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“Gleaning the Unsaid Off the Palpable”: Seamusrtéga
Response to Sylvia Plath

Toni Saldivar

Although critics have noted allusions to SylviatRla poetry in Seamus Heaney’s
important 1978 collectioNorth, none has yet explored the nature of Heaney'sioal#o
Plath which those allusions suggest. This relatienits attention. Like many readers,
Heaney is challenged by Plath’s stunningly origimalk. Tracing Heaney’s developing
awareness of Plath, as well as analyzing his mitiof her poetic achievement and his
use of her images and vocabulary, can lead usderstand an ethical imperative in
Heaney's work and to address the difficulty Plathtoues to pose.

Seamus Heaney, Northern Irish Catholic borrumalrCounty Derry in 1939,
never met Sylvia Plath, of German decent born ist&oin 1932. When Plath
committed suicide at age thirty, Heaney might reithave heard of her, though she had
published her first collectio;he Colossus and Other Poe(®960), and, under a pen
name, her novelhe Bell Jar(1963). Though Plath’s poetry was being published
reviewed, and heard on the BBC in the early 1968s,was not yet famous.

Heaney, Noble Laureate in 1995 and foremost gt writing today, has
remarked how little he knew of contemporary poetthe early 1960s as he completed
his undergraduate studies at Queens Universitya8ehith first class honors in English
language and literature. As a student, his foausteen on the past. He had especially
liked the Jacobean dramas of John Webster, refjgsh “dark brooding violence in the
imagery, very physical, scalding and foul imagd$édney qgtd. in Randall 14), though
his ear was trained by the “hammering” consonamdsraythms of Hopkins (13). Only
as Heaney went on to graduate studies and teadhdrite begin to immerse himself in
contemporary poetry, and then it was not Plath’skwioat engaged him, but that of her
husband, the English poet Ted Hughes, who becarmprtant influence and friend.
Hughes’s imagination, nourished in the landscagashative Yorkshire, found its
emblems in a raw natural world, as in his firsiedion, The Hawk in the Rajrwhich

won international acclaim in 1957. Heaney has sat] along with the work of
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Northern Irish poet Patrick Kavanagh, Hughes gagartéy courage to trust his own
early rural experiences as the richest sourceioatt. Heaney had attempted to address
the seething sectarian strife in Northern Ireldvat erupted in 1969 when Catholic
student protests of discrimination by the ProtadBaitish government were countered
not only by the force of the Royal Ulster Constalpyl but also by occupying British
troops. As the conflict grew more and more vigléteaney’s endeavor, as he put it,
“went underground” (gtd. in Andrews 17). Influeddey Hughes, Heaney gave voice to
“the private County Derry childhood part of mysedther than the slightly aggravated
young Catholic male” (17). Heaney saw how Hugmesive dialect and landscape
became a ground upon which Hughes founded hisoreddi“survival and endurance”
(Heaney, “Englands of the Mind” 90). Heaney mayehawed his subject matter to
Hughes, but Heaney’s survival tactics would bedws.

Reading Hughes in the 1960s, Heaney could havauetered Plath’s first
volume, The Colossugdedicated to her husband. More likely, Hedirsyread Plath in
her posthumously published collectidniel (1965), poems that won her fame, such as
“Lady Lazarus” and “Daddy.” A. Alvarez includedetse in his 1966 edition of the
Penguin antholog¥he New Poetry Hughes’ poetry was there, too, but Alvarez gthc
Plath with the Americans John Berryman, Robert Lbared Anne Sexton, the
“confessional” poets who wrote unabashedly of gewexperience of emotional
breakdowns and suicidal tendencies.

Of this group, Heaney came to admire Lowetl to separate him from the others.
In Heaney’s 1978 review farhe Irish Time®f Lowell’s last collectionDay by Day
Heaney (by then renowned himself) wrote: “Lowelilmvery was different from the
bravery of John Berryman or Sylvia Plath, with whbisiname has often been joined.
They swam away powerfully into the dark swirls loé¢ tunconscious and the drift towards
death, but Lowell resisted that, held fast to cersme and pushed deliberately towards
self-mastery” (“Full Face” 223).

Three years earlier Lowell had hailed Heaney’stfoaollection of poems, titled
North, as a “new kind of political poetry by the besslripoet since W. B. Yeats”
(Lowell gtd. in Corcoran 35). Lowell did not obger as Jonathan Hufstader has more

recently, that “the true concern” of Heaney’s poavhgch constitutéNorthis “violence
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itself” (61). In Hufstader’s reading, Heaney aitogree his unconscious from bankrupt
mythologies operating there and to bring to conssness his personal relation to the
ideologies of violence (74). For Hufstadsigrth follows the poet-hero’s search for
essential knowledge in a psychic descent througgrias of funeral rites to face the dead.
Meditating on sacrificial human remains allows t@girn to the Irish political scene,
unsettled and desiring a new political awarenedk (This brief summary does not do
justice to Hufstader’s close reading of the sixmpseavhich form the second stage of the
poet’'s descent. These are the “bog poems” inspiyddeaney’s reading Danish
archeologist P.V. Glob'$he Bog People study (available in English by 1969) that
provides stunning photographs and meticulous datsmnis of sacrificed or executed men
and women of the Northern European Iron Age whaossgrved remains have been
retrieved by chance from peat bogs. Heaney wagd@s Glob himself obviously was,
by this evidence of Iron Age culture’s violent allzodes. Heaney responded with a
series of poems, two with the same titles as chgpteGlob’s book: “The Tollund

Man,” published in Heaney’s collectidiintering Out and “The Grauballe Man,” in
North. Other poems iNorthinspired by Glob’s research focus on female bodi&sag
Queen,” “Punishment,” and “Strange Fruit.” Hewso valued his “Bog Poems” that
in 1975 he published them under that title as arsee volume. (His publisher: Ted
Hughes’ sister, Olywn, and her Rainbow Press.)

If, as Hufstader argues, the bog poems work ircttlectionNorth as an effective
“series of unconscious, irrational positions” (hen they are subversive acts of the
imagination and they disturb Heaney sufficientlyree him from entrapment in
unconscious ideologies of violence. Descending méditations on the material remains
of unspeakable human anguish, the poet himselfaaged by the difficulties of this
encounter. Submerging himself in the unknown thedntractable in the human past as
well as in himself, he may, according to Hufstadeen face more honestly and
realistically his relation to his contemporary ot world (74).

What does Heaney the poet learn? According terHéendler’s reading of
North, he learns that the killings in his contemporarytNern Ireland may result less
from political and the religious conflicts of inest than from a “generalized cultural

approval of violence dating back many centurieq)(SCultural sanctions of violence
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run the gamut from glamorizing its energy to pasigiaccepting its inevitability,
extremes given form in the poetry of Sylvia Plath.

“North,” as the title poem of the collectioNprth, initiates the descent toward
the dead and suggests Heaney’'s imaginative coonectiPlath, the dead American
woman poet. This link was, | believe, espegiajfperative--even if submerged--as
Heaney finally poetically engaged contemporaryhlgsctarian strife through ancient
peat bogs full of the history and pre-history ofrfan desire, suffering, and slaughter.

Both Helen Vendler and Henry Hart note Plathiamoes in two of Heaney’s
poems irMNorth. Vendler finds “Bog Queen” owing “something tiaf’s “Lady
Lazarus” as its speaker rises “from the dark/Hamhke” (45) with the “objectivity of one
who can see her own disintegration” (45). JayrP&ound the bog girl in Heaney’s
poem “Strange Fruit” a “poet of sorts, the voyetiher own demise, the endlessly
patient collector of evidence” and “the ideal mofiela poet writing of Irish history, the
persona of voyeur/accuser” (Parini in Bloom, 9791 1Rarini does not connect her to
Plath. Nor does Hart, but Hart hears in “North"extended allusion to Plath: Hart notes
that the closing stanza of Plath’s “Blackberryingthe starting point for Heaney’s
speaker in “North” as he strives to “purge therdi€ dross from the hard historical
facts” of violent conquesQpontrary Progressior’9).

There is another echo of Plath in “North” whichrHdoes not note as such: the
archaic word “bleb” used in Heaney’s simile: “Gles the bleb of an iciclé”Hart links
Heaney's desired poetic vision to Yeats’ “cold &yt resists sentimentality and to
Frost’s melting ice that flows into the “warmeribal impulses” which become the poem
(“History, Myth” 391-392). Plath, however, uség tword “bleb” to signify a swelling
hot with pain in her poem “The Swarm.” Plati®sel manuscripts suggest she wanted to
exclude this historically based lyric from her seqce of bee poems which use bee
keeping as a metaphor for survival (Facsimeel). “The Swarm” is Plath’s scalding

critique of modern war as initiated by Napoleon sdemblem was the bee and whose

L All references to Heaney’s poems are from SeaneanklyPoems: 1965-1978New York:
The Noonday Press/Farrar Straus Giroux, 1988) e¢xoep reference to “The Harvest Bow” which is
found in Seamus Heandield Work(New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1979).



®
ﬁ Plath Profiles 39

exile to Elba did nothing to diminish his lust fempire: “Elba, Elba, bleb on the séa.”
Plath’s “bleb” suggests less a clear, cold eye thdistortion by a painful blister, a
diseased vision. Plath’s anagram suggests ndogxitinds enclosed in visions of
violent conquest that convert populations into machines. When Plath wrote “The
Swarm,” she was obsessed with the human suscépttbikexalt violence with
dehumanizing abstractions. As Robin Peel has drou/riting Back Plath’s political
consciousness became acute during her last tws ye&ngland when the nuclear arms
race of the Cold War was escalating to insane ptmms, especially in the autumn of
1962.

Moreover, Plath knew that she was capable of detsie acts fueled by rage,
especially in 1962 as she suffered the betrayakohusband, Ted Hughes, when he
began his affair with Assia Wevill. Neither Veadhor Hart explores, as | am
attempting to do in this essay, the significance/loft Heaney does in “North” with
Plath’s term “bleb” from “The Swarm” or with Plaghvision at the end of
“Blackberrying.” Both Hart and Vendler find Heanewre obviously influenced by
Lowell.

Heaney came not only to admire Lowell’s poetryt, &lgo to know the elder poet
personally, to feel affection for him, and to ceble Lowell’s refusing to drown in his
own despair. Plath, who from Heaney’s perspedidedrown in hers, appears as mere
foil in Heaney’s praise of Lowell in his review DRy by Day Heaney's reference there
to Plath is, | believe, the only reference he madeer in critical writings over a span of
about two decades, from the mid-1960s to the mBB%9decades during which his own
poetic career was developing with dazzling succa3kth was, | want to argue,
nevertheless a provocative poetic presence for éleduaring this time.

His first book,Eleven Poemsppeared in 1965, the same year Hughes first
published in Britain his edition of Plath’s posthoms collectiorAriel. The following
year, 1966, Heaney's second collectiz@ath of a Naturalistvon wide acclaim while
Plath’sAriel was published in America by Harper and Row—andh aiforeword by

Robert Lowell. ThesAriel poems made Plath famous, as she had predictedneie

2 All references to Plath’s poems are fr@ullected Poems: Sylvia PlatEd. Ted Hughes (New York:
Harper & Row, 1981).
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could not have missed thenBy then, he knew well the work of other contempies
having been introduced to them by mentors and aglles, especially by Philip
Hobsbaum who admired Hughes. By then, Heaney baelaped his own poetic stance.
While Ted Hughes'’s poetry tended to evoke a vioherttiral world freed from cultural
evil, Heaney's evoked a natural world inextricatviyned with his Irish Catholic culture
and his own human experience. Other successadytoiowed: Door into the Dark
(1969) andWintering Out(1972). Some readers, however, wanted Heansydeased
on his interior life and more engaged in the padditiexigencies of Northern Ireland. An
academic year 1970-1971 at the University of Calitbat Berkeley as a visiting lecturer
immersed Heaney in liberal political thought. Head a number of American poets while
there, apparently for the first time: Robert Blyl#rt Duncan, and Gary Synder.
Heaney has said that he learned from them thatypaeis “a mode of resistance” (qtd. in
Randall 20).

In 1971, Hughes published Plath’s secorsliponous volumeCrossing the Water
Before leaving for Berkeley, Heaney and his wifeiteéd Hughes in Devon in July of
1970 (Feinstein 176). Hughes must have then baiingethat collection, so it is hard to
see how Heaney could have ignored those Plath pastiner in America or back home.
After Berkeley, Heaney returned to Northern Irelarédy to give voice to the troubles,
but also to put a distance between himself andl#mgers of the conflict. In 1972, he
moved with his wife and children to the Republidreland, a move some regarded as
betraying the Northern Catholic cause. In Heame&igw, however, dislocation helped
him acknowledge more fully the Northern crisis.thlugh he did not know at that time
know how to deal with the horrors of the conflicg did know he would refuse to be
“appropriated” by others who used violence for ticdil ends (BBC 16 Sept.1998).
Heaney's strategy freed him to face as a poetligktmf the Ulster Catholic minority
from which he had comeNorth does that in poems dense with allusions to history
visual art, current events, and poetry, as NeikcG@n has shown, though Corcoran does
not mention Plath.

| want to argue that one of the actions the ptiem ofNorth performs is to
engage Heaney’s posthumous contemporary, Sylvta,Riapecially her voice in poems

from Crossing théVater,and to oppose and ameliorate her bleak visionarycst
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As already noted, “North” begins by echoing thdiag of Plath’s
“Blackberrying.” That poem, fror€rossing the Watef1971), was published ifhe
New Yorkeiin September of 1962. If first encountered th&Bé&ckberrying” would,
for any reader, resonate even more fully with draadl suffering when re-read in the
context of Plath’s 1963 suicide. Heaney knewdbeastating effects on Hughes of his
wife’s death. He alludes to Hughes in “Bone Dredrthe poem irNorth that conjures
a relation to the past. The last section begi@semorning in Devon/ | found a dead
mole/ with the dew still beading itPOemsl85. VI). This image spurs a reader familiar
with Plath’s “Blue Moles,” fromThe Colossydo recall her speaker’s finding two dead
burrowers: “Blind twins bitten by bad natureCR 126. 9). Surprised to find the animal
not plough-like, “a big-boned coulter,” but a shildttened “chisel,” Heaney in “Bone
Dreams” hears his Devon companion direct him towbback the fur on his head” to see
the “pin points” that “were the eyes” and to “féleé shoulders’"HFoemsl85. VI).

Heaney does and reads by touch the palpable melablem of a buried ancient Celtic
world and his friend’s desolation: “I touchee tbmall distant Pennines, a pelt of grass
and grain/running south” (VI). At the time of &feey’s visit to Devon, Hughes had
suffered unspeakable losses: Plath’s suicidephixls suicide and murder of their
young daughter; his ill mother’s death from shooH grief. Hughes dealt with this
corpse-littered stage of his life by reading iea&lence of individual fates: characters
doomed from childhood to tragic trajectories inadumal world of violent, conflicting
desires.

Plath wrote “Blackberrying” in 1961 shortly aftene and Hughes, with their two
small children, had moved from their cramped Lonflanto the large rural Devon house
they had purchased. Their reasons were variougrbatinent among them was the hope
that with more space they could be equally prodecdts poets. “Blackberrying” enacts
the speaker’s struggle to follow a path that wiblef her to satisfy her desire for a vision
beyond the brambles of an unsatisfactory, evenlespeworld. Her poem begins:

Nobody in the lane, and nothing, nothing but bleskies,
Blackberries on either side, though on the righinty,

A blackberry alley, going down in hooks, and a sea
Somewhere at the end of it, heaving. CP(68. 1-4)
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In this first stanza, Plath’s speaker moves in&t gassage, voicing disdain for the lush
and easy offerings of the berry bushes lining la¢hp Her goal is the sea, traditional
symbol for imaginative freedom. In the seconezta disdain becomes unease under
the ominous “choughs in black/ Cacophonous floaidsich “protest” her struggle
forward against the wind. Though she doubts “deewsill appear at all,” she pushes
beyond the cloying sweetness of a blackberry boskred with flies gorged into self-
satisfaction. This she rejects in order to reamhexalted, lonely arrival in the third
stanza:

...A last hook brings me

To the hill’'s northern face, and the face is ok

That looks out on nothing, nothing but a greatspa

Of white and pewter lights, and a din like silvaiths

Beating and beating at an intractable met@lP 169. 23-27)
The speaker seems dazed and daunted by the unekpddtis poem can be read as a
“muse” poem, which Robert Graves defined in hisll@&ford University lectures:

Muse poetry is composed at the back of the mindureaccountable product of a

a trance in which the emotions of love, fear, angegrief are profoundly

engaged, though at the same time powerfully diseg; in which intuitive

thought reigns surpalogically, and personal rhytulndues metre to its purposes.

The effect on readers of Muse poetry, with itsage poles of ecstasy and

melancholia, is what the French cafltiason.(“Dedicated Poet” 20)
For Graves, poetry’s only function is offering eperience of “exaltation and horror”
that the presence of the Muse excites. ThroughhBEsigPlath had been introduced to
Graves’ theories; and, as Hughes made plain in ¥998Birthday LettersPlath had
been for him an embodiment of Graves’ White GoddeBy 1961, Plath was identifying
herself as her own muse: compelling and annihigati Graves wrote of this danger for a
woman poet: “Since she is herself the Muse, a @ssltvithout an external power to
guide or comfort her, ...if she strays even a fingéreadth from the path of divine
instinct, [she] must take violent self-vengeancduéna de Asbaje” 190). For Graves,
woman as true poet “is forbidden by her identitypmthe Goddess from worshipping or

giving herself wholly” to the man who loves her )9 Thus, her fate is isolation and
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sacrifice to her art. Plath’s 1961 poetry of lBla@ss and loneliness is brought to
exquisite pitch not only in “Blackberrying” but al$n other poems of that year,
especially in “The Moon and the Yew Tree,” whichoes fear of her destiny. In the
Ariel poems we hear Plath’s sardonic outrage that heeaeh the most sublime, can do
little to alleviate anguish or to avoid sé&tfimolation.

As already noted, Heaney had similar coree the early 1970s when fascinated
with the violent deaths of Iron Age bog victimsGiob’s study. Glob’s visual and
verbal images of people sacrificed to the earthdged, or executed for crimes, were for
Heaney a “revelation” that brought him “a new pbg#y of seriousness in the poetic
enterprise” (Randall 17). As Heaney put it, “Etij [although] not explicitly, to make
connections between sacrificial, ritual, religielements in the violence of contemporary
Ireland and this terrible sacrificial religiousrgiin The Bog Peoplgqtd. in Randall
18).

Plath was, | believe, a kind of bog woman for Hagh In the late 1960s and
early 1970s as she gained posthumous promineneeyashbeing read as a victim:
woman poet as scapegoat, taking on evils of maia@rtiied society in order to revise it,
submerging herself in the dark bog of the mostrdegve emotions, becoming her own
muse, voyeur of her own death, and preserving Uifiégreng in poetry to stun readers,
leaving them, as the last line of her poem “Cragéine Water” puts it, with the “silence
of astounded soulsQP 190. 12). Plath’s voice from the grave was maldrdifference
in sexual politics of the 1960s and 1970s as festsrprotested injustice and violence
against women. One of the questions Heaney agsl@sNorth is this: What form of
self-negation is required of a poet to have hidnydedo something” in the face of deeply
rooted cultural violence?

After his reference to Plath in his 1978 revi@w.owell's Day by Day, Heaney
would remain silent on Plath in critical writingrfanother eight years, though he
probably discussed her when he first taught at &arniversity in 1979 as a
replacement for Lowell who had died suddenly. aikisy would have known that Plath

attended Lowell’s poetry classes at Boston Uniweigi1959. He could not ignore

%] am indebted to the poet Diann Blakely for sugigesthat | think of Plath as a kind of bog woman f
Seamus Heaney.
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Plath in Boston as her fame grew through more patitins: Aurelia Plath’ketters
Home(1975), selections of her daughter’s correspongteidward Butscher'Blethod
and Madnes$1977), the first major biography of Plath; Hughedition of JohnnyPanic
and the Bible of Dreamd979), Plath’s prose; and Hughes’ edition of iPta€Collected
Poems (1981)pllowed by his edition of Plath’3ournals. By 1982, Heaney had a
professorship at Harvard. That same year, Pl&blected Poem&on a posthumous
Pulitzer Prize. Also that year appearedThe Rattle Bagan anthology edited by
Heaney and Hughes which included six of Plath’syme

Early in 1985, in his second year as Boylston &sbr of Rhetoric and Oratory at
Harvard, Heaney included Plath in his course onenogoetry as he formulated his
critical assessment of her work. When inviteditee the 1986 T. S. Eliot Memorial
Lectures at the University of Kent, Heaney choseotaclude his addresses with a
critique of Plath. Published in his collectioneslsaysThe Government of the Tongue
Heaney's address, “The ‘Indefatigable Hoof-tapgS}lvia Plath,” results from his long
association with Plath’s poetry. His essay is ingrtt because it gives a sense of how
Heaney defines his own poetic stance as he detind@rs. As Sidney Burris notes,
“Heaney’s assessment of Sylvia Plath’s developrpeséd the question that has haunted
him throughout his career” (Burris x). Heaney fhat question at the heart of his lecture
on Plath when he asks, “To what extent shoulddhgue’s hedonism and frolic be in the
control of the noble rider of socially responsibiitellect, ethics, and morals?” (“Hoof-
taps” 166). Heaney answers that poetry “as a oagerf human consciousness” requires
putting “ poetic considerations first—expressivasiderations, that is, based on its own
genetic laws which spring into operation at the rantrof lyric conception” (166).
Heaney, warily, offered Czetsaw Mitozs’s “Ars Paef?” as an antidote to excess:
“...poems should be written rarely and reluctantiyder unbearable duress and only
with the hope/ that good spirits, not evil oneyage us for their instrument” (166).
Plath certainly wrote under duress. Heaney bealieshe hoped good spirits animated her
art, but his critique of her work is severe.

Heaney traces three stages in Plath’s developaseatpoet: first mastering the
poetic craft of making a structure of sound andseens showithe Colossusthen going

deeper creatively to tap the shared life of sa@kition using what Eliot called “the
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mythic method” in such transitional poems as “Theod and the Yew Tree” and
“Blackberrying”; and finally becoming an oracletime Ariel poems that come as absolute
“fiats” of poetic knowledge. Heaney describesfihal phase as
a degree of imaginative access where we feel teen@s a gift arising or
descending beyond the poet’s control, where doestact is established with the
image-cellar, the dream bank, the world-hoardrih cave—whatever place
from which a true oracular poem emerges. (“Hopbtdl63)
Except in such late poems as “Edge” and “Ariel AtRIdid not, Heaney asserts, attain
either the “self-forgetfulness” or the “fullnesss#lf-possession” of great art. For
Heaney, grounded in the tradition of the symbatiagination of Dante’€ommedia
(Desmond 117), the poem as fiat must transcenddbee As Shane Weller has
observed, Heaney finds “the greatest poetry” amewewhich “the figurative masters
the literal” through self-negation which residisath as “life’s limit” (52-53). Heaney
found Plath, in spite of all her gifts, so fixed @personal agenda, so much an instrument
of self-glamorization that she wrote powerful pgeif transgression not transcendence.
What for Heaney is a failing is from Weller's peesfive valid, post-modern elegiac
esthetics: Plath substitutes metaphor for metajphan endless chain that “begins to
break down the distinction between figurative atetdl, between poetry and factuality”
(Weller 67).

Heaney does not see value in this strategy, whi€tath’s most distinctiveFor
Heaney, the mystery of transcendence through gjuedi is beyond Plath’s poetic reach,
except, perhaps, in her poem “Ariel,” which Heaadynired. But her poem, races
toward a concluding image as painful and as digsglas an acid bath. If, as Plath
asserted shortly before her suicide, her poems meent to be spoken and heard, we can
experience “Ariel” aurally as brilliant vacancyhetread (“red”) subject/l (“eye”)
signifies nothing but its own erasure, a causerfourning (“morning”). That Plath’s
metaphors become metonymies opening onto nothitiggisnark of her post-modern art:
the poet is subsumed by artifice knowing thereothimg metaphysically redeeming or
consoling in what she has made. We can experiegicpoems as exquisite fossils that

witness to the fact of extinction.
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Nearing his own death, Hughes tried to conjur¢hHtaBirthday Letterg1998),
his collection of poems telling of their marriagerh Freudian and Gravesian
perspectives. In Hughes’ account, Plath animai®drieativity but endangered him with
her pathological animus against her dead fatti2evotion and obedience to a perceived
muse may be, as Lucasta Miller has suggested, dovagpets such as Graves and
Hughes to deal with their archaic sense that bdtaral life are engendered in violence
(280). Graves'’ fatalistic myth, adopted by Huglhe#fered only this comfort: “We did
what poetry told us to do” (“FloundersBirthday Letters66).

Heaney’'s muse shares the Celtic ethnicity of GFafamtasy elaborated ifhe
White Goddessut Heaney’s muse is Ireland, specifically theteaf Ireland: its watery
core, its hills, valleys, streams and bogs, antntiigenous territorial numen” that
inspires filial piety for the land and its peopi€deling into Words” 26). Love for, not
fear of, his muse led Heaney to confront the comsecges of Ireland’s brutal colonizers
as well as the Celtic indigenous culture of viokencPoets with a political grievance,
such as Heaney North or a personal grievance such as Plathriel, may be tempted
to serve their grievance, not the mystery of eriste Heaney rebuked Plath in his Eliot
Lectures for not serving the mystery. Submergmngsychic depths to find adequate
images for complex human experience is necessapofetry, Heaney asserts, but what
goes on before, between, and after the plungétisadr

The act remains free, self-governing, self-seekyg the worth of the booty

it brings back from its raid upon the inarticulat#l depend upon the

emotional capacity, intellectual resource and g@ravilization which the

articulate poet maintains between the raids. (170)

Heaney alludes to T.S. Eliot’s definition of poetmyt emphasizes creativity’s rapacious
force. Submerging the mind in irrational depthséarch of images for the truth is,
Heaney asserts, worth the risk for the poet whesliightly between the raids—which, in
his view, Plath did not. For Heaney, Plath’s poetsults not only from emotional and
intellectual limitations, including emotional illes, but also from a lack of “general
civilization” (170).

This shockingly harsh judgment emerges from Hgarreading Plath’s poetry

for at least twenty years, from 1966 to 1986, as@among many of his influences. She
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is not a “precursor,” in Harold Bloom'’s sense: pwaverful poet Heaney would have to
repress in order to overcome the dominance of theupsor’s expressive force and to
establish his own original voice. Bloom in 1988 dot think Heaney had yet become a
“strong poet” and would not until he engaged histiormidable precursor, Yeats, in an
Oedipalagon (Bloom 1-10). There are other ways to discussipanfluence besides
Bloom’s “Oedipal metaphors of murderous ‘originglget out as literary paradigms”,
such as collaborative narrative in which one pa@es in the missing parts of another’s
story (Showalter 174). Heaney’s poetic strategiNorth,” suggests this understanding
of creativity. He had said he wanted to write pp#tat touched the sources of “silence”
and “suffering,” poetry that “dramatizes the bigsah argument” (HarContrary
Progressions8). Strong poetry for Heaney has the energy giiment without claims to
the whole truth. As he told Seamus Deane, “...mpgatry will always burst that
corseted and decorous truthfulness [of the wellenamkem]...in so doing, it may be an
unfair poetry; it will almost certainly be one-stigqtd. in Longley in Curtis, 92).
Speaking one’s own vision while acknowledging asheontributions to the human tale
is an ethical and an aesthetic act for Heaney.heéAsmanages allusion without emulation
or parody, he claims only the passion of his indlial vision--limited, flawed, admittedly
at times imperiously male—which takes in his ndtaral cultural landscape with the
desire to render its complexity in forms that aeadtiful yet true to the anguish of his
times.

Plath is part of this complexity. Yet as we haeen, Heaney judges her poetry
severely for not going beyond her own sufferings $¥ympathy for her suffering,
however, is clear in his poetic response to hdeaney allows some of Plath’s anguish
to occupy “North” as he begins where her poem “Bibeerying” ends. He incorporates
words and images not only from “Blackberrying” lalgo from at least two other Plath
poems: “The Swarm” and “Last Words.” Connectinthwlath via the word-hoard,
Heaney finds the limits of her expression and yustre she turns mute--“looking out on
nothing”-- but palpable, he writes what for hinth& missing part of her story.

What is missing is this: the intimate, trustieg¢pation of spirit and body, mind
and matter, culture and nature that relies onyhebslic tradition. Heaney was nurtured

on that trust. Plath was not. As a young womareAcan poet, schooled in Emersonian
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aesthetics and finding her voice in doom-hauntégD49Plath was appalled by the
persisting culture of war in her century and Coldr(Waranoia that extended to fear of
powerful women. A polarized culture of dominatimmd submission, which fuels war,
was the essential dynamic in Graves’ myth of pogeation. The obverse of fear was
submission: total obedience to the Muse. Riath encouraged to believe she had both
love and power as long as she channeled “the \WBotess” for Hughes. No longer his
muse, Plath became her own oracle of awful truifhe forged ahead to “look out on
nothing” in hopes of a transcendent vision that Monake the intractable world fall
away. Hers remained, from Heaney's perspectivdlegs and comfortless, but her
poems as fiats made the emotional void tolerableragas she could produce them.
When Heaney faced Irish suffering®lorth, he attempted to deal with them

without a victim’s rage and despair. The titleepo“North,” which begins his descent
into meditations on bog victims, is not an escapmflreland’s difficulties, but a return
“...to a long strand, /the hammered shod of the ayére the speaker finds “only the
secular powers/ of the Atlantic thunderinfoemsl74.1-4). Heaney's speaker in
“North” finds less in that vista than Plath’s skeahad found in “Blackberrying.” She
had arrived at the “northern face” of “orange roti’look out on shimmering lights far
above a pounding sea. Heaney's speaker is Himserthern face, a Northern
Irishman. He may be tempted to look away fromdiséress around him, as Plath’s
speaker does. He may seek some liberating blaskmasre, isolated, he could affirm
his own poetic will, but he does not. Heaney cowddnore become an Emersonian
transparent eyeball than he could wear orangath’Bl“northern face” is-- like the
transcendent soul in Emerson--“raised over passimgtiolding only itself as “vast
spaces of nature, the Atlantic Ocean...time, yeanstucies are of no account,” as
Emerson wrote in “Self-Reliance.” As Heaney ®gitn the silence Plath leaves at the
end of her poem “Blackberrying,” Heaney takes atimyauthority of the blank, orange
face and the solitary self with its aura of domicen

Looking north, Heaney keeps Plath’s smitigtaphor in play but takes it down
from the air to sea level, from precious metaktmi The thundering Heaney hears —not
of distant, otherworldly artisans—is a proximatisjble and completely secular power of

his first stanza. Even the smith metaphor is ®oodative, for in stanza two Heaney’s
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speaker literalizes his view as an Irish visag&ilog north. He faces, that is, accepts,
the existence of other islands besides his owelaihd exists and provokes
contemplation of that fact: “unmagical invitatiohsWhile Plath’s “white and pewter
lights” and “invisible silversmiths” shimmer andwsal in an abeyance at the end of
“Blackberrying,” her speaker makes no claim thagm is a satisfying substitute for
trusting the actual world of other people to bgossive to human desires. Part of her
excitement, however, comes from danger in theciitnas of the magical for a mind
desperate for power over intolerable conditiomdeaney’s speaker in “North” shuns
magic as he accepts Iceland as geographical arutibad fact. With unseen Iceland
stripped of glamour, he can then contemplate furbgions: “the pathetic colonies of
Greenland.” The ring of contemptuous pity echdesh alienating tone, but Heaney's
words “colonies” and “Greenland” applied to hisromorthern turf make it strange
enough to be freshly apprehended. That possibédigases the visionary Heaney’s
speaker had sought to avoid: the image of thendikias “fabulous raiders” among the
plunderers of his own green land. The violent oren left their bones and weapons on
the island of Orkney, which he also faces, andddhe south in Dublin, behind his back.
Thus, by stanza three of “North,” Heaney’s spe@ksurrounded by his sense of a
violent north, whose history is his own.

The Vikings’ rapacity is part of his heritage. Jspeak to him “in violence and
epiphany,” out of their longships, their graveswrart of Ireland’s earth. The
“hindsight” which informs the speaker’s understadis his contemporary historical
perspective that will attach no glory to imperialis Thor's hammer is a better metaphor
for history in this poem than for art. Greed, Justrayal, violence, revenge—down to
present day —have forged the “pathetic” and appabiectarian strife which Heaney
faces in “North.” Having de-mythologized the pasd felt the nausea of the actual, he
does not turn away from his world and its troubles, he resists being pulled along
Plath’s path toward some visionary sublime in “Blaerrying.”

Heaney's stance, a revision of Plath’s, may alge something to her poem “Last
Words,” another poem froi@rossing theNVater There, Plath’s speaker imagines
finding death a restful escape from the demandkeo$pirit which “escapes like steam/

In dreams, through mouth-hole or eye-hole. | catop it” (CP 172. 14-15). Lyingin



Saldivar 50

her sarcophagus, she finds comfort in materiagthineasured in life, “Warmed by much
handling...the shine of these small things sweetan the face of Ishtar” (18-26).
Heaney's speaker also lies down, not to evade yeetemands, but to respond to the
imperatives of his history: he reclines in the faddnord,” language, the treasure left by
all the dead in his land. Trusting words as lukeast legacy, he risks descent toward the
dark underworld, the fecund bog of the creativednirAn early draft of “North” read,

“lie down/in the word hoard, follow/the worm of yothought/ into the mound”
(“Manuscript Drafts” in Curtis 53-65). This gravaayg image of the mind feeding on the
dead becomes in the final draft a burrowing ingdpeaker’'s own comprehension. Thus,
morbidity becomes fertility in “the coil and gleavha furrowed brain.” The
clarification that Plath’s speaker struggled unssstully to achieve in “Blackberrying,”
Heaney finds in his repose. His vision remainsnobto intractable, painful facts of
nature and history, but also to what is malleabl@rgliage, culture, what can be worked
in a spirit of patience and trust. The treastias comfort Heaney in “North” include
what he can touch: the “nubbed treasure your haads known.” Rather than the
worked metal of sword and armor, Heaney’s treasungore likely the pen’s power to
subvert myths that sanction violence. Culture eutural consciousness may change
when their silences are so deeply felt as to sptima  In “North,” Heaney begins that
poetic enterprise he would call “Gleaning the udsdf the palpable,” when, in a later
poem, “A Harvest Bow,” he honored his father’s bki| reverent working of nature’s
gifts within his culture Field Work 58). | believe that for Heaney human relatiores a
among those nubbed treasures in “North,” especsatkpal relations between man and
woman. Patricia Coughlan finds Heaney “mythologiz in the feminine in ways that
perpetuate male dominance: man possesses womhis fmwvn sense of self with no
“acknowledgment of the existence of an autonomabsestivity in others, a structure
common to sexism and racism” (Coughlan 200); buigbéan also notes that Heaney's
Bog Poems were not at first in his mind politicehl, but merely “offerings” that were
“emblems of states of feeling” (Heaney qtd. in Cdag n. 204). The feeling in “North”
is more compassionate than combative. Heaneystimgerts myths of political power
pretending to hold “a monopoly on truth and justigéart, Contrary,7). His claim is
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that no single perspective can encompass the vitutke but the singular imagination
can give form to its embodied desire for what eyartheless, true.

Refusing in “North” the agon of Bloom’s propheliard, Heaney chooses a
traditional, even medieval repose. He lies dowbdmpen to dream visions.
Descending into vision, he makes his own din avlzaeothers have been there before
him and forges his understanding in complicatedti@hs to them. He could understand
Plath as colonized by seductive and brutal maldymytning her into a terror not a
treasure. He could feel the sorrow and the pitthaf. Beginning “North” where Plath’s
“Blackberrying” ends, Heaney radically revises Riastance without negating her
power as “Muse poet.” If, as Graves believeatpohas only one function, to offer a
truthful experience of “exaltation and horror,” tlachieved greatness. Tinssonin
her poems, however, comes from her powerful negatighe transcendent efficacy of
the figural. This is what makes her a challeragaé¢aders like Heaney who continue to
affirm the symbolic imagination of the Western Ghien tradition aesthetically and
ethically. Plath provoked Heaney into a revisibmer radical stance, a stance others
have found a break-through into post-modern aastghetPaul Mitchell, for example,
using theories of Julia Kristeva and Jacques Ldaads Plath “transgressing language’s
borders” to create her late poems as modes ofrewtithout signification within the
logocentric/phallocentric order. Such fierce neaby Plath of her cultural constraints
takes our breath away. Her greatest poems do naiboch as Heaney’s do. They astound.

We can conclude, however, that contextualizingrPl&athin any theoretical
frame—Christian, Freudian, Gravesian, Lacanian—aksveore about the reader than
about Plath. While Heaney from his cultural perdjwe may not have valued Plath’s
distinctive power, what he gleaned from Plath’stmoemains affirms her palpable
presence in his imagination. Plath’s troublingmorable vestige is for Heaney a
rebuke to any imperious vision—his or hers or outfsat-would be oblivious to human

suffering. And on this point, the two poets--e#ilig--come together.
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