that precedes his existence. The power that results from
this is described, in both texts, as a scopic power, as Lumb sees
the baboon woman's face "undeformed and perfect”, whilst on the
ricen Socrates' "lens / Each atom engraves with a diamond”. This
unimpaired vision 1is clearly related to the dmagination's
visionary property, which, for Hughes, 1s necessary to heal a
divided psyche. In the words of the 1970 version of "Myth and
Education", "without full operation of the various worlds and
heavens and hells of imagination, men becone eick, mechanical
monsters”.<. Vhen Hughes rewrote this essay in 1976, he clarified
this imaginative healing as being where "the full presence of the
{nper world combines with and is reconciled to the full presence
of the outer world".® In the quest-romances, this reconciliation
takes the metaphorical form of an alchemical wmarriage of
opposites; the mastering male gaze that results is, in turn, a
metapbor for a visionary awareness. Keith Sagar argues that
Hughes follows Blake in thkis quest for an ultimate visionary
capacity, as bis protagonist’'s visionary imagination is comparable
to Blakean "fourfold vision". In Sagar's synopsis, this quest

takes the following form:

Single vision is alienated, bhubristic selfhood, and the
achievement of twofold, threefold and fourfold vision are
therefore stages in the annihilation of the self.... Stage
one is the recognition of the all-pervading symptoms of
single vision as such, of the need to undertake the psychic
or spiritual journey out of its dark prison, and to engage
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it in a lifelong battle. Stage two is the release of the
energies which will be needed for this battle and this
journey, energies which, denied and repressed, have become
"reptiles of the mind". Stage three is the recovery of
{pnocence. Stage four, the recavery of unified vision, will
be a vision of the holiness of everything that lives.®

This is a useful paradigm in which to consider Hughes' work, The
most obvious problem it raises, however, is that it leads Sagar to
make a largely teleological reading of Hughes' work. The Hawk in
the Rain is thus read as centring on fallen single vision, whilst
Lupercal begins to broach the twofold vision brought to a head in
the terrors of Wodwo. Crow announces the quest towards fourfold
vision, a journey which requires the "innocence" of Season Songs
to find its telos in "the closing poems of FPrometheus on his Crag,
the closing poems of Cave Birds, the last poem in Adam and the
Sacred Nine, a few of the farming poems and odd poems from
elsewhere, but, supremely, the Epilogue poems in Gaudete".”
Against this interpretation should be held one that pays closer
attention to the fact that the visionary mastery of Lumb and "The
risen” 1s, in fact, negated by the "fistula" properties of
language present in Lumb's lyrics and in the "Finale" to Cave
Birds. There, Hughes admits that the metaphysical dichotomy he
draws between the phenomenal or, as "Myth and Education" terms it,
»outer world" and the "inner world® of noumenal essence, renders
exceedingly problematic the desire to re-present such fourfold
vision of the "goddess” in poetic langucge. Sagar believes that
»fourfold vision is everywhere apparent 1in Hughes' most recent
work”, especially in the salmon-poems from River.® However, 1t is
equally rewarding to read the "nature poetry" that culminates in
River as a direct response to the vunremitting qualification of
visionary experience in poems such as "The Risen". Hughes' poetry
{s dogged by a pessimistic view of tropic language, one that runs
counter to the generally optimistic orientation of Gaudete and
Cave Birds, and 1t is this that leads Hughes to seek a less

totalizing "journey” than Sagar's argument would suggest.
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One point of entry into these texts can be made via considering
Hughes 1in relation to not only Blake, whose Universal Man finds a
belated expression in Hughes' redeemed protagonists, Lumb and the
cockerel-man, but also Wordsworth. A quotaticn from one of the
finest critics of WVordsworth, Geoffrey Hartman, clarifies the
stance Hughes' more recent work takes in relation to his two High

Romantlc precusors:

"Yhere man 1is not, nature 1s barren", says Blake; and
Vordsworth, at about the same time, declares: "All things
shall speak of Man". By this he does not mean an extension

of the anthropomorphic viewpoint, or even, as in Blake, an
infinite expansion of the concept of Man. It might have
been better to say, "All things shall speak to Man". Only
by such converse can the naked spirit be clothed, the burden
of existence become fruitful, and the rape of vision cease.
Vordsworth does not insist on Blake's 411 ("More, MNore, is
the cry of the deluded spirit. FNothing but all can satisfy
¥an") but rather on the Any. The Wanderer's final oration
(in The Excursionl evokes a world from which solitude,
though not dindividuality, has been removed, because each
thing bas the capacity to communicate its being, to "go
ocut".”

The Blakean "All® is that which Hughes finds an analogy for in the
oxymoronic satiety of the void in the mixed marriage of Cave Birds
and Gaudete. This "infinite expansion of the concept of Nan" is
where, in Sagar's thesis, fourfold vision is made possible. Sagar
cites Blake's The Marriage of Heaven and Hell in this context of
redeemed being: "If the doors of perception were cleansed every
thing would appear to man as it 1s, infinite".'® This re-
orientation of perception is a return to an Edenic existence, as
temporality, that is the history outlined in the review of The
Environmental Revolution, is perceived as a condition of exile and
Fall. Likewise, Blake's cry, "More, More®, is not dissimilar to
the deluded mouths of "Boom" in Wodwo, a volume full of the cries

of exzasperated and unsatisfied Man:

¥ore Nore More

Meaning Air Vater Life

Cry the mouths

That are filling with burning ashes.
(¥, p. 23
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. For Blake, the resolution of this desire i{s the expanded vision
and imaginative properties of the Universal Man, whose
manifestation in Jerusalem I quoted in chapter twa. FNevertheless,
if, as I have argued above, Hughes shares Blake's retreat into
individual apocalypse and perscral ecstasy, Hughes' texts also
imply the impossibility of actually attaining the redemptive
condition at the present time: there is always the goblin at the
end of the ritual. In the Epilogue to Gaudete, for example,
Lumb's perception, regardless of Sagar's belief that it 1is
fourfold, remains a vision that explicitly questions the finality
of the chymical wedding:

I know
The flowers also look for you and die locking....

Like me
These are neither your brides, nor vyour gro
(G, pp. 194-195) ' YOuT grooms.

In the light of this admission, the reborn Lumb and the risen
cockerel-protagonist present a unified being that is rendered
problematical even as it is announced. This is linked to the dual
focus of Hughes' work in the '70s, as quasi-Blakean quest-romance
is measured against what Hartman calls a Wordsworthian faith in

the Any, and is found wanting.

The Any, in Hughes' poetry, takes the form of the natural world,
its flora and fauna. It 1s the relationship between the Any of
external world and the meditating solitary mind that comes to the
fore in the Season Songs and the farming poems, written between
1973 and 1976, first published as Moortown Elegies and recently
reissued as XNoortown Diary.'' These two volumes, I suggest, are
best read as part of the "siege / 0Of contraries" in Hughes' work
in the early '70s. These are not "contraries" in Blake's sense of
that term,'® and as such it is not pertinent to read the former
work, as Sagar does, as an expression of an "innocent" threefold

vision. Instead, they are contrary in a non-dialectiecal way
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seeking a different outlook on Hughes' central theme of an

alienated subjectivity.

The poems are best approached on two related levels. Certain
poems, published in botk Seascn Songs and Moortown Diary, may be
read as reinterpreting the subject/object or inner/outer dualism
of the quest-romances in the light of a Vordswerthian interactive
exchange between man and, what in Hughes, is troped as a feminine
pature; a personification that is closely linked to the figure of
wthe Nourning Mother" in the later volume Remains of Elmet. On
another level, the concluding elegies in Moortown Diary, written
in memory of the farmer Jack Orchard, present a different

conception of masculinity than that of the unbounded Promethean

male.

vith regard to the first level of enquiry, Thomas Vest comments:

From an idealist point of view, Xiver could be said to mark
a total collapse of the imagination - very much as, in the
diary poems of "Moortown", a flatness and an absence of
dramatic tension reflect a refusal or an unwillingness to
symbolise and to interiorize sensations.'?®

Vest's observation is sensibly set against Sagar's reading. It is
precisely the "unwillingness to symbolise and interiorize"” - even
to mnythologize - that distinguiskes not only River but Season
Scngs and, as Vest notes, XNoortown Diary {from Cave Birds and
Caudete. As in Heaney's poetry in Field Vork and Station Island,
recourse to the archetypal 1s superseded by a desire to
demythologize. In Hughes, that which replaces, in FNorthrop Frye's
cence of the terms, apocalyptic and demonic archetypal symbolism
i a feminine troping of the landscape that casts 1t as yet
another desirable " pbject-to-be-looked-at". In this manner, the
poens revork the scopic imagery of Gaudete and Cave Birds in a new
configuration, but ome that still retains a patriarchal conception
of femininity as the desired object of a male self's gaze.
Coupled to this, 1is the wish to control poetic langwge's

propensity to eke and defer, to remain remote from the refereﬁt
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that Hughes wants to re-present as completely as possible. Both
these desires are present in the Preface to Noortown Diary, where
Hughes describes his "diary entries" in terms that recall the
scopophilia decried in the male voyeurs of Gaudete: "these
improvised verses are nothing more tkan this: my own way of
getting reasonably close tu what is going on, and staying close,
and of excluding everything that might be pressing to interfere
with the watching eye"(MD, p. x). The diary method is thus one
that may avoid the "goblin" who raises his head in the alchemical
dramas. Hughes stresses this possibility via an image that
confounds the mediation of writing with the seenmingly less

mediated medium of the cinema:

I regarded them as casual journal notes, and made ng attempt
to do anything with them, until one day a magazine editor
asked me for a poem. Thinking I might find something to
work onm, I then locked these pleces over, and picked out
"February 17th". It didn't take me long to realise that I
was in the position of a translator: whatever I might make
of this passage I was going to have to destroy the original.
And what was original here was not some stranger's poem but
the video and surviving voice-track of cne of my own days, a
poment cf my life I did ot want to lose..., Altering any
word felt like retouching an old home movie with new bits of
fake-original voice and fake-original actions.

(D, p. xi)

The move from archetypal narrative is motivated by the same fear
of alienation that is present in The Hawk In the Rain through Cave
Birds. Hughes again approaches the object world with the aim of
"staylng close", of mastering the without-world of the other,
.Vhat. is markedly different from the apocalyptic rebirth of Lumb
and "The risen” is that in these poems emphasis 1s laid on that
which the displaced Satan of Paradise Lost calls the "sweet
interchange"” he desires {from earth, rather <than the Edenie
totality in which time and space find no place. The change in
poetic strategy is clearly apparent in a poem such as "March
Morning Unlike Others", collected in both Season Songs and
Moortown Diary. Its powerful personification of the earth as a

convalescent woman strikes a keynote to the Songsi~ -

g

..g-"
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The earth invalid, dropsied, bruised, wheeled
Qut into the sun,

After the frightful operatiom.

Ske lies back, wounds undressed to the sun,
To be healed,

Sheltered from the sneapy chill creeping North wind,
Leans back, eyes cleosed, exhausted, smiling
Into the sun. Perhaps dozing a little.

Vhile we sit, and smile, and wait, and know
She is not going to die.

(SS, p- 17; M, p. 22

This particular humanizing metaphor 1is, stylistically, distinctly
un-Waordeworthian. However, *he veneration of nature with regard
to 1ts effects on the human individual, to whom the death of
pature would be catastrophic, Is Verdsworthian. The sick female
i{s healed in a way that rightly echoes Lumb's healing of the
patchwcrk face of the babocn weman, but the healing here is
projected onto the ocbject werld of nature rather than onto a
symbalic goddess. Sagar 1implicitly relates this to BElake's
Beulah, a place of threefold experience ("the recovery of
innocence") in his essay on "“Fourfold Vision in Hughes" cited
above. Yet, in bhis earlier study, in The Art of Ted Hughes, he
appears to make a larger claim for these ©poems whilst,
interestingly, adopting a Vordsworthian tag: the poems "are really
addressed to the child whe is father of the man. That is, they
are attempts to cut through the conditioned responses (or
conditioned non-response) of adults to the natural world, to
restore unfallen visico".'¢ Such "unfallen visicen" would be
fourfold, that of the Blakean "Scns of Eden" {in Miltonm'®
therefore, to make sense of Sagar's reading, this passage must be
read with an emphasis upcan the belief +that the poems are
"attempts", rather than suggesting they constitute a success.
There is thus 2 certain inconsistency between Sagar's essay and
the earlier critical study. This is not critical nit-picking: the
whole raiscn -d'etre of Seascn Songs 1s that 1t is not concerned
with illustrating or nodding towards the  Edenic  experience,
the questionable telos of the quest-romances. The "nature

poetry” does not picture Fallen nature as the transitional
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state of Beulah, from which one can see eternity. Instead, these
poens attempt to circumnavigate the fact that temporality, the end
of the ritual in Cave Birds, undermines the apparent restoration

of unfallen vision that the reborn males in Gaudete and Cave

Birds, experience.

In the Songs and the Diary, Hughes seeks to, in the words of the
Preface to the latter volume, "stay closer” to "a moment of my
1ife". Such a point of temporality is recorded in "Coming down
through Somerset”, in Noortown Diary, where Hughes' desire for a
dead badger's carcass to defy decay, to "stop time”, is bound to a

vision that is very much "a moment of ... life":

A badger on my mcment of life.

N¥ot years ago, like the others, but now.
I stand

Vatching his stillness, like an iron nail
Driven, flush to tke head,

Into a yew post. Something has to stay.
(XD, p. 41

The diary entries and Season Songs are frequently recordings of
moments, aware of the temporal context in which the often banal
events they centre on occur. Indeed, Sagar, with no sense of
contradiction, makes this Qery point in The Art of Ted Hughes.
Vvriting of Lindsay, Eliot and Beckett in relation to Hughes he

conmments:

They assume that everything ephemeral or temporal is
valueless. To be sacred is to be absolute, and nothing in
time or space is absclute, so the world is crying out for
redemption. The argument 1s thecretically strong, but
whether 1t 1s felt to be true seems to be a matter of
temperament, and of the individual's ability to recognize
the sacred in unredeemed nature.'®

Regardless of the validity of this snap-judgement of the writers
invoked, and the remark's total failure to conform to the previous
reference to vynfallen vision", Sagar 1s quite correct to see

Season Songs' locale as "unredeemed", and thus (if only by
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implication) to note the volume's deviation from the Promethean

quests of the '70s,

To return to Sagar's more recent essay, one finds his thesis
marred by a misunderstanding of the Wordsworthian view of nature,
which he believes to mean "not so much the external universe as
the condition of innccent at-one-ness with 1t". This smacks of
Matthew Arnold's reading of Vordsworth, who, in the former's

"Memorial Verses", is said to have spoken

and loosed our heart in tears,
He laid us as we lay at birth
On the cool flowery lap of earth,
Smiles broke from us and we had ease;'?

The influence of this reading still persists, at least in the
popular conception of the poet. Sagar simply reiterates this
notion of a tranquil and tranquillizing Vordsworth, and thence
proceeds to suggest that "Hughes' position is somewhere between
Blake and Wordsworth. Fature, as the external universe, he values
much more highly than Blake; but he is well aware that only the
human imagination, fourfold, can fuse the horror and the beauty,
heal the scarred face of the goddess."'® Ip contrast, one should
csee that what we have in the texts from Season Songs to River is a
"position” that 1s closer to Wordsworth in that, unlike Blake,
Hughes resists, with various degrees of success, Blake's assertion
that "Natural Objects always did & now do Veaken deaden &
obliterate imagination in Me".'® Hughes, like Wordsworth, will
not or cannot make such a judgement: the imagination - which,
regardless of Sagar's assertion to the contrary, is as important
to Wordsworth as it 1s to Blake - now seeks to establish a
creative and active interchange between the mind and the feminine

nature that comes to replace the archetypal goddess of Gaudete.

In the context of Wordsworth, what John Jones describes as the
centrality of "careful observation as the means of achieving a

state of action and reaction between observer and cbserved",=? can
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be equally said of Hughes' natural observations, Such
observation does not imply passivity; in Wordsworth's words, from
the Preface to Poems (1815), "[Thel processes of imagination
are carried on either by conferring additional properties upon an
object, or abstracting from it some of those which it actually
possesses, and thus enabling it to react upon the mind which hath
performed the process, like a new existence”.®’ In Hughes'
poetry, the conferring or projection of "additional properties”
takes the form of a female perscnification of the external world.
The creation of this "new existence" - Nother Nature - out of the
interaction of mind and object world is, as we shall see, a kind
of "necessary fiction"; it is an imaginative product that seeks to

make natural phenomena significant for the human cbserver.

Hughes thus demythologizes Blake by making his Beulah "literal”,
that is, 1t really 1is the natural world when perceived
1maginatively and creatively. Blake's "moony shades and hills" of
Beulah, 1in Milton, == are, in "March Morning Unlike Others”,
drenched by the Spring sun. It is an enlightenment that is a
delightful peace after a wintry season. The praise of temporal
rejuvenation is sotressed throughout the volume - as in the
response exacted by the return 0of the "Swifts" in the "Summer”
section of the book: *They've made 1t again, / Which means the
globe's still working, the Creation's / Still waking refreshed"
(SS, p- 33). The important point is that we should not equate the
positive, patural experience in Hughes' text with the dream-like
state of the mental traveller who enters Blake's Beulah. Instead,
Hughes shies away from - or fights clear of - the contrary stance
taken in "The green mother" in Cave Birds. In that poem Hughes,

on one level, merely reiterates Blake:

The city of religions

Is like a city of hotels, a holiday city.

I am your guide.

In none of these is the aftertaste of death
Pronounced poor. This earth is heaven's sweetzess.
(CB, p. 40)
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Sagar interprets this poem as an expression of the inadequacy of
the attitude to nature present in Season Songs: that must be left
behind to achieve an Edenic totality. The earth of "heaven's
sweetness” in Cave Birds is, as Terry Gifford and Neil Roberts
note, disparaged and the poemn should be read as laced with
irony.=? This is Blakean to the extent that one cannot read the
transition from the words of "The green mother” to the terrible
expansion of the bird-man in "The risen" without recalling the

frightened voices of the emanations in Beulah:

But the emanations trembled exceedingly, nor could they
Live, because the life of Man was too exceedingly

unbounded.
His joy became terrible to them, they trembled & wept,
Crying with one voice: "Give us a habitation, & a place
In which we may be hidden under the shadow of wings.
For if we, who are but for a time, & who pass away in

' winter,
Behold these wonders of Eternity, we shall consume.
But you, O our fatkers & brothers, remain in Etermnity.
But grant us a temporal habitatiom..,."=2

In Season Songs, it is precisely this “temporal habitation" that
{s celebrated - not as the misleading condition of "A Green
¥other", which is indeed analcgous to Blake's feminine Beulah, but
as the material reality of Nature. Nonetheless, like Blake's
Beulah, nature in the Songs is frequently described ia feminine
tropes, in contrast to the masculinity both writers associate with
the regenerated, eternal son. For instance, note 1 of the

»Spring Nature Notes" contains this simile:

And the whole air struggling in soft excitements
Like a woman hurrying into her silks.
(5SS, p. 20

A female landscape and environment pervade +the entire book: in
»ppril Birthday”, for example, reference is made to "the / Gently-
breasted / Counties of England" (SS, p. 25). Nature takes on the
form ofadesirable woman, but the vioclent desire of the early love

poens for the female object is mitigated by a tropic zest that
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does not centre on pursuit and appropriation. That said, these
feminine tropes still picture nature as a feminine "object-to-be-
looked-at® - as in the anthropomorphism of "Hay", where the grass

»1{fts her skirts":

Happy the grass
To be wooed by the farmer, who wins her and brings her

to church in her beauty,
Bride of the Island.

Luckless the long-drawn
Aeons of Eden

Before he came to mow.
(Ss, p. 38

This poem is still constructed around the dualism of a male
subject and a female object, but the marriage imagery (farmer and
hay) in this stanza is indicative of the Songs in that the
alchemical marriage of Cave Birds is replaced by an emphasis on
postlapsarian temporality rather than Edenic totality. The very
format of Season Songs implies a greater emphasis on cyclical time
than on the linear quest. Once again, to give a sense of
perspective to these poems, the difference between Blake and
vordsworth is worth bringing to bear. If there is one poem in the
language that Season Songs cleaves to in tone and spirit, it is
surely Wordsworth's "Home at Grasmere". There one finds lines
that Hughes' sequence is indebted to in 1its attempt to swerve away

from the quest for some sort of Ederic state:

The boon is absolute; surpassing grace

To me hath been vouchsafed; among the bowers

Of blissful Eden this was neither given

¥or could be given, possession of the good

Vhich has been sighed for, ancient thought fulfilled
And dear imaginations realized,

Up to their highest measure, yea and maore.=#

Both Vordsworth and Hughes suggest that the changeless state of
Eden is, in a curious sense, lesser than the “surpassing grace" of
the Fallen world. In this sense, 1t is valid to read Season Songs
as a revaluation of the Schopenhauerean pessimism of Vodwo, where

pature was simply the manifestation of the amoral will-to-live.
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Rather oddly, Leonard Scigaj claims that the poems, on the

contrary, are a kind of "throw-back" to the earlier volume:

The poems [in Season Songs] often contain a Schopenhauerian
pessimism, a sense of nature as a deceptive, blind will more
suited to the sixties surrealism than to the positive
perception of the feminine qualities of nature in Hughes's
third period.=%

To declare quite flatly that the dominant tone and philosophical
import of Season Songs 1s pessimistic is to misunderstand that a
primary aim of the Songs is to wrestle a significance from the
"feminine" world of nature, rather than to lapse into eloquent
despair in the face of the blind will. The crocuses in "Spring
Nature Jotes", that "remind you ... you too are being worm thin /
By the blowing atoms of decomposed stars” (S5, p. 21), grant a
significance that "the incomprehensible cry / From the boughs",
that the poet hears in "A Vind Flashes the Grass" (W, p. 29), does
not impart. The former inform the pcet that he is embroiled in
natural cycles, whilst the hyperbolic hares in this poem, which
*“Down the moonbeans come ... Hobbling on their square wheels” are
positive; indeed, 1n tkeir outlandish "hebbling”, they are
reminiscent of the ecstatic hare in Wordsworth's "Resolution and

Independence”, who is “running races in her mirth",=z7

Vhat Scigaj, in the above quotation, calls the "feminine qualities
of nature" are most strikingly present in the figure of "the
¥ourning Mother" in Remains of Elmet. This personification
requires examination before Hughes' treatment of masculinity in

the figure of Jack Orchard in the Diary can be fully understood.

*Long Screams", from Elmet, employs the tentativeness of a simile
to introduce a personification that will sitwuate the essential

being of the baboon woman of Gavdete in the natural realm:

And now this whole scene, like a mother,
Lifts a cry
Right to the source of it all.
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A solitary cry.

She has made a curlew.
(RE, p. 26)

The "whole scene® in the sequence is the Calder valley area, which
is treated as another example of 2 temporal habitation. Hughes'
note to the volume stresses that temporality is a process of
historical decline, as the habitation of Elmet inexorably decays:
" Throughout my lifetime, since 1930, I have watched the mills of
the region and their attendant chapels dlie. Within the last
fifteen years the end has core" (KE, p. 8). Hughes tropes this

Fallen environment most clearly in "The Big Animal Qf Rock":

Here

At the Festival of Unending
In the fleshy faith

0f the Mourning Mother

WVho eats her children

The cantor
The rock,
Sings.

(RE, p. 44)

Scigaj correctly notes that the round of the mourning mother is
that of the cyclical seasons within the ©phenomenal world,
However, he insists on interpreting this as simply the "cover" to
a noumenal essence that is linked toc the same theme of rebirth as

present in the alchemical drama:

The earth in Elmet regularly manifests the traditionally
female attributes of soft receptivity, mystery, change
renewal, and sympathy with creation. In "The Big Animal Of
Rock"” the enigmatic "Festival of Unending” is the dynamic
ceaseless Taolst flux, the constant interplay of femininé
yin and masculine yang in the phenomenal world, in which the
"Nourning Mother / Who eats her children" simply represents
a principle of decay and change. The presence of the Valle

Spirit in Elmet assures the possibility of renewal in thig
flux,=2?

Scigaid, by reading Remains of Elmet as a sort of Taolst nature

manual, translates the dominant feminine figuration into an
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uncomplicated expression of Buddhist beliefs. In fact, this
patriarchal image of Mother Nature is one that seeks to modulate
Hughes' quasi-Buddhist attitude in Wodwo, where the phenomenal
world of Nature is the realm of karma and alienation from the
satiety of Nirvana. In the earlier volume, "Pibroch" deploys a
feminine personification of 2 natural object in a manner that

encapsulates the stance taken in Wodwo as a whole:

Drinking the sea and eating the rock

A tree struggles to make leaves -

An old woman fallen from space

Unprepared for these conditioms.

She hangs on, because her mind's gone completely.
(¥, p. 177

Here, nature 1is completely stripped of any significance for
humanity: the metaphorical senile "old woman" becomes a harsh
metonymic reduction of the material environment to a space utterly
devoid of meaning. It is but a short step from this attitude to
the internalized quests of Crow onwards, which turn away from a
senseless object world 1o the possibility of subjective
redemption. In FRemains of Elmet, the, in some ways, similar
personification pof the mourning mother works in an utterly
different manner. The senility of the tree, in "Pibrochk", 1s an
image for the irrationality of the feminine Panic spirit that, as
we saw in chapter ome, 1s Hughes' reworking of Schopenhauer's
will, where all is meaningless "struggle", ceaseless eating and
drinking. The adjective in the personification of the mourning
mother, projects a different property onto nature, seeking to
humanize it, and to create some sort of "interchange" between the
subject and the object world that surrounds the speaker. This is
made possible only within temporality, the "festival of Unending",
which is a locus of both destructivity, the devouring of the
wchildren®, yet equally a place of perseverance. For instance,

nThere Come Days To The Hills", ends:



=340~

Even the sheep, standing windslapped
High in rigging
Look heroic

Every flashing face gazes Vestward -~
(RE, p. 54)

The concluding dash has almost a semantic dimension, implying a
direction that faces up to without overturning the decline
intimated in the setting sun. "When Men Got To The Summit" grants

humanity a similarly desperate heroism:

The hills went on gently
Shaking their sieve.

Nevertheless, for some giddy moments
A television
Blinked from the wolf's lookout.

(RE, p. 56)

In both poems, bathos is transformed into pathos. This reaction
against the de-humanizing environment of Wodwo is crucial to an
understanding of Hughes' poetry of the '70s other than the
gymbolic works.

In the short story, “Snow", from Wodwo, human action in contrast
to FElmet is utterly bathetic. The narrator inhabits a surreal
existence that lis inccmprehé%ible and absurd: a snowscape from
which there is no escape, where conscious deliberation and action
ie rendered meaningless. Hughes encapsulates this pessimistic
cutlook in the protagonist's bizarre circumstances: caught in an
endless blizzard, with only a chair on which to rest. Without the
chair be would be buried alive as soon as he atteﬁpted to sleep.
The man's only comfort is the futile, teasing game he plays:
leaving the chair, he risks his life by walking a certain number

of paces away from it. He then turas, walks slowly toward it:

To control myself then is not within human power. Indeed I
ceem to more or less lose consciousness at that point. I'm
certainly not responsible for the weeping, shouting thin
that falls on my chair, embracing it, kissing it, bruising
pis cheeks against it. (¥, p. 80) 8
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The story is parabolic of the impotence of the human mind when it
seeks to measure itself against the blind will in nature. In
Wodwo, this parable is translated into terms of gender in the
chort radic play at the centre of the book, "The WVound". The
soldiers in the play, like the man in "Snow"”, are caught within an
absurd existence, culminating in a nightmare party at a chateau in
po man's land, where they are destroyed by a hoard of demonic

females. The main character, Ripley, cries:

These women are dragging them all into the ground, it's a
massacre. Fo, they're all sinking together in the black
glass, it must have melted with their dancing cr the floods
have got at their cellars, they're all going under with
their women round their necks, with their women panicking
and choking their efforts.

(¥, p. 143}

That Ripley survives this underworld experience illustrates the
fact that he is the precursor to the male protagonists of the
quest-romances of the 1970s. It is the guest to redeem the bathos
of the human predicament outlined in "Snow" - an extended
metaphor for the exile later outlined in the review of Tke
Environmental Revolution, and the mental stagnation described in
the essay on "Myth and Education" - that is announced at this
point in Hughes' career. Remains of Elmet, on the other hand, is
indicative of the contrary movement in Hughes' poetry, that which
finds its first expression in Season Songs, and which has replaced
the alchemical drama by the late 70s.  The mourning mother of
Elmet 1is the tropic alternative to the Queen of "The Wound®, a
symbolic female who anticipates the baboon woman of Gaudete and

the bride of Cave Birds.

The mourning mother 1is also present in MNoortown Diary, in the
poens preceding the elegles to Jack Orchard. “Struggle”
culminates in the mother devouring her offspring; nevertheless,
this is not the Schopenhaurean struggle of the tree in "Pibroch",
por is it the pointless struggle of the soldiers in "The WVound".
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Vhere the feminine represents a without-world +those men have
denied - like so many Tarquins - at their own peril, the mother in
the later text signifies the temporality of the object world, the
object in question being simply a doomed calf:

his eye just lay suffering the monstrous weight of

his head,
The impossible job of his marvellous huge limbs.
He could not make it. He died called Struggle.
Son of Patience.
(MD, pp. 12-13)

The self-conscious shift in the significance of femininity from
Wodwo to the poems of Moortown Diary and Remains of Elmet is most
clearly evident in two poens: "Ballad from a Fairy Tale", in
Wodwo, and the rewritten version of this text, "The Angel”, in
Remains of Elmet. In both texts, the elusive Angel causes the
child to question his mother, asking, "will it be a blessing" (¥,
p- 166) and "is it a blessing" (RE, p. 124). In both cases the
mother's response is not given to the reader, who merely learnms
that her words cause a vague sense of terror in the child.
However, it is in the account each poem gives of the speaker's
second encounter with the angel that the two poems diverge.

nBallad from a Fairy Tale" emnds:

Vhen I next saw
That fringed square of satin
I could have reached and touched it ...

And through my mother's answer
I saw all I had dreaded

But with meaning doubled.

And the valley was dark.

(¥, p. 167)

This threatening conclusion foregrounds, albeit wvaguely, the
pessimism dominant throughout Wodwo. The mother’s words provide
no succour, no relief to the Schopenhaﬁ?ean world as will., "The
Angel" concludes with a moment equally hazy but, by contrast, this
iz described as a point at which the meaning of the mother'’s words

grants the speaker a strange feeling of security:
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Vhen I next saw that strange square of satin
I reached out and touched it.

Vhen next I stood where I stood in my dream
Those words of my mother,

Joined with earth and engraved in rock,
Vere under my feet.

(RE, p. 129

Vhat are the mother's words? Of that the reader cannot be
certain. VWhat is clear is the response made by the poet. In the
ballad, the object world, the valley, falls into darkmess. In
"The Angel", on the other hand, the object world finds itself
clarified, as the mother's words achi%e the engraved solidity of
the gravestone's inscription. This image of a female's words
mjoined with earth and engraved in rock” 1s an implicit reference
to the female troping or personification of the world of nature
throughout these poemns. The mother's death and burial partly
hunmanize the without-world of nature, providing the sense of some
sort of filial bond with this other via a rhetorical strategy less

ambitious than the dense symbolism of the earlier works.

"Enily Bronte" provides another example of how Hughes attempts to
praject human charcateristics onto, and hence derive human
satisfactions from, the Yorkshire landscape. Bronté's life and

work provide the basis for a short sexual fable:

The wind on Crow Hill was her darling.
His fierce, high tale in her ear was her secret,.
But his kiss was fatal.

Through her dark paradise ran
The strean she loved too well
That bit her breast.

The shaggy sodden king of that kingdom
Followed through the wall

And lay on her love-sick bed.

(RE, p. 96)

The environment Is Heathcliff: his personality personifies the
harsh bleakness of the moors. But Heathcliff, of course, 1is a

fiction. The poem thus humanizes the landscape via recourse to a
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figure who has no reality outside Bronté&'s novel. Vuthering
Heights thus provides Hughes with a fictional frame of reference
within which he can construct a representation of the referential
reality of nature. Inge Crosman Wimmers argues that when one
reads a novel - and thus, by extension, a poem - one's reading
experience is always conditioned by various forms or frames of
reference. A principle form of reference 1s that made to other
texts. Such intertextuality is where "reference is not from word
to world but rather from text to text ... reading takes place
against a backdrop of something already said or written".,==
Hughes' poem does not refer from word to world: its referent is
another text. The object world of nature is thus mediated through
a textual, fictiomal world; paradoxically, it is only thrcugh the

{ntertext that Hughes' own text can represent the Real of the

mparland.

In like manner, Bronté herself becomes another frame of reference
with which Hughes can describe Elmet. She provides a life that is
somehow emblematic, even representative of this "kingdom". Put
simply, she, like Heathcliff, is a text: her existence as a "real"
woman is less important than the metaphorical significance she

bestows upon nature:

The curlew trod in her womb.
The stone swelled under her heart.

Her death is a baby-cry on the moor.

Like the Mourning Mother, Bronté is to be read as a rhetorical
figure; and like the Mourning Mother she is a trope that
represents tenmporality, the "Festival of Unending" that was
equally present - 1if treated with greater zest - in Season Songs.
In the final line of the present poem, she becomes a mother
figure, suggesting cyclical time, whilst, like the mother of "The
Angel", ber vwords®, that is, Wutkering Heights, provide a means
of making reference to, of "joining", with thke natural world. In

this sense, intertextuality in this poem works in an analogous
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manner to personification in otber poems. Both literary devices
ceek to mediate between poet and object world; they are hence
rhetorical strategies that help the poet, in the words of the
Preface to Moortown Diary, to get "reasonably close to what is
going on, and stay ... close”. However, they also necessarily
intrude between subject and object: they do not close the gap
between word and world, instead they may be said to "stand-in" for
the object's absence. Throughout this thesis, we have seen how
for Hughes language ekes and defers; the personifications of
Remains of Elmet, on one level, appear to provide a way out of
this impasse, yet they are also a testimony to its overwhelming
presence. Indeed, there is ome .. . pecem in Remains of Elmet that
reveals the subterfuge inherent in the feminine personification of
the landscape: "Churn-Milk Joan". The Joan of the pcem is a
product of oral tradition; her pathetic story the creation of a
process of historical chinese whispers, by the eventual elision

of a common noun, "jamb", into a proper noun, the name "Joan":

Only a werd wrenched, and the pain cazme,
And her mouth opened.

And now all of us,
Even this stone, have to be memorials
0f her futile stumbling and screams
And awful little death.
(RE, p. 59

In some respects, the woman brought down in the snow by fozes is a
figure for the temporal habitation of nature: her death is another
exploration gf the Mourning Mother who eats her children. But
Joan, like Heathcliff, never really existed: she is a "fiction",
another sort of textual entity who enables the pcet to humanize,
however negatively, the crushing effects of the outer world on the
self. As Gifford and Roberts comment: "[(The poem]l is an explicit
jpdication of the implicit project to find a language to explore
the mystery of man's interaction with this place."=° This
interaction is a part of Hughes' resistance to the empty idealism
_that 1 argued earlier he identifies in existentialism. If

Sartrean existentialism strips the object world of meaning, the
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deployment of the feminine trope is a means of projecting
significance back ontc the world the subject finds him- or herself
self existing within.

However, the personification 1s, of course, an imaginative
creation. Interestingly, in Sartrean terms, Hughes is creating a
no-thing, that is, the personification has no concrete existence,
or "thingness", in the object world: 1t is simply an imaginative
construct which seeks to humanize a seemingly resistant and
unaccommadating environment. This can be viewed as a form of
idealism - regardless of Thomas West's assertion that Hughes'
later volumes, "from an idealist point of view ... mark a total
collapse of the imagination" - one which covers the "poverty" of
reality with the wealth of imagination's tropes. The citation
here of Wallace Stevens' terms is deliberate: as we shall see, in
my concluding reading of River, Hughes is often remarkably close
to the American modernist in his urgency to make palatable the
object world., The wrenching of the word in "Churn-Milk Joan" is a
graphic example of how a fictionm, albeit far from supreme, may
interpret reality 1in a mnew, revealing wmanner, Like the
{ntertextual frame of reference in "Emily Bronte", or the figure
of the Mourning Mother, Joan is a humanizing projection of a no-
thing onto nature, thus opening up the possibility of imaginative

{nterchange between the human subject and the non-human world.

In "Churn-¥ilk Joan", the "negative of the skylines is blank". As
for Stevens, the poetry seeks to inscribe the "blank" of reality
with significant meaning, and like Stevens this is a distinctly
vordsworthian move. In the former's words: "It is difficult even
to choose the adjective / For this blank cold, this sadness
without cause".®' "The Plain Sense of Things" 1is inhuman,
unbearable: 1t is consequently a characteristically human gesture
to wrench "Jamb" into "Joan", to turn the blankness, via poetic
deception, into a revealing fiction. The poem, in admitting that
vher legendary terror was not suffered”, admits the negative

knowledge that the poet creates a rhetorical structure over and
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against the referential world. It is worth briefly comparing this
poetic with that of a contemporary of Hughes, A. R. Ammons, who is
more obviously a descendant of Stevens. In "Gravelly Run",
Ammons' encounter with nature iz as negative as the realization at

the heart of "Churn-Xilk Joan":

nro use to make any philoé@hies here
I see no
god in the holly, bear no song from
the snowbroken weeds: Hegel is not the winter
yellow in the pines: the sunlight has never
heard of trees: surrendered self among
unwelcoming forms: stranger,
hoist your burdens, get on down the road.==

The Nourning MNother figuration is a resistance to what Ammens
calls "unwelcoming forms”. Although, in many ways, very different
writers, bath poets are concerned with the fallacy of
personification or anthropomorphism -~ indeed, with the pathetic
fallacy as Ruskin originally condemned it. This goes a long way
to explaining the brooding terror in much of Remains of Elmet - a
gloom reminiscent of Vordsworth as he wanders over Salisbury Plain
- as the sequence attempts to humanize what is often ssen as an
{pert, inclement and unwelconming landscape. In this respect, cne
must read the phrase from "Churn-Milk Joan”, "and now all of us /
. have to be memorials", as a resigned acceptance of the "false"
story of Joan. Like Bronté's novel, it provides a necessary frame
of reference with which to interact with a blank world; and it is
this frame that enables Hughes to see the human in Elmet, as, for
instance, in "Tkhe Weacels We Smoked Qut Of The Bank", which
contains a typical image of an aspect of the Morning Mother:

After the time-long Creation
0f this hill-sculpture, this prone, horizon-long
Limb-jumble of near-female

The wild gentle god of everywhereness
Vorships her, in a lark-rapture silence.
(RE, p. 62)
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That "wild gentle god" is the necessary antithesis to the absent
"god in the holly" in Ammons' poem. His worship of the female
landscape is an image of the relevance of the phenomenal world
when humanized through personification. Yet, this is by'no means
an expression of the desire for the Blakean All of Promethean
being, the {nfinite expansion of the human subject: the god of
»everywhereness" 1s instead to be read as Hughes’ version of

Vordsworth's Any.

The reappraisal of femininity 1o these volumes is matched by a re-
examination of masculinity. This is most obvicusly evident in
Moortown Diary, in the portrait of the farmer, Jack Orchard. The
Diary was first published as a limited editicn in 1978, and was
cubsequently reprinted as the first section of the trade
collection Moortown. Publishing details are once again pertinent,
as the import of these poems depends on whether one sees the Diary
poems as a self-sufficient volume (as seems to be Hughes' view,
considering the reprinting of the sequence on it own in 1989), cr
whether they are to be read as a prelude to the other sections -
including Prometkeus On His Crag and Adam and the Sacred Nine -
contained in Moortown. The volume, as a whole, opens with poetry
close to that of Season Songs and Remalns of Elmet, and - aside
from the rather loose collection of disparate poems contained in
nEarth Numb" - concludes with two symbolic works analogous in
theme to Gaudete and Cave EBirds. As a ceries of sequences, the
golume as a whole may thus be read as constituting a unified
whole, one which can be read as a convoluted expression of the

quest-romance of the '70s.

Such an argument has been proposed by Leonard Scigaj who believes
that "the alchemical structure of |JMoortown concerns the
transformation of the serpent energy of a farmer figure, a fallen
Adam laboring in a fallen world in the opening 'Moortown'
sequence, 1o his phoenix rebirth into the cabbalistic Adam Kadman,
the primordial man in the concluding 'Adam and +the Sacred
Fine'".33 Scigaj 1s drawing heavily on the belief that Hughes'
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powerful nostalgia or Romantic quest is consistently Blakean, that
the temporal habitation of the Diary poems must give way to a
projected Eden and the risen Adamic man. In this reading, the
bock's four sections are organized around the "transformation of
the farmer's Orc-like serpent energy into the seer's visionary
imagination, the phoeniz voice of poetry".3< The phoenix - an
appropriate symbol for the reborn VUniversal Man - in the
penultimate poem of "Adam and the Sacred Nine”, "And the Phoenix
has come”, rises in a Lumb-like rebirth, an apocalyptic redemption

similar to the "leafless apocalypse" of "The risen":

Flesh trembles
The altar of its death and its birth

Vhere it descends
- Vhere it offers itself up

And naked the newborn
Laughs in the blaze
(¥, p. 169

Like Sagar, Scigaj interprets this as the telos of Hughes' work:
it is anutter transfiguration of the earthbound existence of the
opening poem in Mbortawn.' "Rain", which begins by stressing a
temporal rather than an Edenic condition: "Rain. Floods. Frost.
And after frost, rain” (¥ p. 15, MD, p. 1). Scigaj, of course,
was not to know that Hughes was prepared to detack Moortown Diary
from the rather elaborate structure he reads from Moortown. It
may be going a little too far in the opposite direction when
Thomas Vest ccmments that the bock comes close to "being just an
anthology of unrelated parts”,®® but, in the 1light of the
preceding discussion, it seems unwise to read Moortown as the
expression of an alchemical quest., The "fallen world" of the
Diary is a Hughesian Grasmere; like Elmet it is one half of the
siege of contraries in Hughes poetry of the '70s, of which the
other half, the Adamic condition of the individuated Promethean

pan, 1s not to be interpreted as the end-product of Hughes' entire

puevre.
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Many critics have noted the Diary's similarity to Season Songs,
due to its "texture and ... informality" and “vivid immediacy yet
universal vision".®* This stylistic similarity is matched in the
diversion both these two veolumes, and Remains of Elmet, take from
the quest towards the redeemed phoenix-man. The significance of
the bathetic contrary to the Promethean figure - Jack Orchard - is
usefully introduced by comparing him to the priest in "Tree", from

Remains of Elmet:

A priest from another land
Fulminated
Against heather, stones and wild water,

Excommunicated the clouds

Damned the wind

Cast the bog pools into cuter darkness
Smote the horizoms

Vith the jawbone of emptiness

Till he ran out of breath -
(RE, p. 47)

The priest's mania is a purgation of the object world; it is a
desire to free the subject from any relationship with material
nature. The Juxtaposition of the tree of the title with the
figure of a priest turns the latter into an inverted image of the
log-like Reverend Lumb in Caudete. As we have seen, that strange
minister 1s an embodiment of natural being, which repressed has
turned demonic. Nonetheless, he offers the deferred possibility
of an atonement with nature, as, for example, in the description
of his unmediated relationship with natural objects: "He leans his
forehead to an ash tree, clasping his hands over his skull.... /
He sinks his prayer into the strong tree and the tree stands as
his prayer” (G, pp. 52-853). The priest in "Tree* provides the
opposite to this; where the former surrenders subjectivity to the
object, the latter attempts to deprive the object world of any
significance for the subject. As contraries the twa stances are
equally extreme. In Moortown Diary, Orchard comes to represent a
third position, one which 1s centred on the interaction between

subject and object. He thus comes to serve as a kind of
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Vordsworthian admonishment, and 1in this sense 1is related to

Vordsworth's leech—gatherer in "Resolution and Independence”,

The similarity between the two men can be gleaned from the second
of the elegies for Orchard that conclude the Diary, "A monument".
Like the leech-gatherer, Orchard is shown in this poem undertaking
a far from sublime task: erecting a wire fence. Hughes' note to
the poem draws out the importance of this seemingly mundane
exercise: "The concentraticn with which he transformed hinmself
into these tasks, and the rapt sort of delight, the inner freedon,
they seemed to bring him - all without a word spoken - gave me a
new meaning for the phrase ‘'meditation on matter'. He made me
understand how Stonehenge was bhauled into place and set up as a
matter of course, even if the great bluestones had to come from
Limerick" (XD, p. 67). To meditate on matter is the impulse
behind all the poems discussed in this chapter. The meditation is
one that attempts, much like Orchard's tasks, to see subject and
object world in interactionm. Orchard's “"burrowing, gasping
struggle” 1s a concrete example of this, and once again, this
"struggle" must be set against the absurd struggle of "Pibroch" in
Wodwo. On one level, Orchard's "floundering away" appears to be
the same sort of despair as that undergone by the speaker in the
early poem, "The Hawk in the Rain". However, whereas that poem
sought to Juxtapose the limitations of a human individual,
dragging up “"Heel after heel from the swallowing of the earth's
mouth”, to "the hawk / / Effortlessly at height" (4R, p. 11), “A
monument” sees no alienation, no exile, from nature in the
farnmer's work. In this sense, these elegies are intensely
pastoral: the farmer provides a yardstick by which to implicitly

measure the shortcomings of urban culture:

That appalling stubbormness of the plan, among thorns,
Vill remain as a monument, hidden

Under tightening undergrowth

Deep under the roadside's car-glimpsed May beauty,

To be discovered by some future aowner

As a wire tensed through impassable thicket,
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A rusting limit, where cattle, pushing unlikely,
Query for two minutes, at most,

In their useful life.

(MD, p. 55

There is no irony here in the discrepancy between labour and the
product of that labour: the latter is still a monument. In tune
with Elmet and Season Songs, his 1is a temporal existence, as
intimated in the reference to his successor, the "future owner",
and more explicitly in the final reference to him "using (his]
life up”. Wordsworth's leech gatherer, whose occupation is alsao
apparently far f{from monumental, acts in a similar manner on
Vordsworth 1in a context that, like "A memory", is centred on
temporality and mortality:

He told, that to these waters he had come

To gather leeches, being old and poor:

Employment hazadous and wearisome

And he bad many hardships to endure:

From pond to pond he roamed, from moor to moor;

Housing with God's good help, by choice or chance;
And in this way he gained an honest maintenance.

The old Man still stood talking by my side;

But now his voice to me was like a strean

Scarce heard; nor word from word could I divide;
And the whole body of the Man did seen

Like one whom I had met with in a dream;

Or like a man from scme far region sent,

To give me human strength, by apt admonishment.=7?

The comparison should not be laboured, yet it is striking that
both texts centre on the adoonishment provided by the most
unlikely of subjects. Vhat both men intimate 1s a kind of
"resolution” thkat renders existence meaningful,. Similarly, they
both have a quality that is in some sense foreign: the leech-
gatherer is omne who enters Vordsworth's solipsgtic meditation as
if "from some far region sent". Orchard, likewise, 1s described
in the note to "A memory" as a man who "spoke the broadest
Devonshire with a very deep African sort of timbre" (XD, p. 68).
For Vordsworth, this quality grants the leech-gatherer the curious
'status of a quasi-divine intervention. For Hughes, the "drum

guttural African curses" (MD, p. 57) of the farmer imply a sort of
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non-Western subjectivity that - recalling the thesis of the review
of The Environmental Revolution - 1is admonitory +to the

wevolutionary error” of occidental man.

Jevertheless, what is striking about Orchard is that he is not a
Prometheus: he is the now dead human subject of the elegies. He
provides the elegist with a figure who purports to be a reality
rather than a figuration - muchk as Vordsworth based "Resolution
and Independence" upon an actual encounter with a decrepit old
wanderer. This is all part of the flight from symbolic drama and
dense metaphorical style that Hughes emphasises in the Preface to
the Moortown Diary. The attempt to erase textuality in favour of
referentiality is stressed in the remarkable admission that "the
pieces here which begin to lock a little more like 'poems' mark
the occasions where I had 'missed the moment'" (MD, p. xid. This
appears to run contrary to the deceptive trope of the MNourning
Mother, however, Orchard himself, regardless of Hughes'
intentions, is bimself a sort of tropic figure, He provides
Hughes with 2 frame of reference that is as much a "fiction" as
the Emily Bronte of Remains of Elmet. By fiction, I again mean to
imply a Stevensian structure that, like Vordsworth's conferring
and abstracting imagination, seeks to render reality bearable and
puman. In a sebnse, this is the function of all elegy: it seeks
consolation for the living more than justification for the dead.
In Moortown diary, this 1s caught in the way in which the
addressee of "A monument" (and all the final elegies, aside from
»The day he died") is, in fact, the reader the text will never
have: as a message the pocem can only communicate to those to whom
it is not explicitly addressed, to the 1living. This 1s an
implicit reminder that Orchard 1s reinscribded as a textual
construct, as too is Vordsworth's leech-gatherer or, to take an
example from elegy proper, Milton's Edward King in "Lycidas®. In
this way, Orchard provides a reply to the condition of culture
outlined in the review of The Environmental Revolution. He
becomes a personification of the Devonshire described in the

Preface, where "these 0ld Devonians lived in a time of their own":
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It was common to hear visitors say: "Everything here's in
another century!" But what they really meant, maybe, was
that all past centuries were still very present here, wide-
open, unchanged, unexorcised, and potent enough to overwhelm
any stray infiltrations of modernity.

(D, p. viii)

Orchard's death becomes a metaphor for the demise of this rural
community, as “that ancient world and its spirit vanished" (MD, p.
viii), He signifies, as a memory, a memorial to a temporal
habitation that 1is seen as anti-modern; and he thus becomes a
personification for the “reactionary" existence Devonshire
represents for Hughes. He can consequently be seen as surmounting
the exile from nature that 1is described in "Something was

happening”", in Cave Birds, as a condition of solipsistic anguish:
The earth, right to its rims, ignored me.

Only the eagle-hunter
Beating himself to keep warm

And bowing towards his trap
Started singing

(Two, three, four thousand years off key.)

In Orchard's Devon, at least until recently, Hughes believes that
the alienation described in that final parenthesis is absent, the
"past centuries" still present despite the encroachments of the
modern world. Like Vordsworth's leech-gatherer, Orchard thus
breachs the poet's solipsism, and brings the object world of the
wearth” into a relationship with him that is far from "off key".

vith the farmer, Orchard, Hughes' pastoralism thus attempts to
overcome the opposition between culture and nature, by recourse to
a intermediate figure. Craig Robinson makes the pertinent points
that "the farm, par excellence,... is the meeting place of the two
worlds, mnatural and human”, and that Orchard, "in an almost
vordsworthian enterprise, [has]l his moral qualities extracted",o®
The farm has a similar significance to the rural estate that, in

chapter two, we saw Hughes, in his reading of Henry Williamsom,
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covertly identify as a kind of natural culture. Robinson fails ta
cee this connection, and thus fails to note the reactionary
beliefs that support this veneration of the rural and the
denegration of the urban. The estate and the farm are componeants
of a pastoral vision that allow Hughes to naturalize the human as
much as nature is humanized. This double movement comes across

clearly in "A memory":

Your bony white becwed back, in a singlet,

Powerful as a horse,

Bowed over an upturned sheep

Shearing under the East chill through-door draught
In the cave-dark barn, sweating and freezing -
(MD, p. 57

The simile in the second line tramsforms the human Orchard into
the bestial horse, a metamorphosis which leads Gifford and Roberts
to state that Orchard represents “a human life that bhad the
toughness, sureness, vitality and wholeness that Hughes had
previously observed cnly in animals."3® Like the farm, the farmer
himself becomes a link between the rending opposition of nature
and culture. The scenarioc of "A memory", that of sheep-shearing,
{s an obvious pointer to bhuman and animal in a moment of co-
operative relationship, this, in turn, supported by the way in
which the language of this passage brings opposites together: the

man "bowed over an upturned sheep", both "sweating and freezing”.

This pattern continues in the firnal elegies, which sirip away
symbolism, to give the impression of a mimetic directness.
However, their seemingly unstudied directmess, their journalistic
immediacy, 1s governed by Orchard's constructed significance.
"Hands" concludes the volume by writing Orchard within the

fanmiliar context of gender:

Your hands lie folded, estranged from all they have done
And as they have never been, and startling -

So slender, so taper, so white,

Your mother's bands suddenly in your hands -

In that final strangeness of elegance.

(MD, p. 6O
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Orchard in death combines male and female, those opposites that,
as we have seen, dominate Hughes' work. He does so in a manner
distinct from the "chymical wedding" of Cave Birds and Gaudete:
this is no prelude to individuated being; it is an expression of
the manner in which Orchard, in life, is enblematic of a male who
is not alienated from the without-world of what has been projected
as a feminine nature. This is the elegiac consolation of Moortown
Diary, as the dead addressee intimates tc the living addresser a
condition which surmounts the expropriation present in Hughes'
work from as early as "Song". "The day he dieq" emphasizes the
admonishment Orchard bhas provided, and couples this ta the fiction
with which he has covered the poverty of reality. The tempcral
habitation survives Orchard, yet 1t 1is reduced to a “n;ked”
condition, a tatula rasa fraom which the inscription of the farmer
has been erased to leave a "great blank" devoid of human

relevance:

The bright fields lock dazed.
Their expression is changed.
They have been somewhere awful
And come back without him....

From now on the land

Vill have to manage without him.

But i1t hesitates, in this slow realization of light,
Childlike, too naked, in a frail sun,

¥ith roots cut

And a great blank in its memory,

(¥D, p. 54)
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CONCLUSION. POETRY AND THE REAL:
THE HAV LANTERN, RIVER ABD FLOVERS AND INSECTS

As the previous two chapters have argued, the work of both Hughes
and Heaney can be seen to fall into two stages, the second of
which asks to be read as a critical reflection on the first.
Broadly speaking, the mave from one stage to the other takes the
form of a rejection of the archetypal, "mythic" impulses that
{nform volumes as diverse as Forth and Cave Birds, followed by the

assumption of a *demythologized" poetic.

As I made clear in chapters two and three of this thesis, both
Hughes and Heaney follow Romantic precursors in granting the
imaginative faculty a power that has become unfashicnable in
recent years. For Hughkes, the imagination is therapeutic,
inspired art heals the mind to itself; whilst, for Heaney, in his
more. recent formulations, the inspirational "government of the
tongue" is mno less than "poetry as 1its own vindicating force".
Hughes' formulations on the healing properties of the poetic
imagination and Heaney's belief in a FNec-Platcnic, promissory
realm of literature, are testimony to the tenacity of the Romantic
impulse in the late capitalist era. What hovers at the margins of
these compensatory aesthetic gratifications is a History from
which they seek to remove all determination, but which exists as
the necessary cause of that very desire for poetic "freedom". 1In
Heapey, the "facts" of Irish bhistory continue to make their
p;esence felt 1in his poetry, often registered explicitly; but
stripped of the imaginative parallels of the bog poems, historical
process is presented as something "outside" the transcendent haven
of the artist, however much it may threaten it. In Hughes, both
the deferred subjective apocalypse of the symbolic quest-romances
and the less hyperbolic "sweet interchange" of the more recent

poetry, are evidence of a deep dissatisfaction with the course of
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Vestern history, and an implicit argument that it is only on an
ijndividual level that change 1s possible.

In The Haw Lantern, Heaney continues to "revise" his earlier work
through a series of poetic parables. These texts emphasise what
Alan Robinson calls the "slippery relativism of all (mytho)graphic
attempts to reduce soclety and the environment to discursive
control.... It 1s inmpossible to discover an originary
tautochthonous tradition', a primal authority or transcendental
signified anterior to the refractions of language".' Robinson's
post-structuralist terminology 1s indicative of the extent to
which Heaney's most recent poetry has been influenced by
developments in literary theory, to the extent that, like so much
recent so-called post-modernism, the "sources" of a poem such as
wparable Island" may be sald to lie in the very "secondary"
methodology that can be used to explicate the "primary" text. For

i{nstance, section III of the pcem concludes:

Fow archaeclogists begin to gloss the glosses.
To one school, the stone circles are pure symbol;
to another, assembly spots or hut foundations.

One school thinks a post-hole in an ancient floor
stands first of all for a pupil in an iris.
“The other thinks a post-hole is a post-hole. And so on -

1ike the subversives and collaborators

always vying with a fierce possessiveness

for the right to set “"the island story” straight.
(4L, p. 11D

This deconstructive turn is one made against Heaney's own poetic
archaeclogy. The proliferation of glosses is a recognition that
Heaney's own "island story", the sexual conceit of HNortk, is one
that' is simply a perspective or interpretation, not a final
closure of history in a "truth" which, as the first section of the

poenm tells us, can only be an imaginary, wish-fulfilling one:
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¥eanwhile, the fork-tongued natives keep repeating
prophecies they pretend not to believe

about a point where all the names converge
underneath the mountain and where (some day)

they are going to start to mine the ore of truth.
(4L, p. 10

In the poem's third section, Hearey's first example, the "stone
circles", takes us back to the critique of circular history, the
eternal recurrence 1in bhistory of pre-historical violence and
sacrifice, that was, in large part, the covert target of the
finally resisted "feminine" pilgrimage in “Station Island". The
alternative to the archaeologist's "gloss" - the symbolic analogy
of Nerthus and the "feminine"” ethos of the Republican cause - was,
of course, the Joycean tangent. The Sweeney-style flight from the
nets of various npaticnalist and Unionist attempts to provide
parrative closure to "the island story" finds itself usefully
nglossed” by Robinson's deployment of Derridean terminology.
However, such an interpretation also provides a form of closure -
if of a hallucinatory variety - in 1ts recourse to that most
modish of transcendental signifiers: indetermiracy. The pecem's
self-conscious critique of Heaney's earlier stance as the poet as
auger/augur leads finally to a belief that, if all history is
textual gloss, then history has no determination as such, and can
thus be bracketed off from the autonomy of the free-playing
{magination like so much waste paper. However, it is, of course,
the continuing presence of an armed conflict in Northern Treland
that 1s the cause for the poem's disillusioned and dispidted
reaction. This historical "fact" resists Heaney's demythologized
poetic, which can find no aesthetic resclution with which to
accoqﬁdate and explain the continuing violence, and is thus driven
back into the negative consolations of reading all responses to

this Real as so many examples of ideclogical false consciousness.

The central sequence of sonnets, "Clearances", continues the
“eritique of the centre, the origin, and the circle, and the
history of repetition through a series of elegiac memories of the

poet's mother. The first sonnet 1is much concerned with



-360-

ipheritance and heritage - "on my mother's side” - yet this is a
family heritage rather thamn the mythic maternal tradition of
North. On one level, cne may read this as close to the
»shrinkage" of Field Vork, as the focus turns from the forging of
imaginary connections between past and present to a notion of
familial and domestic heritage. Nevertheless, on another, the
meditation on the vunusual inheritance of a "cobble thrown a
hundred years ago", 1s one that leads to a subtle and understated
examination of the earlier treatments of history. The cobble is a
reninder of a minor instance of sectarian violence: his great-
grandmother's marriage: "ball ber 'The Convert'. 'The Exogamous

Bride' " R

Anyhow, it is a genre piece

Inherited on my mother's side

And mine to dispose with now she's gone.
Instead of silver and Victorian lace,
The exonerating, exonerated stone.

(HL, p. 25

The exoneration the stone provides is not immediately apparent.
Ae in the admonishment granted the poet by the old woman in "A
Drink of .Vater", Heaney runs the gauntlet of bathos at the close
of this poem: the object of the stone seems wrenched into the
status o0f objective correlative to the speaker's feelings.
However, if one allows the text to read as a broader analysis of
the relationship between the poet and orthodoxy, the exonerating
stone, becomes a mark of the speaker's adherence to his "great-
grandmotﬁér's_ihrncoat brow”, that is, the cobble is a symbol of
dissent from what "Casualty" calls the "tribe's complicity". And
thus, the laconic "and mine to dispose with now she's gone",
implies the ability to choose one's own determinatioms. The
’sonn€s§ gesture towards such "wider" interpretations, and this is
particularly the case as regards the subject of their elegy, the
poet's mother. She 1s rendered in as “"literal” a manner as were
the women of "Skunk", "The QOtter" and "La Tollette", yet she also
bears a larger range of "meaning”. This aspect of the sequence

comes across clearly in Sonnet 4:
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Vith more challenge than pride, she'd tell me, "You
Know all them things.” So I governed my tongue

In front of her, a genuinely well-

adjusted adequate betrayal

0f what I knew better. I'd naw and aye

And decently relapse into the wrong

Grammar which kept us allied and at bay.

(HL, p. 28)

This has shades of Tony Harrison's School of Eloquence sequence
about it.2 However, aside from the anecdote's obvious sense of
submerged family conflict, the poem can also be read as a
"metaphorical” treatment of Heaney's relationship with the
construct of a maternal tradition, to which the filial poet held a
troubled allegiance in North. If that "gloss" of Irish history is
deconstructed in "Parable Island”, the sonnets chart a comparable
transcendence of the constrictions of the archetype and the
pationalist icon. In the present somnet, this translation of the
domestic surface of the text into the terms of its historical
subtext, is most easily broached via the reference to the poet's
governed tongue. As in “Stone from Delphi", in Station Island,
the citation of the double-edged title of The Government of the
Tongue forces us to consider the poem in the light of the

preoccupations of the more recent prose. In contrast to “Stone
from Delphi", the tongue is here a "betrayal" of the individual
voice in deference to the mother's tongue. The fraught bond

between mother and son is present throughout the sonnets. In 5,
for example, the couple, folding sheets, are shown as "coming
close again by holding back / In moves where I was x and she was
o" (HL, p. 29). The mother's voice is therefore, quite simply,
the mother tongue, the voice of "feminine” orthodoxy manifest
throughout Heaney's work; the death of the mother hence reads as
the reliquishment of “her" government, 1in favour of the
autonomous, untrammelled government of the tongue that Heaney

celebrates in a writer such as Miaelstam.
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Sonnet 8, which centres on the woman's absence after death,
implies this relinquishment through the citation and adaptation of

a phrase from section III of "Station Island":

I thoughc of walking round
and round a space utterly empty,
utterly a source, like the idea of sound

(SI, p. 68

Like "Clearances", this part of "Station Island" is concerned with
death, that of a young girl and the family dog. In the context of
the sequence as a whole, those two deaths provide an oblique and -
in the latter case - a bathetic reflection on the loss of any
cense of orthodox belief, wkich remains simply as "habit's

afterlife" (SI, p. 67, In Scnnet 8, that source takes on a
similar quality:

I thoughtof walking round and round a space
Utterly empty, utterly a source

Vhere the decked chestnut tree had lost its place
In our front hedge above the wallflowers.

The white chips jumped and jumped and skited high.
I heard the hatchet's differentiated

Accurate cut, the crack, the sigh

And collapse of what luxuriated

Through the shocked tips and wreckage of it all.
Deep planted and long gone, my coeval

Chestnut from a jam jar in a hole,

Its heft and hush become a bright nowhere,

A soul ramifying and forever

Silent, beyond silence listened for.

(HL, p. 32)

This vacant centre, recalls the “empty round / of the steering
wheel”, in "On the Road", the final poem in "Sweeney Redivivus”
«sI1, p. 1197, where the vacuous circle was an image for the empty
rounds of the "peasant pilgrimage" at Lough Derg. In the sonnet,
the loss of centre is, of course, the loss of the poet's mother;
jndeed, the sonnet is closely bound to Sonnet 7, which states

‘baldly “then she was dead", and concludes:
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The space we stood round had been emptied
Into us to keep, it penetrated

Clearances that suddenly stood open.

(HL, p. 31

The empty space caused by the woman's death is close to the
rdried-up source" that the driver of "On the Road" finally comes
to at the very end of Station Island. The notions of centre,
origin, source are found to be without substance; 1like the
chestnut tree of Sonnet 8 they “collapse", become a "bright
powhere®, as elusive as that single lode of "truth" the
jnbabitants of "Parable Island" claim exists. VWith such loss come
w~learances that suddenly stood open", spaces which, in the
sonnets remain inexplicit, but which in other pcems in The Haw

Lantern are connected to the poetic of Tke Government of the

Tongue.

For instance, "From the Frontier of ¥riting", like "On the Road/
presents the poet as a driver, steering away from his previous
preoccupations. He is now "walting for the squawk of clearance”,
From being “"subjugated, yes, and nbedient”, the poet at the
»frontier of writing", moves beyond these to a place cleared of

the pressing issues of Nortbern Ireland:

And suddenly you're through, arraigned yet freed,
as if you'd passed from behind a waterfall
on the black current of a tarmac road

past armour-plated vehicles, out between

the posted scldiers flowing and receding

like tree shadows into the polished windscreen.
(HL, p. ©)

The world of soldiers and armour-plated trucks becomes a place of
schadows”. In relation to the KNeo-Platonism of Heaney's recent
poetics this is telling: writing takes the form of an enterprise
which transcends or is "cleared" of a material history which is

‘seen ta be less substantial than the ideal realm of poetry.
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*Alphabets”, the first pcem in The Haw Lantern, links this notion
of an autoncomous imagination to the dream of a world before
difference, one which Robinson calls a sphefe of "imaginative
wholeness".® What Robinson does not emphasize, however, is that
the plenitude of the primal imagination is a compensation for the
"lack" Heaney finds in history; and, in this sense, 1t is as
consoling a fiction as the previous archetypes, "Alphabetg"
parrates the speaker's childhood acquisition of langua ge: of
English, Latin and Trish. It is another poem concerned with
writing, and the power of writing to i1inscribe the individual
within society and history. The first section concerns the

child's attempt to learn letters through turning them into

cbjects:

Then draws the forked stick that they call Y.
This is writing. A swan's neck and swan's back
Make the 2 he can see now as well as say.

Two rafters and a crcss-tie on the slate
Are the letter some call ab, some call ay.
(HL, p. D

The objects, however, are in no way a part of the meaning of the
letters: letters have no referents. "This is writing": the child
is learning a series of arbitary rules, much as he learms that
nthere is a right / Way to hold the pen and a wrong way." Letters
rely on their difference from other 1letters to bhave any
significance, as words rely on their difference from other words

to signify a referent. 7Thkis 1is a world of difference and a world

of cultural rules.

Bearing the above in mind, Robinson's analysis of this poem is

interesting. He believes that in the poem:

Heaney rebels against what Lacan would describe as the
child's inevitable progression from the "Imaginary" to the
"Symbolic Order"; his loss of imaginative fulfilment is the
price of taking up his foreordained position in the
established social and linguistic system..,. Vhat
revisionary psychoanalysis would describe as the suppression
of the prerational fulfilment of the "Imaginary" by a
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patriarchal law also presupposes for Heaney a political
loss. For the "masculine” domination of the "feminine”
censibility (associated psychoanalytically with the pre-
Oedipal child's identification with the mother) is developed
in North inta a full-blown allegory of the sexual act.<4

He concludes by stating: "A nexus of associations 1links the
exproﬁiated Gaelic 'lamentation against exile from a cherished
territory’ with the child's repressed desire for a lost, originary
plenitude imaged in reassuring identification with the maternal."
This is a suggestive interpretatiom, for it shows how Heaney, in
parrating the individual's inscription within the Symbolic order
of difference (learning the arbitary rules of langauge), is also
narrating the loss of, and hence the desire for, an "Imaginary” or
wmaternal” Ireland which predates the imposition of a "masculine"
imperial order. If the symbolic order necessitates a displacement
from the mother, then imperialism <c¢an be glossed as an
expropriation from the native's motherland. That the imagination,
in Robinson's reading, occupies the same Imaginary locus as the
potion of a pre-colonial Ireland, demonstrates how bothk act as
wish-fulfilling models of plenitude. Nevertheless, Heaney's
poetry is a painstaking and often painful record of the absence of
territorial plenitude; ome which, 1n the present text, is shown in
his description of the Irish alphabet as one that "felt like
hone”. In contrast to the masculine "stratified columms / .../
¥arbled and minatory” of Latin, the Irish language is personified
as a female, "in her snocded garment and bare feet, / All
ringleted 1in assanance and woodnotes" <(HL, p. 2). The Latin
language may be said to carry the same sort of imperialist
implications as it did in "Freedman", where the barbarous slave's
fquisition of Latin provides an imaginative parallel to the Irish
;Eet’s knowledge of English. For Robinson, "Alphabets" presents a
similar case: Heaney 1is "an Irish Catholic whose social and
cultural identity is constructed within the English language",®
and, in part, within English literature:

The Globe has spun. He stands in a wooden O.
He alludes to Shak@?eare. He alludes to Graves.
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The "clearance" of imaginative fulfilment appears to offer a way
out of this impasse. As we saw in relation to Joyce's advice in
#Station Island", the untrammelled imagination renders history
irrelevant. As Joyce claims at the end of that poem: "The English
language beloﬁgs to us"; and: "That subject people stuff is a
cod's game". The recourse to an autonomous realm of imaginative
freedon offers an idealist escape from the ceontradictions of
material history. It is an Imaginary totality, a fantasy
construct, made in order to fulfil +the lack that remained

unfulfilled by the (now-deconstructed)> nationalist glosses of
North.

It is at this point that one must add to this reading the third
element of the Lacanian tripartite structure of subjectivity, of
which Robinson only introduces two <(the Imaginary and the
Symbolic). The third is the Real: that which the subject can
pever fully apprehend, but vwhich can only be grasped through the
symbolic order. In her reading of Lacan, Anika Lemaire comments:
s{the] act of substituting a sign for a reality is ... an
operation of mediation, whereby the subject places himself at a
distance from the lived experience and is thus able to locate
himself as a subject distinct from his surroundings".® Fredric
Jameson has made the important suggestion that the Real "is simply
History itself";” that the subject can only approach the Real "in
the anxiety of the moment of truth ... and from such an approach
to the Real tbe subject then tends to retreat again, at best in
possession of abstract or purely intellectual schemata when not of
personally charged narrative representations".® The Real or
History can thus mnever be experienced except through what are
pasically the narrative forms of ideology, which provide, in Louis
Althusser's words, "a ‘'representation' of the Imaginary
relationship of individuals to their real conditions of
existence".® Heaney's approach to and retreat from the Real, as
this thesis has demonstrated, takes two forms: the mythic,
archetypal parallels and the untrammelled imagination, both of
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which are frequently explored and presented in the terms of
gender. That the first of these remains caught within the
ideology of nationalism and Republicanism may be said to spur on
the second, which seeks to distance 1itself from 1ideological
considerations. However, to dissolve various narrative
representations of the Real into text, as Heaney dces in "Parable
Island", is mnot to escape ideology, nor is it to fly by the nets
of history.

Hughes' Kiver displays a comparable engagement with the Real.
However, unlike The Haw Lantern, history may be said to make its
mark in its almost complete absence from the volume. Instead, the
poems can be seen as continuing the process outlined i1in the
previous chapter, that 1s, attempting to create some sense of
vnsweet interchange” with natural reality. Leanard Scigaj,
following Keith Sagar, however, has argued that the volume is, on
the contrary, the telos of the quest-romance, and that the
individuated Self desired in Cave Birds is portrayed at the close
of the sequence: "Hughes sustains a Blakean Edenic vision by
reintegrating the intellect into the whole, the Jurngian quaternity
of ‘thought, feeling, sensation, and dintuition.”'? This 1is
somewhat debatable: like the descriptive poetry of the 1970s,
River does not constitute a fully resolved quest, Instead, it is
tempting to describe the relationship which Hughes attempts to
forge between the mind and world in late Heideggerean rather than
Blakean or Jungian terms. In "The Thing", the German philoscpher
muses on his own version of fourfold experience, which, unlike
Blake's fierce condition of Eternity, is a that of bumility and

reverence in the face of Being:

Earth and sky, divinities and mortals - being at one with
one another of their own accord - belong together by way of
the simpleness of the united fourfold. Each of the four
pirrors in its own way mirrors the presence of the others,
Each therewith reflects itself in its own way into its own,
within the simpleness of the four. This mirroring,
lightening each of the four, appropriates their own
presencing into simple belonging to one another..., The



-368-

appropriative nufroring sets each of the four free into its
own, but it binds these free ones into the simplicity of
their essential being toward one another,™

Like Wordsworth's, this is a vision in which the Any - to echo and
amplify the quotation from Geoffrey Hartman in the previous
chapter - has the capacity to communicate its belng, and in doing
so provides a velled apprehension of Being. Reality remains
comprised of distinct entities, yet, within these, there is no
cense of solitude, all enters into what Heildegger calls "the

enfolding clasp of their mutual appropriation”.

The reverence 0of natural entities is present throughout River, and
is a condition in which Hughes does indeed express a sense of
wmutual appropriation" between the observing subject and the world

of objects he observes. In Thomas Vest's words:

The poet simply surrenders to sensations: as the inner drama
recedes, the importance of poetry as description grows, but
a description where ideal interference is so reduced as to
let Nature become radiant before it becomes symbolic.... In
this way the focus of mythic activity shifts from exorcism
and questing to dedication and chanting celebration.'=®

I will conclude this chapter by arguing that the "celebration" of
reality is at one with a desire to marginalize history and culture
in favour of the temporal habitation of nature. Before doing so,
however, it 1s necessary to examine the related issue of the
manner in which Hughes uses gender in these poems as part of his
revision of the "questing" impulse of the alchemical dramas. As
we shall see, the almost exclusive description of nature as
feminine can be seen to render the desirable “mutual
appropriation” of observer and observed highly questiconable:
instead, nature again assumes the position of a female object-to-
be-looked-at. The end result of this process 1s that Hughes'
rhetoric implicates itself, once more, within the far from

»mutual” arena of sexual politics.
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As in Season Songs, Remains of Elmet and Mocrtown Diary, the
virtual disappearance of the symbolic "inner drama" 1s at one with
the emphasis on a descriptive mode of verse. Nevertheless, this
poetic is over-simplified in Vest's claim that the poetry seeks
to reduce the "interference" between description and the cbject of
description. Vhat we have 1is, instead, further evidence of
Hughes' humanizing metaphors. For example, "Japanese River
Tales", in a manner reminiscent of some of the Season Songs, tells
of a "snow princess" - a "juicy bride" - and her husband, the

*»]1{ithe river”:

she lifts
The tattered curtains
0f the river's hovel, and plunges
Into his grasping bed.
(R, p. 10

The poem goes on. to implicitly admit that this trope is much
like "Milk-Churn Joan" in Remains of Elmet:

Night
Lifts off the illusion. Lifts
The beauty from her skull. The sockets, in fact,
Are root-arches - empty
To ashes of stars. Her kiss
Grips through the full throat and locks
On the dislodged vertebrae....

And tie river
Is a gutter of death,
A spill of glitters
dangling from her grasp
As she flies
Through the shatter of space and
Qut of being.

The 1night's 1lifting off of the daytime "illusion" acts as a
renminder that the snow princess is simply a figure: her sockets
are, in reality, *root-arches”, nothing more. But the resulting
emptiness is lifeless, as dead as the "ashes of stars". The
object world of nature requires anthropomorhic figuration to make
it bearable for the speaker, and, therefore, the poem proceeds to

prodect ancther female personification onto the night-time
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landscape. In this mpanner, even the prospect of nothingness

becomes presented in human terms.

The snow princess is an important figure in River, particularly in
the volume's early poems, those concerned with winter and its
transition into spring. Scigaj argues that these Poens, that is
those before "After Moonless Midnight", comprising roughly the
first bhalf of the book, express an “ironical, abstracting
intellect".'® This is a stance which can be usefully explored
through a a comparison between Hughes and the modern master of
abstracting irony, Wallace Stevens, The latter's Snow Man is

usefully juxtaposed with Hughes' snow princess:

One must have a mind of winter
To regard the frost and the boughs
0f the pine-trees crusted with snow;

And have been cold a long time
To bebold the junipers shagged with ice,
The spruces rough in the distant glitter

0f the January sun; and not to think
0f any misery in the scund of the wind,
In the scund of a few leaves,

Vhich is the sound of the land
Full of the same wind
That is blowing in the same bare place

For the listener, who listens in the snow,
And, nothing himself, beholds
Nothing that is not there and the nuthing that is.'s

The Snow Man's vision is a reduction to reality, which, as Harold
Bloom has remarked, is an "intolerable" abstraction: "The voice
speaking The Snow Man, which by the end of the sequence has become
the voice of the Snow Man, urgently seeks to avoid any indulgence
of the pathetic fallacy."'® However, the Snow Man is not human;
to behold the wutter Nothing of his vision 1is beyond the
capabilities or the desires of human consciousnecs. Stevens!
urbane tone is, of course, not that of “Japanese River Tales", all

the same, Hughes' wildly extravagant princess is an attempt to
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create some sort of imaginative interaction between the self and
the external world, and thus impose an "idea of arder" on the
blankness of snow. In lifting off the illusion the space of a
further illusion is simply opened: the referential reality simply
re~troped by another feminine figure. Illusion, worried over in
"Milk-Churn Joan" in Remains of Elmet, is here realized as a
condition of poetry. Hughes' poetry thus bestows the pathetic
fallacy in abundance upon the natural world; like Steven's Supreme
Fiction, the anthropomorphic metaphor is a necessary mediation of
reality, a deception which allows the real to be accomodated ta
human experience. As Bloom notes, Ruskin's formulation of the
pathetic fallacy can be read as denoting a "necessary lie against
pature and time".'® In the context of Hughes, this characteristic
Bloomian hyperbole can be applied to the way in which the feminine
personification is a fallacy, or "lie", which is necessary in that
{t turns the alterity of nature into a type of humanized
msubject”. This consequently opens up a rapport between poet and

pature, a sense of "sameness" and hence mutual interchange.

[t is important that snow figures so prominently in the early
lyrics of XRiver, much as numbing cold was stressed in the early
poems in the Noortown Diary. As "Dee" declares: "The hills locked
in snow / Have locked up their springs" (R p. 30). Snow
signifies a reductive clarity that, 1like the Stevensian
abstraction to the First Idea, must be transfigured, just as
Hughes' "river nags to be elsewhere." In the third of the "Four
¥arch Vatercolours", snow and reduction are all powerfully
compressed in an anaesthetic image: "An inch of snow / Whiterned
last night and the world / Slipped back under" (R, p. 26).
Fature's loss of consciousness is comparable to the Nothing that
the listener of "The Snow Man" experiences; reality simply has no
»meaning” without the humanizing imagination. This idealist
_position is far less self-conscious than Stevens': there is none
of the American's self-reflexive  ponderings in  River.
Fonetheless, like Stevens, the cycle of the seasons becomes the

patural analogy to the way in which the inagination needs to
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"caver® reality: as nature cloaks the barrghess of Vinter with the
rejuvenation of Spring, so too the cbserving poetic subject, in
Vordsworthian terms, confers and abstracts properties to and from
his environment. Thus, in the fourth watercolour, the passing of

Vinter becomes linked to artistic defamiliarization:

The river-epic

Rehearses itself. Embellishes afresh and afresh
Each detail. Baroque superabundance.
Farth-mouth brimming. But the snow-melt

Is an invisible restraint.

(R, p. 28

The river is imaged as a poetic text, an "epic", and Spring as a
patural embellishment to the cold fact. The choice of an
architectural style associated with extravagant detail, not only
implies Spring's metamorphosis of the landscape, but also grants
pature a quasi-cultural dimension. Spring is poetic to the degree
that it acts like an artisan or even an artist on the raw blank of
Vinter, creating a "Baroque superabundance". Yet those
embellishments exist only as the patina to reality: just as Spring
{s here restrained by the "snow-melt" of Winter, so too Hughes'
baroque personifications are simply a humanized surface to nature.
It is this "restraint" that resists the internalization of nature
into the symbolism of the alchemical dramas: the f{feminine
environment of River is not a symbol of the repressed "immer
pature" which finds symbolic exzpression in the baboon woman of
Gaudete and the bride of Cave Birds; it is the phenomernal world of
nouter nature". Indeed, in Flowers and Insects, this technique
virtually attains the status of self-parody. The description of
an iris, in "Sketch of a Goddess", turns the act of observation

{nto what is little more than male scopophilia:

She utters herself

Utterly into appeal. A surrender

Of torn mucous membranes, veined and purpled,
A translucence of internal organs

In a frisson,

Torn open ...
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Actually
She's lolling her tongue right out,

Her uvula arched,
Her uterus everted -

An overpowered bee buries its face
In the beard of her ovariles.
(FI, p. 36)

Leonard Baskin's 1illustration which accompanies this poem is a
fairly realistic representation of the flower. Hughes' text, on
the other hand, turns the appeal of the blown flower into the
terms of male voyeuristic desire. This is the extreme pole of the
humanizing metaphor in Hughes' descriptive poetry, yet its very
extremity <can be read back intoc the  more wunderstated
personifications of River. The "pathos" of River lies in the -
ability to translate nature intoc Xother HNature. Vithout such
female personifications, nature remains a without-world which is
pon-human, and which thus would have no significance for the poet.
In "New Year", for instance, the river, sirewn with the dead
calmon, 1is seen as a suffering female patient: "1 imagine a

Caesarian”:

And walking in the morning in the blue glare of the ward
I shall feel in my head the anaesthetic,

The stiff gauze, the congealments. I shall see

The gouged patient sunk in her trough of coma -

The lank, dying fish. But not the ticking egg.
(R, p. 18

The two verbs linked to the subject - "I shall feel” and "I sbhall
cee" - are an index to the extent to which observation, as in
vordsworth, 1s not passive; 1nstead, the observing subject
achieves interchange with the object of observation through the
imposition of the cultural image (the hospital) onto nature. This
expanded notion of the pathetic fallacy opens the space, not only
for pathos, but also empathy.

It is in this 1light that the salmon poems of River are best

understood. These texts; which come to supersede the poens of
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Vinter, are in large part reworkings of the marriage imagery of
the alchemical dramas. In "An August Salmon", the dying male
fish, "with the clock of love and death in his body”, undergoes a
sparagmos which may well seem to resemble that of "The knight" in

Cave Birds:

Monkish, caressed
He kneels. He bows
Into the ceaseless gift
That unwinds the spoocl of his strength ..,

sinks to the bed
0f his wedding cell, the coma waiting
For execution and death
In the skirts of his bride.
(R, p. 64

Like the cockerel-man of the earlier sequence, the cock-salmon
becomes the vehicle for a quasi-Heideggerean “"monkish" humility.
However, this 1is not a symbolic dismemberment, an extended
metaphcr for a process oI psychic individuationm, That the
salmons’' life-cycle entwines mating and death in close proximity
makes them a suitable expression of the mortality inhereat in
existence. In "September Salmon", for example, the male fish is
described as "a tree of sexual death, sacred with lickens" (R, P
98). Hughes tends to concentrate on the mele salmon, and these
dying males, as in "October Salmon", become a natural object in
which the speaker's own subjectivity can be seen as a humble

being-towards-death:

So briefly he roamed the gallery of marvels!
Such sweet months, so richly embroidered intc earth's

beauty-dress
Her life-robe -
Now worn out with her tirelessness, her insatiable

quest,
Hangs in the flow, a frayed scarf -

(R, p. 110

The humanized fish, like Jack Orchard in the Diary, grants the
poet an admonishment: the knowledge that he is merely a surplus if

attractive decoration to the temporal processes of nature. Like
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the inhabitants of Elmet, selfhood is subject to the Nourning
Mother, she who eats her own children. Therefore, the marriage
imagery, in "An August Salmon", 1is not developed into the
alchemical symbolism of Cave BKirds: Promethean visionary
subjectivity 1is not the cutcome of the observations of nature in
River. For instance, in "Gulkana", the salmon lead to a very

different form of imaginative revelation:

Ve watched them
Move like drugged victims as they melted
Toward their sacrament -~ a consummation
Vhere only one thing was certain:
The actual, sundering death. The rebirth
Unknown, uncertain. Only that death
In the mercy of water, at the star of the source -

Devoured by revelation,

Every molecule seized, and tasted, and drained
Into the amethyst of emptiness -

I came back to myself.

(R, p. 84

The knowledge the salmon impart is that the "consuBation" of life
is death; their sacrament peels away the illusory possibility of
achieving a plenitude of being in the course of 1life; such a
rebirth can only remain "unknown, uncertain" . If the notion of a
reborn, individuated Self is undermined in the salmon poems, what
takes its place is the natural cycle of seasonal birth and death.
“Only birth matters / Say the river's whorls", in "Salmon Eggs",
the concluding pocem to the volume (X, p. 124). The recognition of
the ineluctable reality of death must be measured against the
equally inevitable processes of birth. This is the "reality" at
the heart of River; the ability to trope that reality with the
anthropomorptidc metaphor brings the poet into a comsoling
relationship with a non-human nature, where there can be no

solipsistic alienation as all share a common fate.

If the natural cycle may be said to be the reality of River, the
Real, however, is precisely what this sort of pastoralism seeks to

exclude. Natural time supplants history, which, as Hughes' work
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has consistently implied, lies beyond redemption. "That Morning"
is indicative in this respect. The massed salmon the poet and his
companion come across in that text impart a vision in which "the
fallen / World and salmon were over"”, replaced by a feeling of
harmonious interaction between the humans and the natural
environment: "So we stood, alive in the river of light / Among the
creatures of 1light, creatures of light" (&, p. 72). This

éxperience is directly measured against the Fallen realm of

history:

Ve came where the salmon were so many,
So steady, so spaced, so far-aimed
On their inner map, England could add

Only the scoty twilight of South Yorkshire
Hung with the drumming drift of Lancasters
Till the world had seemed capsizing slowly.

The "inner map" of the salmon is a location outside the geography
of politics, society and world war. Those concerns exist as the
inescapable limit to the individual reverie, whose ecstasy, 1if
less extreme tha® that pictured at the close of Cave Birds, is
another retreat from collectivity to the perscnal, and equally, a
desire to replace the Real of History with the consoling "reality"
of natural temporality. The enclave the latter provides is bound
to the humanizing of nature in female terms in "Narcissi®, from
Flowers and Insects. This poem also engages with world war, and
hence, by extension, with history per se, in the description of
the rustling Narcissi as like a silent film of “laughing children
/ From the 1918 Armistice" (FI, p. 9>, As in "That Morning",
however, nature serves as a wish-fulfilling region that is the
direct contrary to the restrictions imposed upon the individual by

society. The flowers are

skinny, modish girls,
Bair blown back, thin lips parted, pressing
Into a cold sunglare, cheekbones flared
And delicate as 1lit ice.

They will never be bhurt.
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Like Heaney's transcendent plane of 1literature, Hughes' nature
seens to provide freedom from socio-symbolic and historical
determinations. Both writers'complex use of gender terminology
throughout their work, may be seen as an attempt to. confront:
comprehend and, finally, neutralize those determinations. But,
mythologized or demythologized, their notions of masculinity and
femininity make sense only as. powerful attempts to wring
fulfilment from the cdissatisfactions of a Real which condemns the

subject, poetic or otherwise, to a condition of lack and hence

desire.
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