
North Poems by Seamus Heaney: An
Exploration of Place, Identity, and History
Seamus Heaney's North Poems (1975) is a collection of poems that
explores the complex relationship between place, identity, and history. Set
in the rural landscape of Northern Ireland during the Troubles, the poems
grapple with the divisions and conflicts that have shaped the region.
Through vivid imagery and evocative language, Heaney creates a powerful
and moving portrait of a people and a place that have been both scarred
and shaped by violence.
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The Importance of Place

Place is central to the experience of identity in North Poems. Heaney's
poems are deeply rooted in the specific landscape of Northern Ireland, and
they reflect the ways in which this landscape has shaped the lives of its
people. The boglands, in particular, are a recurring motif in the poems, and
they serve as a powerful symbol of the country's troubled history.
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In "Bogland," Heaney describes the bog as a place of "dark matter" where
"the weight of water" has "soaked and softened minds." The bog is a place
of mystery and danger, but it is also a place of memory and connection. It is
a place where the past is always present, and where the dead are never
truly forgotten.

The Search for Identity

The search for identity is another major theme in North Poems. Heaney's
poems explore the ways in which people can be defined by their place of
birth, their religion, and their political beliefs. In "Whatever You Say, Say
Nothing," Heaney writes about the difficulty of finding a safe space in a
society divided by violence. The poem's speaker is constantly being
reminded of the dangers of taking sides, and he is forced to navigate a
world where even the most innocent words can be misconstrued.

In "The Strand at Lough Beg," Heaney explores the relationship between
identity and loss. The poem's speaker is visiting the site of a massacre that
took place during the Troubles, and he is haunted by the ghosts of the
dead. The poem is a moving meditation on the ways in which violence can
destroy lives and communities.

The Legacy of History

The legacy of history is a powerful force in North Poems. Heaney's poems
explore the ways in which the past continues to shape the present. In "The
Toome Road," Heaney writes about the Battle of the Boyne, a key event in
Irish history that took place in 1690. The poem is a powerful reminder of the
ways in which history can be used to divide people.



In "From the Frontier of Writing," Heaney writes about the difficulty of
writing poetry in a time of violence. The poem's speaker is haunted by the
memories of the dead, and he struggles to find a way to express the pain
and suffering of his people.

North Poems is a powerful and moving exploration of place, identity, and
history. Through vivid imagery and evocative language, Heaney creates a
portrait of a people and a place that have been both scarred and shaped by
violence. The poems offer a glimpse into the heart of the conflict in
Northern Ireland, and they serve as a reminder of the power of poetry to
bear witness to history.

Further Reading
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