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Introduction to Seamus Heane’s Poetry
Seamus Heaney’s poetry has been growing up with the growth of Irish history, and
onsequently much of his poems acts as the representative of the struggle of Irish people,
wversion to Catholicism, self reflexivity and many other sensual factors. The life of the
sreat poet and his works in relation with the Irish history full of bombing, shooting and

:ndless killing by the swords of power are described bellow.

Seamus Heaney was born in the Townland of Tamnairn, at Massbawn, Country Derry,
Northern Ireland, on 13 April 1939. He was the eldest of nine children, one of whom died
in a road accident and is remembered in the poem ‘Mid-Term Break’. His father was a
farmer and therefore he lived all his young life on a farm. Much of the raw material for
his poetry stems from the farm. Seamus Heaney himself, even though admired the skills
and dedication of his father and grandfather (“Digging”) did not follow his ancestors in

he family tradition.

He attended primary school in Anahorish and it was here that he was introduced to the
iterary grates. From his school he won a scholarship to St. Columb’s College in
_ondonerry. He was a boarder at the St. Columb’s from 1951 to 1957. He attended
Jueen’s University, Belfast, and was awarded a first class honors degree in English
.anguage and Literature. His first public work appeared in the university magazine under

he pseudonym; Insertus’. He was now heavily under the influence of Philip Hobsbaum, a



man who gathered a group of like-minded young people to read poetry and talk about
literature. It was here that Seamus Heaney met his future wife. Her name is Marie Devlin.
He began his teaching career at St. Thomas’s Secondary School Belfast, and then went on
to St. Joseph's Technical College. It was during this period that he began to develop as a
poet. A number of his poems were published in the New Statesman and in other London
magazines. He married Marie in 1965 and they have two sons, Michael Christopher and a

daughter, Catherine Ann.

Death of a Naturalist is the Seamus Heaney’s first collection of poetry. It was published
in 1966 while he was a lecturer at Queen’s University. It was immediately accepted as a
remarkable work of literature. Seamus Heaney was just twenty four years old. The
collection is concerned with the loss of childhood innocence and the movement into
adulthood and all that such a ‘journey’ implies. The poetry also shows the reader

glimpses of his reasons for being a writer, his admiration for his ancestor and the young

Seamus Heaney’s distorted view of nature.

Seamus Heaney’ second collection, Door into the Dark, was published in 1969. The
poetry was just that a step into the unknown, the step of a poet who was sufficiently
confident to take risks and know that he would be successful. He writes about Irish

history, Irish Myths, and the Irish people and attempts to cerate a liferary mystical vision.




While at Berkeley University, California, he read the poets Gary Snyder and Robert Bly.
Their use of free verse had some influence on his writing in his net collection, Wintering

out, which was published in 1972.

It was about this time that he decided to become a full time writer. After resigning his
teaching post at Queen’s University he and his family went o live at Ashford, country
Wicklow, in Ireland. It was here that he began the translation of ‘The Lament of Mad
Sweeney’ which he entitled ‘Sweeney Astray’. This version was published much later in
1983.

The poems in North, which were published'in1975, confront the situation in the North of
Ireland directly and nowhere is this seen more obviously than in the poem ‘Whatever
You Say, Say Nothing’. In this collection the reader sees a personal response to the

problems of the North.

Eventually the deep discontent of the Catholics, and indeed some Protestants and
Presbyterians, led to the founding of the United Irishmen. They fought a battle against
their Protestants rulers in Armagh but were defeated and it was after this battle that the
orange society was created. This society was to ensure that Protestants always held the

upper hand over the Catholics.

A number of other battles were fought but the rebellion was poorly organized. The battle

of Vinegar Hill saw the rebels’ greatest and bloodiest defeat. Twenty thousand men died

in may 1798.



: rule of law had been broken down and this encouraged the authorities to set up the
of union to unite the Irish and English governments. When the bill was passed in 1800
1y of the big landlords who opposed the union moved to England'and allowed the
nagers to run the estates.

ring the 1840s Ireland suffered one of the greatest disasters in its history. The
jority of the populations depended on potato for food and when the crop failed for
e years famine spread throughout the land. In the later half of the 1840s over a

lion people died and many more immigrated to America.

lliam Gladstone (1809-98) was convinced that Home Rule was essential if the
blems in Ireland were to be solved. Throughout the nineteenth century and the early
ntieth century Protestants opposed the idea of Home Rule because they saw it as the
| of Protestant ascendancy. Two rebel groups were formed. The Ulster Volunteers
re a force dedicated to the Protestant cause and the nationalists created their own group
ed the Irish Volunteers. This latter group declared itself to be dedicated to protection
the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) seized the General Post Office in Dublin in
er 1916 and proclaimed the Irish Republic. The IRB soon surrendered and twelve of
leaders were executed. These executions aroused great sympathy and the mass of the

holic population now supported the rebels.

il war broke in 1920 and the English Government was powerless to create any

ility. In the same year partitions were set up. The North and South have their own

iaments. This was regarded as a temporary measure at the time but eventually the
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s were clearly defined, the country is now divided in two, the six countries of
xrn Ireland and the twenty six countries of Southern Ireland. This arrangement was

permanent in 1949 when the United Kingdom assured Northern Ireland that

»n was the part of the UK constitution.

3 the 1950s and 1960s discrimination against Catholics was rife in Northern
1. Many were denied the opportunity to work or own property. The power to vote
[so denied to many and therefore there was little likelihood that Catholics would
any significant representation in parliament. In 1967 the Northern Civil Rights

iation was founded to help combat these injustices. The following year the Civil

s marches clashed with the police in Derry.

of Seamus Heaney’s poetry refers to aspects of Irish history. The content of some
s can easily be related to specific incidents but in most poems the poet tends to look

whole picture and draw universal conclusions or ask wide ranging questions.
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Translating Seamus Heaney

terary translation, especially poetry, is undoubtedly a challenge particularly for a new
inslator like me. Poetry always attracts me and | enjoy translating poetry. Seamus
:aney is one of my favorite poets and that’s why | was very excited translating Heaney.
5 | translated few English poets, I thought that I would face not so many difficulties
inslating Heaney but when I began translating Heaney I discovered myself fish out of
ater. The translated poems are written in plain English language but to give birth these
rems in Bengali language seemed to me an impossible task at first but [ did it by dint of
rrd labor and deep thinking facing so many difficulties in one hand and on the other
ind I did enjoy very much. The problems encountered and some enjoyable events
nslating Heaney are described bellow.
1e first problem, I faced, is regarding equivalence. All the translated poems are written
simple and plain language but the problem arose when [ tried to find equivalence as the
rget language is fully different in mood and expression. To take equivalence instead of
English word suffered me much because there are some words that have no Bengali
uivalence though in some cases there are Bengali words, they do not match with the
1guage of poetry. In that case [ had to think a lot engaging Bengali language around us

line with the dictionary meaning and sometimes | had to consult with people from
kshaw puller to CEO.

1other problem regarding equivalence is finding formal equivalence. In the context of

-aney’s poetry it is difficulty to find formal equivalence and to use it. I tried my best to
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ie formal equivalence to keep the neutrality of the poems. But in many cases I failed to
;e formal equivalence and in that situation I just kept in mind that

Fhe more the text is form bound, the more formal the equivalence is and

T'he more the text is context bound, the more dynamic the equivalence is”

r example in the poem ‘The Skunk’ there are some words like ‘damasked’ ‘paraded’
vhined’ which has no exact equivalence and if | use formal equivalence here the poem
light lose its poetic sound. This problem is found in the every translated poem, in words,
1lines, and in stanzas.

.nother problem that can be said is the length of words, lines and stanzas. In most of the
oems Heaney uses words that are short in size and consequently the line length of the
oems are also short (i.e. "Punishment"). In Bengali language to find and use such short
vords is very problematic because of the functions of the language. In that problem I
ied my best to use short Bengali words in accordance with the English words and
there I used long word instead of a short English word I just kept in mind that I had to
waintain the line length working on other words.

Vord and line positions in a stanza also suffered me much. As the two languages are
ifferent sometimes the positions of the words, phrases and even in some lines are
ynamically replaced with a view to maintaining and expressing the expression, meaning
nd message though [ always tried to keep them in their positions. In some poems like
Puniishment’ one stanza is related to other stanza. One stanza is finished in the other
anza keeping a close relation with the other in that case to translate the same stanza in
1¢ target text is difficult and sometimes it seemed impossible ,and that’s why in some

1ses | had to replace or mingled one stanza with other keeping the harmony of the poem.
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> of adjectives also created problems while translating as in some cases the use of
1gali adjectives hazads the spontaneity of the poem in that case [ just thought to give
expression clearly and dynamically.
te use of ‘simile’ and ‘metaphor’ in some poems suffered me much as making
nparison between two things harmoniously is not an easy task in the form of poetry.
solve this problem | had to think a lot spending a lot of time too. To show this type of
blem we can take example from the poem ‘ Peninsula’ -
he sky is tall as over a runway’
at would be the translation of the specific line! Here the poet has used simile and to
nslate this line is not an easy task. The most enjoyable information regarding these
es of problems is when I was translating | asked many English learned people to have
olution but the results were funny and disappointing.
e use of pronoun like ‘I’; ‘he/she’, and ‘you’ in Heaney’s poems is noticeable. This
o created difficulty because using Bengali pronoun in some cases does not sound good
the poems and that’s why in that cases sometimes [ had to omit some pronouns to keep
- sound of the respected stanza.
ough there are not so many rhymes in the translated poems to maintain rhymes in
ems is like a challenge. Most of the poems have got rhymes in some stanzas and the
eresting point is that I don’t know whether it is done fortunately or not perhaps it has
pened because of the nature of the target language . In that case the process of
bosing diction has played a great role. An English word has so many Bengali
anings, which word sounds best in the respected place is a matter of great thinking and

success of a translation largely depends on it. Choice of diction also suffered me as
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ere are so many words in lieu of a certain word. In that case | used each and every word
relation with the other words and read the respected lines and stanzas loudly and
)metimes made others listen to the lines and stanzas and asked his opinion which sounds
»od. And by these processes | came up with the problem of choice of diction.
ther important problem is expressing the message, meaning or theme of the poems in
ther language. Much of Heaney's poems speak about some images of something or some
vents. They are like painted pictures that speak for their characters and incidents. For
xample ‘Digging’ ‘Peninsula’ Punishment’ etc. To translate these poems and to find out
1e theme or message | had to visualize all the depicted events and descriptions on my
magination. When [ translated the poems I thought myself as the poet himself and I did
hink that if I were the poet which language I would have used and thinking so I
ransiated the poems.
‘he voice or tune of the poet is also important in translation. At the time of translating I
Iways checked the poet’s voice whether it was going harmoniously or not. When [ found
1at the poet’s voice was not maintained | just changed the way of translation. Self
2flexivity is one the major characteristics of Seamus Heaney’s poems i.e. "Digging" and
1 that case | had to always think myself as Heaney.
fter all to translate all the poems I had to adopt and compensate for making decisions
1at means sometimes | had to add something, cut something, edit something, replace
omething, avoid something and so other factors maintaining the naturality of the
=spected poems.
requent reading of the poems helped a lot to get the poet's voice, the themes or messages

f the poems and the mood of writing. And this task has created a great enthusiasm for
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xtry and now everyday | am writing poems. Translation made me learn both Bengali
1 English language as the success of translation largely depends on language
npetence.

r me poetry is something that is only poet’s conscious, unconscious or subconscious
yught engaging worldly and non worldly factors. It is a mystery for the readers because
body knows, though can only guess, what the poet is actually saying, tends to say
ying something. The more a reader reads a poem, the more he closes to it exploring the
/sterious mysteries. Translation of a poem is an uncertain struggle engaging translator’s
ology. So, a successful translation depends on proper study, understanding, and
nking and proper competence over both the source and target language. Edition plays a
zat role in translation. It did a great job in my translations. The more a translated poem

edited, the more it gets its spontaneity. In order to translate Seamus Heaney I tried my

st but do not know how successful I am!
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Conclusion

ansfation is both a challenging and enjoyable task though it takes so much time in
inking. 1 enjoyed all the time when I was translating Seamus Heaney's poems. To
inslate five poems of Heaney [ had to struggle much as I did not find any previous
=ngali translation of this great poet. With so much limitation I tried my best to translate
¢ poems engaging my competence over both the target and source language, power of

\agination and ideology. All the translating efforts are successful if only the poems are

ad worthy.
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