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"Poetry as Epitaph — Heaney and Wordsworth"

Koichi YAKUSHIGAWA

It is the well known fact that Seamus Heaney often refers to the works of the
British Romantic Poets, especially those of William Wordsworth. Following is a trial
piece for comparing the two poets. A key-word is "Epitaph". According to
Wordsworth's essays upon epitaphs, it is clear that he finds the gate to the other
world there. Epitaph is like Janus seeing the two worlds at once. Wordsworth wrote
many Pastorals and they are always referring not only to rural peace but to the
desperate world within the poet himself. Pastoral is, to Wordsworth, a nostalgia to
the good old days and lamentation to the corruption of it as well. In this way,
pastoral is like an epitaph to him. Seemingly peaceful world of the Pastoral is a
"mundus inversus" as an epitaph is.

Seamus Heaney wrote a group of "Bog poems" to reproduce the miserable states of
the "North", after which he turned into more immediate and familiar world, as if he
would seek some salvation there. The immediate world seems to be peaceful against
the "Bog poems" which are full of destructive elements of the day. Nevertheless he
seems not to find it genuinely peaceful. Then what is the immediate world to him?
It may be possible to say the immediate and familiar world working as a kind of
epitaph to him. Besides, he often refers to the classical world, the Bible, Greek and
Roman myths and legends, and Greek epics and tragedies, which have ever been
prevailing almost all through his books of poems. What are they to him? Now is
the time when classical tragedy or epic can not be formed or created. Why he is so
enthusiastically sticking to the classical world all through his life until now is a
second question.

A tentative conclusion is that both the immediate world and the classical world
would not give him a place to be rest himself there, and that both are working as an
epitaph to him. The case is the same to Wordsworth. Heaney and Wordsworth are

to be called both the poets of epitaph.
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Green leaves were here,

But 'twas the foliage of the rocks--birch,

The yew, the holly, and the bright green thorn,

With hanging islands of resplendent furze:

And on a summit, distant a short space,

By any who should look beyond the dell

A single mountain cottage might be seen.

I gazed and gazed, and to myself I said,

'Our thoughts at least are ours; and this wild nook,

My Emma, 1 will dedicate to thee.'
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He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep
To scatter new potatoes that we picked

Loving their cool hardness in our hands.

By God, the old man could handle a spade.

Just like his old man.
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By persons resident in the country and attached to rural objects, many places will
be found unnamed or of unknown names where little incidents will have occurred, or
feelings been experienced, which will have given to such places a private and peculiar
interest.10
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the living and of the dead; (p.56) -----+ I saw in a Village Church-yard the eye or
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