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ABSTRACT
This research article explores the intertwined themes of displacement and belonging in the later
poetry of Seamus Heaney, focusing primarily on his collections Station Island (1984), The Haw
Lantern (1987), The Spirit Level (1996), and District and Circle (2006). As a poet rooted in the
cultural and political landscape of Northern Ireland, Heaney's later work reflects a growing
tension between personal exile and the longing for connection, geographically, spiritually, and
historically. The study examines how Heaney’s poetry evolves from a sense of rootedness in rural
identity to more complex meditations on spiritual alienation, cultural dislocation, and transitory
belonging in an increasingly fragmented world. Through close textual analysis of selected poems
such as “Station Island,” “The Disappearing Island,” “District and Circle,” and “Route 110,” the
paper illustrates how Heaney navigates personal memory, national trauma, and global
modernity. Ultimately, the research reveals that Heaney redefines belonging not as a fixed state
but as a dynamic, often uneasy negotiation between place, memory, and identity.
Keywords: Displacement, Belonging, Seamus Heaney’s Poetry, Cultural Memory, Personal
Identity.
Introduction
Seamus Heaney, widely regarded as one of the foremost poets of the twentieth century, weaves
his work around themes that reflect both the personal and collective experiences of Ireland.
Central to his poetic vision are the intertwined ideas of displacement and belonging. Deeply
grounded in the rural landscape of Ulster and influenced by the political and historical
complexities of Northern Ireland, Heaney’s poetry captures a powerful sense of attachment to
place, memory, and identity. At the same time, it confronts feelings of exile, dislocation, and
cultural division. Rather than offering a straightforward record of external struggles, his verse
transforms them into inner conflicts, exposing the delicate balance between tradition and
modernity, home and history, rootedness and estrangement. This study, by examining poems
from his later works, explores how Heaney expresses the tension between loss and longing, exile
and return, and how these experiences shape his broader reflections on belonging in a world
unsettled by change and conflict. Seen through this perspective, Heaney’s poetry stands not only
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as a testament to personal and national displacement but also as a search for reconciliation and
a deeper sense of spiritual homecoming.

Literature Review

The concepts of displacement and belonging have remained central to literary and cultural
discussions, especially within postcolonial and diaspora studies. For Seamus Heaney, these ideas
carry particular weight given his Northern Irish background, a context shaped by colonial history,
sectarian conflict, and ongoing debates around cultural and national identity.

Much of the critical focus on Heaney has concentrated on his early poetry, where themes of
place, rural tradition, and landscape are deeply embedded. Scholars such as ElImer Andrews and
Terence Brown have highlighted how his early verse draws strength from local imagery and
agrarian metaphors that symbolize a strong bond with his native ground. Yet, critics like Helen
Vendler and Neil Corcoran point out that his later works mark a significant shift. Rather than
remaining rooted in the local, Heaney turns toward broader reflections on exile, estrangement,
and metaphysical questions of existence.

A turning point in this trajectory appears in Station Island (1984), where Heaney stages a spiritual
pilgrimage that brings him face-to-face with spectral figures from his past, including victims of
political unrest. David Lloyd interprets this sequence as dramatizing an internal fracture, where
the poet struggles to align personal conscience with public memory. Similarly, Michael Parker
observes that the collection conveys a profound sense of “spiritual and psychological exile,”
echoing wider concerns of displacement beyond geographical boundaries.

Later collections such as The Haw Lantern (1987) and The Spirit Level (1996) extend these
explorations, as Heaney grapples with ethical questions of belonging in a society emerging from
conflict. Poems like “The Disappearing Island,” drawing upon classical motifs, reveal his effort to
anchor cultural memory within a world undergoing rapid transformation. Bernard O’Donoghue
describes these later works as embodying a “fragile sense of belonging,” where identity must be
continually negotiated against the backdrop of historical loss and shifting cultural landscapes.
By the time of District and Circle (2006), Heaney’s poetic landscape becomes increasingly urban
and global. Critics such as Justin Quinn note how the collection reflects a poet displaced not only
by place but also by time, engaging directly with modern anxieties surrounding migration,
mortality, and global violence. Human Chain (2010), written in the shadow of illness, brings these
themes into even sharper focus. As Rand Brandes explains, these poems turn inward, portraying
displacement not only as exile from homeland but also as a deeper estrangement from the self-
shaped by age and mortality.

Across these works, many scholars argue that Heaney transcends the limits of national identity
to articulate a broader human condition. Declan Kiberd suggests that Heaney’s poetry embodies
a universal experience of exile and the search for ethical grounding. Rather than positioning
displacement and belonging as fixed opposites, his work reveals them as interwoven forces in
constant negotiation, an idea resonating with contemporary debates on transnational identity
and postmodern subjectivity.

Taken together, critical responses make clear that in Heaney’s later poetry, displacement and
belonging are not static categories but dynamic and overlapping aspects of his artistic vision.
These recurring tensions provide a fertile ground for exploring how personal memory, cultural
history, and spiritual inquiry converge within his poetic imagination.

Displacement and Belonging in Seamus Heaney’s Poem “Oysters”

3322 |Page



Vol. 04 No. 01. July-September 2025 Advance Soctal Science Archive Journal

Seamus Heaney’s earlier mention poetic works repeatedly examines the tension between exile
and home. Heaney himself observed that in Northern Ireland one often inhabits “the Ulster of
the actual present” and “the Ulster of the mind,” emphasizing a split between physical place and
collective memory. After Heaney left Belfast in 1972 to live in the Republic, his 1979 collection
*Field Work* explicitly reflects a new “sense of distance” from his native land. The volume’s
opening poem, “Oysters,” embodies this theme. In the poem the narrator and friends drive to
the coast and gather over a meal: “we had driven to that coast... And there we were, toasting
friendship, / Laying down a perfect memory”. This scene of shared ritual evokes belonging even
while the speakers are literally away from home.

However, the moment of intimacy is undercut by historical memory. In the middle stanzas the
poem abruptly evokes ancient Rome: “The Romans hauled their oysters south to Rome... Glut of
privilege”. By recalling the Roman practice of shipping oysters for a “glut of privilege” — an act
one critic calls essentially “an imperialistic act of aggression” — the poem reminds us that even a
communal feast is shadowed by colonial extraction. Critics note that the poem thus juxtaposes
sensuous “ecstasy” (rich food imagery and friendship) with bitter “irony” (harsh consonances of
violence). As Heaney remarked, “Oysters” was written in the height of the Troubles and is “an
escape into a kind of freedom,” yet “not a clean break” from conflict. In other words, the speaker
cannot fully leave behind national identity or history even as he savors the present.

Ultimately the poem suggests that belonging is negotiated through memory and art. Heaney’s
narrator resolves to “eat the day deliberately,” quickening it “all into verb, pure verb,”
transmuting experience into poetry. As one critic puts it, Heaney’s method is to “make
something out of that loss; the consolation... of creating poetry was worth the missing”. By
dramatizing a private act of communion against the weight of cultural memory, *“Oysters”*
encapsulates how Heaney’s later work balances personal reflection, national identity, and
historical consciousness, finding a sense of home and redemption through creative engagement
with displacement.

Theme of Displacement and Belonging in Poem “Casualty”

In “Casualty” (from Field Work, 1979) Heaney elegizes a routine acquaintance, a pub frequenting
fisherman, who becomes an anonymous victim of Northern Ireland’s violence. Set in early 1972
(just after Bloody Sunday), the poem is a three-part elegy in which the speaker remembers his
friend even as he sits apart from the “crowd” of history. Heaney never names the man (though
he later identified him as Louis O’Neill), emphasizing how ordinary people become involuntary
casualties of conflict. The opening stanza humanizes the fisherman with affectionate detail, the
second depicts the communal mourning after Bloody Sunday, and the third shifts to the sea, the
fisherman’s true “proper haunt.” Throughout, themes of belonging versus displacement are
explored: the fisherman is tied to his boat and craft rather than to the nationalist “tribe,” while
the poet oscillates between the land of violence and the freedom of memory.

The Fisherman and the Speaker: Personal Bonds and Otherness

Heaney’s speaker recalls the fisherman as a quietly self-contained man. The poem'’s first stanza
lists the fisherman’s habits and manner: “I loved his whole manner... His blank creeping tact, the
fisherman’s quick eye, and turned observant back”. These details, his discreet way of ordering
drinks with a lift of the eyes, his “weathered thumb” upturned to call for one more round,
establish an intimate, respectful portrait. Yet the speaker and fisherman inhabit different worlds.
The fisherman’s life (“my other life” in the poem) is almost “incomprehensible..., to him”. The
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pub friend knows about flounder nets and eels; the speaker talks of poetry and art. This gulf in
experience subtly introduces displacement: the poet feels out of place in the fisherman’s rugged
world, and vice versa.

Their bond is emotional but socially divided. At one point the fisherman remarks, “‘now, you're
supposed to be an educated man... puzzle me, the right answer to that one’”, amusingly
highlighting the speaker’s different status. The fisherman is something of a loner, as Joshua
Weiner notes, “a loner, and an outsider” who “refuses to abide by a curfew”. Heaney even
borrows Yeats’s phrase “turned observant back” to hint that the fisherman turns his back on the
political struggle. In the poem’s climax the man is killed simply for being out during curfew (“He
was blown to bits, out drinking in a curfew”), underscoring that he never fully belonged to any
partisan cause. The speaker admires that independence: the poem asks “How culpable was he...
when he broke, our tribe’s complicity?” In other words, the fisherman broke from his “tribe” (the
community’s tacit consensus) by acting on his own will. By mourning him, the speaker seems to
guestion the comfort of tribal belonging, he feels closer to this friend on the margins than to the
many who died as part of the crowd.

The Troubles: Tribal Belonging and Alienation

The political backdrop of Northern Ireland in 1972 heightens these themes. In the second part of
the poem Heaney vividly depicts the Bloody Sunday funerals: coffins drifted “like blossoms on
slow water,” the “common funeral, Unrolled its swaddling band... , Lapping, tightening, Till we
were braced and bound, Like brothers in a ring”. This communal funeral imagery (crowds bound
“like brothers”) underscores strong tribal identity and shared grief in nationalist Ireland. By
contrast, the fisherman will not be held by that community. “He would not be held, At home by
his own crowd, Whatever threats were phoned, Whatever black flags waved”, the speaker
recalls. Even as a curfew is imposed after Bloody Sunday, this man defies it to have his usual
drink, acting alone (“He had gone miles away, for he drank like a fish... Swimming towards the
lure, of warm lit-up places”). His death comes “three nights. After they shot dead, the thirteen
men in Derry”, a clear political chronology.

By invoking tribal images (the ring of brothers) and then subverting them with the fisherman’s
aloneness, Heaney highlights belonging and displacement. The Bloody Sunday victims “belong to
history” as a collective event, but the fisherman is an outsider dragged into history by chance.
Weiner observes that “against the 13 victims of Bloody Sunday, who belong to history, Heaney
depicts a loner, an outsider to whom he feels the strongest affinity”. The poem thus contrasts
communal belonging (shared national trauma) with the fisherman’s personal, displaced
existence. He does not belong to either warring faction; he is a “dawn-sniffing revenant”
haunting the poem’s final lines (as if caught between the living and the dead).

Imagery and Symbolism

Heaney reinforces these themes through rich imagery. Water and the sea are recurring symbols
of freedom and “home” for the fisherman. In Part lll, the poem shifts to the water: the speaker
imagines himself “taken in his boat” as the propeller churns “indolent fathoms white”. On the
water the speaker “tasted freedom with him”. This aquatic imagery (fog-banked land, dawning
sun on water) suggests that the fisherman’s true belonging is to the sea (“well out, beyond”), not
to the curfews and “black flags” on shore. Heaney explicitly notes that the fisherman’s “proper
haunt” is water, implying the man is most himself far from the landlocked conflict.
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In parallel, the fisherman is continually likened to a fish. The second stanza says he “drank like a
fish... Swimming towards the lure of warm lit-up places”. Weiner comments that the “drank like
a fish” simile eventually turns metaphorical —the man literally becomes a fish haunting the water.
This transformation blurs human and natural worlds: it underscores both displacement (he slips
out of human society) and a sort of belonging (merging with nature).

Death and ritual imagery also appear. The flooded public funeral (“like blossoms on slow water”)
uses watery metaphor to bind the crowd together, while the nighttime rain and dawn ghost
images (“midnight rain,” “dawn-sniffing revenant”) cast the fisherman’s death in surreal,
displaced terms. Even sound is symbolic: the funeral procession’s “dawdling engine” on wet
streets merges with the speaker’s memory of the boat engine, linking communal mourning to
personal freedom on the water.

In summary, Heaney’s imagery contrasts land and sea, crowd and isolation. The funeral crowd is
on land and bound together; the fisherman is at sea and alone. This juxtaposition, many joined
“like brothers in a ring” vs. one man “swimming... towards the lure” alone, powerfully visualizes
belonging and displacement.

Displacement and Belonging in Seamus Heaney’s Poem “Station Island”

Seamus Heaney’s “Station Island” (1984) is a powerful meditation on personal, political, and
spiritual identity. Set on Lough Derg, a real-life Catholic pilgrimage site in Ireland, the poem is
structured as a Dantean journey through visions of ghosts, mentors, and victims from Heaney’s
past. Throughout this journey, Heaney explores the tensions between belonging and alienation,
to land, faith, language, culture, and political causes.

1. The Pilgrimage as a Metaphor for Displacement

The poem’s speaker (a version of Heaney himself) undertakes a physical pilgrimage to Station
Island but soon realizes the journey is more psychological and spiritual than religious. Pilgrimage
itself is a liminal state: pilgrims leave their ordinary lives and identities to reflect, repent, or
reconnect with something larger than themselves.

“I came to with the sweat / of a dream full on me and the dream itself / the ghost of a burnt bush
and a jar of water”(Part |)

This sets the tone for a state of dislocation, as the poet feels haunted, unclean, disconnected
from both the sacred place and his former self.

Ghosts of the Past: Confronting Cultural and Political Dislocation

In Station Island, the speaker encounters specters of people from his past, dead friends, IRA
victims, a schoolteacher, and even literary figures like Joyce. Each ghost forces the poet to
confront aspects of his identity and the question of whether he has truly “belonged” to the
causes or communities they represent.

In one key vision, the speaker meets the ghost of William Strathearn, a shopkeeper murdered
during the Troubles. The ghost’s words reflect a bitter accusation:

“You confused evasion and artistic tact. / The Protestant who shot me through the head /| accuse
directly, but indirectly, you / who now atone perhaps upon this bed / for the way you
whitewashed ugliness and drew / the lovely blinds of the Purgatorio”(Part VIII).

This confrontation captures the poet’s moral displacement: as a Catholic and nationalist, he is
expected to take a stand, yet he chooses poetry over politics, art over action. Heaney feels he
neither fully belongs to the nationalist movement nor to a neutral observer’s position, he is
between identities.
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Displacement from Religious Belonging

Although the setting is Catholic, and Heaney was raised Catholic, the poet often expresses
ambivalence about religious belonging. The rituals of Station Island, fasting, barefoot walking,
repetitive prayers, offer little comfort or transcendence.

“The old man in the cell took down a book, / bent to the lectern, spoke as if in tongues.”(Part VI)
Religious authority figures are depicted as cryptic or alienating. The poet finds no solace in the
Church’s authority, which reinforces his sense of spiritual displacement.

The Role of Language and Art

One of the most significant encounters is with James Joyce (in Part Xll). Joyce advises Heaney not
to be trapped by tribal or national expectations:

“The main thing is to write / for the joy of it. Cultivate a work-lust / that imagines its haven like
your hands at night / dreaming the sun in the sunspot of a breast.”

This moment encourages Heaney to embrace a form of aesthetic belonging, rather than political
or religious conformity. Joyce, a self-exiled Irish writer, suggests that the true home of the artist
is in his craft, not in ideological allegiance.

Thus, Station Island ultimately affirms a kind of creative belonging one that transcends
nationalism, religious doctrine, or family obligation.

Structure and Tone as Reflections of Dislocation

The poem’s divided structure (twelve individual stations or sections, modeled on the Stations of
the Cross) echoes the theme of fragmentation and transition. Each vision or voice disrupts the
poet’s peace and reinforces his existential wandering.

The tone of the poem shifts from meditative to accusatory, from intimate to formal, emphasizing
the poet's lack of settled identity. Heaney’s choice of blank verse and varied registers (from
colloquial to literary) also reveals a poet between worlds — rural and urban, Irish and European,
private and public.

The Settle Bed as Ancestral Symbol and Locus of Belonging

In Seamus Heaney’s poem The Settle Bed, a seemingly ordinary piece of inherited furniture is
transformed into a powerful emblem of family legacy and cultural memory. The bed, passed
down “willed” through generations, comes into the speaker’s possession as more than a physical
object. Described as “upright, rudimentary, unfittingly planked / In the long ago, yet willable
forward,” it carries the weight of continuity, linking past and future. This language of inheritance
ties the settle bed directly to Mossbawn, Heaney’s rural childhood home, highlighting its deep
connection to personal history and rooted identity. As Sharon Moore observes, in “The Settle
Bed” “the settle bed stands for inheritance and [Heaney] attributes the feeling of home to it”.
The imagery is deliberate: the bed is described in archaic, weighty terms (“trunk-hasped, cart-
heavy... and pew-strait, bin-deep, standing four-square as an ark”) likening it to an ancient vessel
carrying the family’s legacy. The metaphor of an ark or ship recurs (the wood is “Dry as the
unkindled boards of a funeral ship”, tying domestic furniture to voyage and burial imagery. In
effect, the settle bed becomes a repository of the past — an ark laden with memories. Heaney
even uses lines from this poem as an epigraph to his Beowulf translation, echoing its theme that
inheritance bridges past and future.

Heaney fills the settle bed with the accents of Ulster and domestic life to emphasize cultural
rootedness. In one stanza he hears in the bed’s “headboard / Unpathetic och ochs and och bobs,
/ the long bedtime Anthems of Ulster”. These “och ochs” (exclamations from Gaelic prayers or
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folk-songs) and “Anthems of Ulster” conjure the Catholic and Protestant liturgical music of his
childhood. Immediately after, the poem catalogs “Protestant, Catholic, the Bible, the beads,”
juxtaposing sectarian labels and religious objects. This litany suggests that the heritage embodied
in the bed spans the very fault lines of Northern Irish identity. Yet the speaker also notes intimate
family rituals: “Long talks at gables by moonlight, boots on the hearth, The small hours chimed
sweetly away...” The poem surrounds the settle bed with images of homeliness—fireside
conversations, quiet moments in the late hours—that wrap it in the warmth of shared domestic
life. It becomes more than a symbol of cultural legacy; it is also a vessel of everyday belonging.
Described as “bin-deep, four-square as an ark,” the bed embodies the ordinary inheritance of
family life, carrying with it the intimate heritage of home.

Continuity, Estrangement, and the Power of Imagination

At the same time, the poem acknowledges the burden that comes with such an inheritance. Early
on, the speaker describes himself as being “cribbed in seasoned deal,” suggesting a sense of
confinement within the solid frame of the bed. What seems like a symbol of continuity also
becomes a weighty reminder of obligation and tradition. Scholars have observed that the settle
bed carries an “un-get-round able weight,” pressing on the speaker both physically and
symbolically. Yet the poem does not end in resignation. The speaker insists that this inherited
heaviness must be faced and ultimately overcome, declaring, “But to conquer that weight.”

In other words, although the bed connects him to past continuity, it also represents a kind of
estrangement or imprisonment: it is “always going to be there, tugging at his conscience and
reminding him of how important his own history is”. Modern life — travel, urbanization, and
political division — can make such heritage feel oppressive. Heaney stages a tension between
belonging (the continuity of tradition) and the estrangement of being bound by it.

Crucially, the poem proposes an imaginative solution. Rather than resign to passive inheritance,
the speaker becomes a creative agent who can reshape the past’s meaning. Heaney teaches that
“whatever is given can always be reimagined” theses. In a visionary leap, he asks us to “Imagine
a dower of settle beds tumbled from heaven...,” a surreal image of a “harmless barrage” of beds
falling from above. From this absurd scene we “learn” the lesson: even the heaviest legacy —
however “four-square” and “plank-thick” — need not imprison us. As Sharon Moore interprets,
Heaney suggests that “no-one need be restricted by their ancestral past or their
inheritances...Each individual can decide to internalize and identify with whatever objects he/she
chooses”. The bed remains “four-square” in reality, but the speaker reinvents its significance.
Displacement and Belonging in Seamus Heaney'’s District and Circle and The Tollund Man in
Spring time

Seamus Heaney’s late poems often stage a tension between rootedness and modern dislocation,
using voices that bridge past and present. In the title sonnet of District and Circle (2006) — set on
the London Underground — Heaney the speaker navigates a familiar ritual of tube travel while
evoking deep personal and mythic history. Conversely, “The Tollund Man in Springtime” (a
sequence of sonnets from the same volume) revives an Iron-Age bog body into the contemporary
world. Both poems fuse personal and collective memory: one by projecting an Irish sensibility
into a global city, the other by bringing an ancient Irish victim into the “virtual city” of the 21st
century. Through voice, imagery and intertextual allusion, Heaney explores the alienation of
displacement and the comfort (or anxiety) of cultural belonging in a world transformed by
migration, technology, and the post-Troubles era.
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Poetic Voice and Narrative Perspective

In “District and Circle”, the poetic voice is a lucid “1” riding the Underground. Heaney shapes this
persona as an observer caught between worlds: the mundane world of commuters and a mythic
underworld of memory. As Tom Herron notes, Heaney “invokes a tremendously vivid range of
memories, sensations, histories, and mythological echoes” even in this “absolutely quotidian
journey” on the Tube. The speaker routinely identifies with displaced figures: for example, he
hears a blind busker playing offstage and describes him as “re-homed himself in this unhomely
space,” suggesting an affinity with all those who feel rootless. The sonnet sequence even
explicitly acknowledges multiple voices. At one point the persona asks in anguish, “Had |
betrayed or not, myself or him?” — a line that simultaneously addresses his own rural roots and,
as critics point out, “the displaced figure of the Tollund Man, who is a stranger to the
contemporary urban space”. In other words, the question of betrayal is ambivalent: does he
betray Ireland by living abroad, or does this imply a betrayal of the dead bog-man figure
accompanying him? Either way, the poetic voice straddles two identities — the modern traveler
and the ancient revenant — blurring the boundary between them.

Similarly, “The Tollund Man in Springtime” is cast as a first-person dramatic monologue. The
poem opens in the voice of the bog corpse, newly resurrected. In the first sonnet, the Tollund
Man describes himself as “neither god nor ghost...simply lost to you and yours”, placing him in a
liminal space between life and death, pagan ritual and modern secular world. As the sequence
progresses, the voice shifts: a quotation from Czestaw Mitosz’s aphorism “the soul exceeds its
circumstances” introduces a second “half-voice” of Heaney the poet. Critics observe that the dual
voices become inseparable: by the end, “Heaney and the Tollund Man are superimposed,
mapped onto each other, each speaking for and representing the other”. In effect, the Tollund
Man’s “twenty-first-century” presence slips unnoticed into the poet’s modern cityscape —
“lapping himself in time as easily as the poet spirits himself into the street”. The modern and the
ancient personas become one, suggesting that Heaney’s own identity absorbs and reflects the
displaced figure.

Imagery and Metaphor: Urban and Rural Worlds

Imagery in both poems contrasts rooted earthiness with high-technology dislocation. In District
and Circle, the London Underground becomes a kind of infernal transit. The speaker notes “white
tiles gleaming” and feels “vaulted” ceilings like Dante’s underworld, but also registers the hum
of engines, strictures of tunnel architecture, and the dull crowd-motion of rush hour. One sonnet
even alludes to Aeneas and Virgil: as the train descends, Heaney glimpses his father’s face “in my
own” (echoing Aeneas meeting Anchises), making the “human chain of life and death only too
clear”. This mythic allusion grounds the urban commute in an eternal cycle, undercutting its
ordinariness. The constant movement also produces self-questioning — the speaker “safety of
numbers” in the crowd that ironically recalls the London terror alerts of the era.

By contrast, “The Tollund Man in Springtime” is rich in bog imagery and natural cycles. The
awakened man recalls the bog peat, “kesh water” and “sphagnum moss” he once lay under.
Wildlife appears: panicked snipe and quieted larks mark an “alteration in the bog-pooled rain”,
evoking the uncanny stillness of a sacrificial landscape. The poem then transitions into modern
sensory details: “I smelled the air, exhaust fumes, silage reek... thickened traffic... transatlantic
flights stacked in the blue”. These lines juxtapose the bog-man’s earth-scented world with the
fossil-fuel smell of a 21st-century morning. He even carries with him “a bunch of Tollund rushes
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—roots and all — bagged in their own bog-damp,” cultural relics of turf-cutting, only to find they
have turned “limp, soggy” in the city air. Thus the man tries to transplant his peatland identity
into global reality, but the rushes wilt. This sensory collage — of moss, blood-red bracken, roaring
engines and horizon-bound jets — evokes dislocation: the body is ancient earth reborn into a
hypermodern, itinerant context.

Cultural Memory and Intertextuality

Both poems are densely woven with cultural and intertextual allusions that reinforce
displacement and identity. The Underground poem repeatedly invokes Classical mythology and
English literary traditions. As Herron notes, “mythological echoes” fill the tube journey. In District
and Circle, for instance, the journey through dark tunnels parallels Aeneas’s underworld voyage,
while the phrase “just man” oracles Diogenes (through Heaney’s reference in “The Haw
Lantern”), and the final stanzas explicitly link to Dante’s Divine Comedy (the speaker carries a
“Pater Noster” bead, the train’s motion evokes souls climbing Mount Purgatory). An analysis of
District and Circle observes that the poem resolves its modern scenario into a “first tremor” that
brings safety, paralleling Emergence into light after ancient darkness. In short, Heaney re-scripts
classic underworld myths on a London Tube ride, making the poet a modern Odysseus or Dante
traversing global space.

Likewise, “The Tollund Man in Springtime” is rich in cultural memory of Ireland. It explicitly
dialogues with Heaney’s earlier bog poems and their sources. The bookends recall biblical
creation (dust and breath from Genesis, spittle of Jesus) while ending with the speaker literally
rising from dust as in “Digging”. Sanders notes that the final stanza’s image of spitting on one’s
hands to begin cutting turf is “an even clearer reminiscence” of Heaney’s iconic poem about his
father’s spade. At the same time, Heaney incorporates Pole Czestaw Mitosz by quoting Wiseltier’s
obituary: “The soul exceeds its circumstances.” This epigraphic voice draws in the idea that
neither the Tollund Man nor the poet need be “trapped by the dolorous circumstances” of
history or homeland. In effect, Heaney invokes Milosz as a mentor figure who, like Heaney,
overcame multiple exiles. Another scholar observes that the poem transplants Tollund into a
“virtual city,” echoing Joyce’s unreal city in Ulysses. The poem even quotes and reworks details
from P.V. Glob’s The Bog People: the Bog Man in Glob’s account hears the love-call of the snipe
in the evening, and Heaney’s poem repeats snipe and larks in exactly those first lines. These
intertextual echoes — from Norse archaeology to 20th-century Polish poetry to Heaney’s own
canon — create layers of cultural memory. The Tollund Man carries not just organic peat but a
lifeline to an ancestral Irish and European past, even as he swims in the sea of modern global
culture.

Rootedness versus Modern Dislocation

Both the poems dramatize the seesawing, between deep-rooted identity and contemporary
dislocation. In District and Circle, the speaker is literally out of Ireland, riding London’s
underground, yet he cannot forget his rural roots. The poem constantly contrasts the solitary
commuter in the crowd with images of his home landscape. Scholars note how the persona
repeatedly questions whether he is “betraying his rural roots”. The silent Underground becomes
a “thirdspace” where rural heritage and urban modernity collide. The poem ends on a note of
ironic reconciliation: the “first tremor” of the Tube makes him “glad,” as if progress and tradition
finally sync.. Thus modern travel offers new freedom — a liberation from claustrophobic localism

3329 | Page



Vol. 04 No. 01. July-September 2025 Advance Soctal Science Archive Journal

— but only by reframing the old self within a larger world. As one critic argues, Heaney here
“strip[s] his poetry out of a narrow national framework” into “a transnational setting”.

In “The Tollund Man in Springtime,” the very premise is dislocation: an ancient body is uprooted
from his iron-age bog and deposited among scanners and highways. Yet the poem invests him
with agency and homecoming. After rising from peat, he “revel[s] in the spirit they strengthened
when they put [him] down” — oddly, death’s sacrifice becomes his victory. He finds that the
seasons of nature still turn: “the early bird still sang, the meadow hay still buttercupped and
daisied”, so life endures. In the final sonnet he literally inhales the new world and spits on his
hands — the gesture of an Irish turf-cutter — then “spirits [him]self into the street”. The displaced
man, carrying rushes and memories, deliberately steps into modern city life. This act suggests a
tentative belonging: he does not dissolve into modernity, nor remain fixed in the past, but forges
a new existence at their interface. Heaney seems to affirm that cultural identity can be re-rooted
in a globalized context: symbols of Irishness (turf, rushes, sacred bog) remain meaningful even
when transplanted to “digitized” cities. At the same time, the use of phrases like “neither god
nor ghost... simply lost” and the plaintive chorus “O my consolation” in later lines (not cited
above) hint at loneliness and longing. The Tollund Man belongs neither wholly to the past nor
the present — but in inhabiting both he models a future identity that bridges them.

In sum, “District and Circle” and “The Tollund Man in Springtime” read as companion studies of
Heaney’s entwined selves: the child of Anahorish growing old in a restless era. Heaney uses vivid
imagery and intertextual echoes to dramatize how displacement can be both alienating and
enlightening. The Underground sonnet localizes global unease in the still form of a sonnet, while
the sonnets of Tollund fuse myth and history across time. Both poems ultimately suggest that
belonging is not about fixed geography but about carrying one’s cultural memories forward. Even
as Heaney acknowledges that “the soul exceeds its circumstances”, he insists on reframing
ancient Irish symbols (soil, peat, rituals) for a modern world. In doing so, Heaney crafts a post-
troubles poetics of rootedness that embraces dislocation: he does not romanticize the past, but
neither does he abandon it. Instead, he shows how an Irish identity — built of bog and folklore —
can survive and speak in new global contexts.

Conclusion

Seamus Heaney’s poetry presents a nuanced and evolving meditation on the twin themes of
displacement and belonging, reflecting the tensions of personal memory, national identity, and
cultural transformation. Across his oeuvre, and particularly in later works like “District and Circle”
and “The Tollund Man in Springtime”, Heaney confronts the instability of rootedness in a
postcolonial, post-Troubles Ireland, as well as the broader dislocation of the modern world. In
these poems, belonging is no longer guaranteed by land, community, or history; instead, it is
sought—and at times salvaged—through the act of poetic expression.

In District and Circle, Heaney presents himself as a commuter moving through the depths of the
city, physically part of its underground world yet emotionally detached. The subway’s endless
circuit becomes a powerful metaphor for recurring dislocation and the search for meaning in
unfamiliar surroundings. In contrast, The Tollund Man in Springtime returns to his earlier
dialogue with mythic Irish identity, breathing new life into the bog body and reshaping it as a
figure of reflection and endurance. This imaginative reanimation suggests Heaney’s awareness
that belonging may not always reside in stable cultural anchors but can emerge through memory,
myth, or creative reinvention.

3330 | Page



Vol. 04 No. 01. July-September 2025 Advance Soctal Science Archive Journal

What defines Heaney’s vision of displacement is not despair but resilience. His work openly
confronts fragmentation, yet continually seeks continuity through classical allusions, echoes of
Dante, the pull of sensory memory, and the grounding presence of landscape. The belonging he
imagines is never singular or fixed but layered, fluid, and at times contradictory—an identity
rooted less in territory or lineage than in the capacity of language to hold shared human
experience. In this way, Heaney’s poetry becomes a space where even the dislocated self may
find a form of homecoming, not in absolute certainty but through remembrance, imagination,
and the sustaining craft of verse.
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