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Synopsis
An Interpretation of the World within Seamus Heaney (3)
—on Station Island and Haw Lantern —
Koichi YAKUSHIGAWA

Station Island is the sixth book of poems by Seamus Heaney, and published in 1984,
around which Heaney tried to translate a Middle Irish legend, Buile Shuibhne (meaning

‘The Madness of Sweeney’) into modern English, and eventually published it in 1983 as
Sweeney Astray. It may be natural that Station Island should be under the influence of
Sweeney Astray.

Sweeney, the king who went mad at the battle of Moira (AD 637) and, cursed by St
Ronan, was transformed into a bird, is the hero of the above said medieval Irish poem.
“It is from Heaney’s metaphors of flight and exile,” says Helen Vendler, “that this bird-
self of Sweeney--one of Heaney’s most successful alter egos--will arise.”

Station Island might well be read, taking into account Sweeney, as a story of the
exiled and transfigured king.

Not only Sweeney but also many other figures, who are all alter egos of Heaney, do
we encounter with in this book. Station Island, we may say, is a book of Heaney’s
encounter with his alter egos, which represents “the ideologies of his community and
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reassesses his own position in relation to them,” says Andrew Murphy.

Having someone speak something of the poet’s own ideas is a complicated but
interesting device which many poets have made use of it. Readers should be requested to
have some ability to listen to the so-called “third voice,” as T. S. Eliot once put it. Hence
comes the sophistication of Station Island which makes it more difficult to understand
than Heaney’s ever published books of poems.

The fact that Heaney chose Sweeney as his alter ego seems to be fatal to this book.
Sweeney’s pilgrimage, if we might call his astray so, has no end, which ought to make

Station Island have no end. In due course, we can not but feel some ambiguity always

haunting around the poems. Heaney should make another efforts to overcome the
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ambiguity.

Haw Lantern is Heaney’s seventh book of poems published in 1987, by which year
Heaney had lost his parents one after another. The loss of his parents, it is sure, gave
the poet the very significant influence. Nothing could fill the vacancy in his heart. Haw
Lantern is a representation of his efforts to escape from the vacancy. Allegory may be
the only way for him to come to himself. The poem called “Alphabets” at the head of
the book shows the constitution of this book of poems well. The poem describes a
strange relation between a silhouet of rabit’s head on a wall and his father’s joined
hands, thumbs and fingers. The joind hands and fingers have no meaning for
themselves but when it threw a shadow on a wall, it acquires a meaning all at once. The
hands and fingers ceased to be parts independent by themselves but become a complete
whole different from themselves. The poems in this book are all the silhouet of his
hands and fingers. The hands and fingers have nothing to do with the world the poem
describes. It is Allegory that we face. The readers are all requested to have some

ability to read Allegory. (to be continued)
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