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Abstract 

The Irish Mother Goddess appears frequently in Seamus Heaney‟s poetry, through different female 

figures that are capable of destruction and regeneration. Heaney uses the Mother Earth myth to give significance 

and pattern to the discord and antagonism in Northern Ireland, converting them into introductory stages for a 

new epoch of rebirth, agreement, security, and righteousness. This is a recurrent motif in Heaney‟s poetry, 

indicating his belief that the spirit of Ireland is of a feminine nature and that the potentiality in Northern Ireland 

invariably moves from barrenness to abundance and fecundity.    
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Introduction  

hough the colonial bond between England and Ireland goes back to the sixteenth 

century, it is not until the eighteenth century that the nature of this bond was tackled 

in literature. In the poetry of this period, the Irish land is depicted as a vulnerable and 

innocent woman ravished by the powerful English coloniser. Ireland is depicted as an 

indigent woman, asking the Catholic young men to avenge her for the loss of her virginity 

and honour. Later on, in nineteenth and twentieth century Irish literature, Ireland “assume[s] 

the more militant guise of a mother goddess summoning her faithful sons to rise up against 

the infidel invader so that through the sacrificial shedding of their blood, she might be 

miraculously redeemed from the colonial violation and become free and pure again – that is, 

restored to pristine virginity of language, land and liturgy” (Armengol 9). The Irish Mother 

Goddess haunts the subconscious mind of the Catholics in Northern Ireland. She appears 

repeatedly throughout the poetry of the Irish poet Seamus Heaney, under different guises and 

in both creative and destructive roles.   

In “Mossbawn”, Heaney provides an account of his first conscious contact with what 

he considers to be the sacred feminine spirit of the land: the Mother Goddess territory and 

the dispossessed home of the mythical Cathleen Ni Houlihan, the symbol of Irish 

nationalism:  

To this day, green, wet corners, flooded wastes, soft rushy bottoms, any place 

with the invitation of watery ground and tundra vegetation, even glimpsed from 

a car or train, possess an immediate and deeply peaceful attraction. It is as if I 

am betrothed to them, and I believe my betrothal happened one summer 

evening, thirty years ago, when another boy and myself stripped to the white 

country skin and bathed in a moss-hole, treading the liver-thick mud, unsettling 

a smoky muck off the bottom and coming out smeared and weedy and 

darkened. We dressed again and went home in our wet clothes, smelling of the 

ground and the standing pool, somehow initiated. (19)  

Heaney considers this first contact with his homeland soil as a betrothal and the whole process 

has sexual connotations. Yet Heaney soon becomes aware that the same land which has 

become his muse is the stage on which sectarianism will play a violent role in the history of 

the country. The Troubles are alluded to in “Mossbawn” through a vocabulary related to the 

earth, revealing the psychological link between the land and its people: “For if this was the 

country of community, it was also the realm of division. Like the rabbit pads that loop across 

T 



  0202ساڵى  4 ژمارە 02 رگىەبپاشكۆی  رۆڤایەتییەکان              گۆڤارى زانکۆ بۆ زانستە م
 

162 
 

Vol.20, No.4, 2016 Supplementary Issue 

 

 

grazing, and tunnel the soft growths under ripening corn, the lines of the sectarian antagonism 

and affiliation followed the boundaries of the land” (20).  

Heaney further elaborates on the nature of violence in the cultural, religious and 

historical context of Northern Ireland: 

It would be possible to encompass the perspectives of a human reason and at 

the same time to grant the religious intensity of the violence its deplorable 

authenticity and complexity. And when I say religious, I am not thinking 

simply of the sectarian division. To some extent the enmity can be viewed as a 

struggle between the cults and the devotees of a god and a goddess. There is an 

indigenous territorial numen, a tutelary of the whole island, call her Mother 

Ireland, Kathleen Ni Houlihan, the poor old woman, the Shan Van Vocht, 

whatever; and her sovereignty has been temporarily usurped or infringed by a 

new male cult whose founding fathers were Cromwell, William of Orange and 

Edward Carson, and whose godhead is incarnate in a rex or caesar resident in a 

palace in London. What we have is the tail-end of a struggle in a province 

between territorial piety and imperial power. (“Feeling into Words” 56-57)    

These dark forces of history – the victorious and the defeated – continue shaping the destiny 

of Northern Ireland. The religious and political divisions haunt the people‟s subconscious and 

bring doubt, fear, and terror to the place. In “Crediting Poetry” Heaney gives an account of 

Northern Ireland‟s situation between the years 1969 and 1994, that is between the beginning 

of the Troubles and the ceasefire: “The violence from below was then productive of nothing 

but a retaliatory violence from above, the dream of justice became subsumed into the 

callousness of reality . . . of hardening attitudes and narrowing possibilities that were the 

natural result of political solidarity, traumatic suffering and sheer emotional self-

protectiveness” (30). The Troubles was a continuation of the long historical conflict between 

the Protestant and Catholic communities in Northern Ireland. It influenced the lives of the 

Northern Irish people on a daily basis and shaped the people‟s political and communal 

perspectives.  

However, the restoration of the noble elements in Northern Ireland‟s community is 

depicted in “Churning Day” through a process of making butter, remembered from the poet‟s 

childhood. The “large pottery bombs” used for milk fermentation are metaphorically weighty 

with the stench of error and evil. Heaney‟s mother would be the first to start the day churning 

and turn the “flabby milk” into “golden flakes” of butter. She is thus converting the cheaper 

substance into a purer and richer one, “yellow curd . . . weighting the churned up white, / 

heavy and rich . . . like gilded gravel” (DN 11). The yellow substance is stirred into a 

“sterilized . . . birchwood-bowl” to take its final shape. The resulting slabs of butter make the 

household walk with “gravid ease”. “The word gravid is weighted with significance. It 

derives from the Latin gravis, meaning heavy, and gravidus, meaning pregnant. A sense of 

grace pervades the house, conjoined with a sense of gravity, of the heavy weight of the world 

that submits to human shape only after strenuous labor (Hart, Contrary Progressions 27-28). 

However, the poem reveals the poet‟s influencing by the Troubles in Northern Ireland as 

expressions like “large pottery bombs” and “hot brewery” are chosen to describe a domestic 

activity (Mukherjee 49). The role of Heaney‟s mother in this sense corresponds to that of 

Mother Goddess; both female figures are creative through a harsh process of destruction.  

The Irish Mother Goddess appears in “The Tollund Man” under the guise of Nerthus, 

the fertility goddess in Germanic paganism. The poem is inspired by P. V. Glob‟s The Bog 

People which describes the significance of the Iron and Bronze Age mummified remains 

under Jutland‟s peat bogs. The human bodies recovered from the peat bogs were sacrifices to 

Nerthus in wintertime for ensuring the fertility of the crops in the next spring. Heaney, 
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however, links this ritual and the killing in Northern Ireland during the Troubles, drawing an 

analogy between past and present and fusing mythical accounts with historical events.  

The Tollund Man‟s preserved body was found in 1950 buried in Denmark‟s peat bog. 

Its head is displayed at the Silkeborg museum. Wedded to Nerthus, the Tollund Man 

completely surrenders to a bestial process that converts him into a lasting and sacred emblem 

of fertility and regeneration: 

Naked except for 

The cap, noose and girdle, 

I will stand a long time. 

Bridegroom to the goddess, 

She tightened her torc on him 

And opened her fen, 

Those dark juices working 

Him to a saint‟s kept body, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Now his stained face 

Reposes at Aarhus. (WO 47) 

And “it is precisely this vision of repose amid the telltale signs of violence – the torc, the 

noose – that so fascinated Heaney” (Tobin 93). The goddesses‟ torc tightened on the Tollund 

Man is a sign of their union, the divine and the human. This union, the ancient man believed, 

generates life from the heart of violence and death. The Jutland cycle of human sacrifices 

extends to include Northern Ireland during the eruption of the communal violence. The notion 

of Mother Goddess haunting the place and demanding human sacrifice stands for the role of 

myth in shaping the people‟s collective memory, and consequently their destiny.   

Heaney decides to visit Aarhus to see the Tollund Man. He drives through the village 

of Tollund where the sacrificial ritual was performed and feels the “sad freedom” of the 

Tollund Man when taken to his final destination:   

Something of his sad freedom 

As he rode the tumbril 

Should come to me, driving, 

Saying the names 

Tollund, Grabaulle, Nebelgard . . . (WO 48) 

On these lines Helen Vendler writes that "the 'sad freedom' of the certain knowledge of death 

– Hamlet's sad freedom in the last act – is bestowed on the young poet (Heaney is still only 

thirty-three) by the apparent repetitiveness of history. It happened at Tollund, it happened at 

Grauballe, it is happening in Derry, it will happen elsewhere” (43-44). It is also the sad 

freedom of giving up the individual will and submitting the self to the working of the Mother 

Goddess. Nerthus‟s counterpart in Ireland is also Kathleen Ni Houlihan, the symbol of Irish 

nationalism, and the Tollund Man‟s fellow victim is an endless series of Irish martyrs who 

irrigate a land always thirsty for the blood of its sons.   

Heaney presents a more hopeful and harmonious aspect of Northern Ireland in 

“Sunlight”. On this poem, during a reading given in The Blacksmith House at Cambridge, 

Heaney mentions that “he tried to write from the perspective of a fetus in the womb. The 

poem is almost a paean to a maternal, nurturing presence” (Tobin 107). The poem is 

dedicated to Heaney‟s aunt Mary Heaney whose presence is preceded by a domestic and 

charming image of the setting sun, “like a griddle cooling / against the wall / of each long 

afternoon” (N 8). The cosy atmosphere continues whilst displaying through Mary Heaney‟s 

baking process a pivotal and creative spell which is keeping life in County Derry and the 

entire region. Under Derry‟s fleeting daylight, Heaney discerns a time of perfect love, peace, 

and tranquillity:  
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here is a space 

again, the scone rising 

to the tick of two clocks. 

And here is love 

like a tinsmith‟s scoop 

sunk past its gleam 

in the meal-bin. (N 9) 

Geetanjali Mukherjee writes that “through the undramatic, daily routine of a care-giver, a 

woman standing 'in a floury apron / by the window', can be provided a 'space again', a place 

of blissful release from the violence of Ulster” (54). Despite the violence in Northern Ireland 

during the Troubles, life in the region keeps its other familiar and intimate aspects. They are 

these simple and domestic activities that provoke mercy, compassion, and consequently 

justice in the place.  

The Northern Irish Troubles are tackled again in “Bog Queen”, a poem whose title 

refers to the first documented human body exhumed from the bog on the Moira Estate to the 

south of Belfast in the year 1781. The resurrected Bog Queen is worshipped by both 

Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland, and to her sacrifices are offered from both 

sides. She becomes a “Braille / for the creeping influences” of “illiterate roots” (N 32). The 

Protestants consider the Bog Queen as an English sovereign though her crown has fallen 

apart: 

My diadem grew carious, 

gemstones dropped  

in the peat floe 

like the bearings of history. (N 33) 

But the Catholic turf cutter believes that the Bog Queen is both the Irish earth goddess and the 

Catholic girl who was slaughtered for flirting with the enemy soldiers. In ancient times, Gauls 

cropped the hair of adulterous women. In more recent times, IRA members tarred and 

feathered Catholic girls who flirted with British soldiers: 

I was barbered 

and stripped 

by a turfcutter‟s spade 

who veiled me again 

and packed coomb softly 

between the stone jambs 

at my head and my feet. (N 33) 

The Bog Queen hence is Ireland itself, complaining from a long bloody history which 

victimises life in the place. However, the Bog Queen has remained hidden in the bog‟s 

multiple layers till her brain became “a jar of spawn / fermenting underground” (N 32). 

According to Daniel Tobin “what . . . ferments underground, of course, is the archetypal 

pattern that spawns the atrocities of contemporary Ireland. Her resurrection thus recapitulates 

the pattern witnessed in „Requiem for the Croppies‟: the fertility myth becomes an historical 

myth in which the seeds of primitive sacrifice give birth to a new incarnation” (126). The 

poem is about a repeated history of violence and pain in Ireland. The Bog Queen being related 

to both the Protestants and Catholics indicates the narrow perspective from which these 

fighting groups view their dilemma and rights to the place. The poem is about the people‟s 

inability to read the lessons of history.    

The repeated history of violence and victimisation is the topic of “Punishment”. 

Heaney‟s uncertainty regarding the concept of punishment, whether inflicted on the blameless 

or the evildoer, is disclosed here. The poem delineates the poet‟s mental image of an incident 

which took place during the first century AD, mentioned in Glob‟s The Bog People. It is 
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about a gaunt young girl from Windeby who was escorted nude, head shaved, blindfolded, 

and with a noose around her neck to the peaty bog. There she was killed for adultery:  

I can feel the tug 

of the halter at the nape 

of her neck, the wind 

on her naked front. 

It blows her nipples 

to amber beads, 

it shakes the frail rigging 

of her ribs. 

I can see her drowned  

body in the bog, 

the weighing stone, 

the floating rods and boughs. (N 37)   

Heaney describes himself in the poem as “the artful voyeur”, sinfully glancing through 

centuries at a process of victimising a young girl for her illicit love affair. He partly blames 

himself for doing nothing to stop similar brutal behaviour in his community.  

'Punishment' killings and maimings have been longstanding practices of the     

I.R.A., and Heaney confesses to guilty bystanding in that arena too. During the 

1940s . . .  “a favourite I.R.A. punishment of the time for serious dereliction of 

duty was wounding a man in the leg, or in both legs for more serious cases, 

with a revolver shot.” . . . More recently, Catholic girls in Northern Ireland 

have been "cauled in tar" for repudiating I.R.A. totems and taboos. (Hart, 

Contrary Progressions 92) 

The Catholics themselves have often been victims of the IRA which immensely contributed to 

the violence and destruction in Northern Ireland:  

My poor scapegoat, 

I almost love you 

but would have cast, I know, 

the stones of silence. 

I am the artful voyeur 

of your brain‟s exposed 

and darkened combs, 

your muscles‟ webbing 

and all your numbered bones: 

I who have stood dumb 

when your betraying sisters, 

cauled in tar, 

wept by the railings, 

who would connive 

in civilized outrage 

yet understand the exact  

and tribal, intimate revenge. (N 38) 

 The poem is also directed against Heaney who charges himself of not seriously opposing the 

atrocious avengement of the IRA towards those who have dropped its moral standards. 

Heaney, though being against violence, quite understands his tribe‟s motive for revenge. They 

are the commandments of the Irish Mother Goddess.  

The role of history in the Northern Irish Troubles is the topic of “Ocean‟s Love to 

Ireland”, a poem about Walter Raleigh‟s invasion of the Irish land. The theme is tackled 

through Raleigh‟s rape of an Irish girl; on a different level he had raped the Irish Mother 



  0202ساڵى  4 ژمارە 02 رگىەبپاشكۆی  رۆڤایەتییەکان              گۆڤارى زانکۆ بۆ زانستە م
 

166 
 

Vol.20, No.4, 2016 Supplementary Issue 

 

 

Goddess, marring her sacredness and dignity. The title of the poem is an imitation of 

Raleigh‟s “Ocean‟s Love to Cynthia”, in which Raleigh expresses his respect to Queen 

Elizabeth I, addressing her as Cynthia, the moon. Heaney‟s title is ironic because Raleigh had 

violated the sacredness of the Irish Mother Goddess.  

The poem opens with Raleigh backing an Irish girl to a tree and raping her. Heaney 

describes this incident with an emphasis on Raleigh‟s – in other words England‟s – masculine 

strength and superiority:   

Speaking broad Devonshire, 

Ralegh has backed the maid to a tree 

As Ireland is backed to England 

And drives inland 

Till all her strands are breathless: 

„Sweesir, Swatter! Sweesir, Swatter!‟ 

He is water, he is ocean, lifting 

Her farthingale like a scarf of weed lifting 

In the front of a wave. (N 46) 

The rape of the Irish girl by the English courtier, considered in the context of the poem, shows 

that Ireland has been aggressively and savagely invaded and annexed to England. The girl is, 

“in Raleigh‟s mind, an inferior in class, sex, and – at least in Heaney‟s version of the incident 

where the victim is an Irishwoman – race” (Moloney 77). The power of the invader is linked 

to that of the ocean, and it is set against a scarf of weed which represents the weakness, 

femininity, and delicacy of the invaded. The wave of water lifting the scarf of weed shows 

that annexing Ireland to England is destined and inevitable in the light of this imbalance of 

powers. The sense of fear which characterises Northern Ireland‟s Protestant and Catholic 

relations is the result of these events of the past – the English superior power and the Irish 

desire for revenge.  

This is tackled again in “Act of Union”, a poem which relates the violence in Ireland 

to the political unity between Great Britain and Ireland in the year 1801. This historic event is 

presented through a man and woman coupling together, standing for Britain and Ireland 

respectively. Britain addresses Ireland in a language which reveals a male‟s complete 

possession of his desired female:  

Your back is a firm line of eastern coast 

And arms and legs are thrown 

Beyond your gradual hills. I caress 

The heaving province where our past has grown. 

I am the tall kingdom over your shoulder 

That you would neither cajole nor ignore. (N 49) 

The result of this incompatible match is a child whose nature is revealed in the second section 

of the poem: “The act sprouted an obstinate fifth column / Whose stance is growing 

unilateral” (N 49). Many interpretations have been given to the meaning of “obstinate fifth 

column”, whose “parasitical / And ignorant little fits” beat in the province (N 50). This child 

could be either the Protestants or the Catholics, and it could be both; it may also refer to the 

Troubles or to Northern Ireland (Armengol 15-16). However, the poem ends with a 

pessimistic note as Britain assures the continuation of Ireland‟s suffering:  

No treaty 

I foresee will salve completely your tracked 

And stretch marked body, the big pain 

That leaves you raw, like opened ground, again. (N 50) 
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Heaney is choosing the fate of his country by the passive role he attributes to the subjected 

woman. The sense of despair at the end of the poem exposes the poet‟s injured spirit, which is 

like that of the land.  

Moving to a more hopeful poem, “The Guttural Muse” focuses on the redemptive 

quality in Northern Ireland. Heaney remembers standing at the window of a hotel room on 

one hot summer‟s midnight. He felt like smelling the heat of the day and breathing the 

muddied breeze which had passed over a nearby lake. The poet was watching a group of 

young people leaving the disco:   

Late summer, and at midnight 

I smelt the heat of the day: 

At my window over the hotel car park 

I breathed the muddied night airs off the lake 

And watched a young crowd leave the discotheque. (FW 28) 

Heaney mentions that the voices of these young people were “thick and comforting / As oily 

bubbles the feeding tench sent up” (FW 28). On a different level, the link is made between the 

Irish dialect and the tench that is known for its healing qualities. The Irish dialect serves as a 

magical spell that is spreading in the place, bringing to the poet soothing feelings of youth and 

vigour. The guttural sounds produced by the Irish youth indicate the continuity of the Celtic 

identity in Northern Ireland.    

The poem focuses on the image of “a girl in a white dress”; she was one of the young 

people that had left the disco. She was “courted out among the cars: / As her voice swarmed 

and puddled into laughs” (FW 28). The girl‟s voice made Heaney feels “like some old pike all 

badged with sores / Wanting to swim in touch with soft-mouthed life” (FW 28). Heaney 

desires “to swim, even if indirectly through the symbol of an injured pike. He wants to swim, 

he wants to be part of the feminine world, wants even to establish communion with its 'soft-

mouthed' source” (Moloney 102). The poet wants to keep in touch with the music of his 

native dialect which he identifies with the feminine and fertile principle of Ireland, with the 

purgation provided by water, and with the origins of his identity as an Irish poet.  

But the sense of fear and discord that pervade Northern Ireland‟s community continue 

running in Heaney‟s poetry. This is evident in “Keeping Going” through Heaney‟s mother 

who warned him not to have contact with “bad boys / In that college that you‟re bound for” 

(SL 14). This reflects a divided community where suspicion of the other had become part of 

the culture of the place. Heaney compares his mother‟s warning with the witches‟ second 

meeting with Macbeth when they gave him a false feeling of security: 

That scene, with Macbeth helpless and desperate 

In his nightmare – when he meets the hags again 

And sees the apparitions in the pot – 

I felt at home with that one all right. (SL 14) 

 The witches play a vital role in Macbeth‟s rise to power and his later fall, their predictions 

motivated his actions in both cases. The witches correspond to the role of the Irish Mother 

Goddess and the fatal female characters in Norse and Greek mythology. They are also 

identified with Heaney‟s mother who by advising him to suspect others is installing the 

notions of hatred and destruction in the region.  

Heaney tackles the outcome of Northern Ireland‟s civil war through a depiction of that 

of the Trojan War in “Mycenae Lookout”. This sequence of verse reveals the extent to which 

the violence in a given place influences its people and poisons their lives, a ferocious 

existence that compels the living into a sinful life that coheres with its nature. However, the 

second section of the poem, entitled “Cassandra”, links violence to sexuality through the 

figure of Cassandra. In this poem Heaney is stating that “orgasm and war-lust are one and the 

same” (Lunday 117). The rape of Cassandra by Ajax and then by Agamemnon reflects the 
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rape of a given land by the invaders throughout human history, and the rape of the Irish land 

by the British invaders as far as Heaney‟s poetry is concerned. The poet creates an image of 

Cassandra which recalls in "Punishment" both the Iron Age Windeby girl and the twentieth 

century Irish girls whose heads were shaved, tarred, and feathered by the IRA. Cassandra is 

described by a lustful Watchman as “she went / to the knife / to the killer wife” (SL 38). The 

Watchman doesn‟t take Cassandra‟s side or defend her as she goes to Clytemnestra to be 

murdered. His account of Cassandra, mirroring both a violent society and Heaney as the 

“artful voyeur”, shows a repeated pattern of victimisation and silent compliance with tribal 

code of conducts:  

No such thing 

as innocent 

by standing. 

 

Her soiled vest, 

her little breasts, 

her clipped, devast- 

 

ated, scabbed 

punk head, 

the char-eyed 

famine gawk- 

she looked 

camp-fucked 

 

and simple. (SL 36) 

 The harsh imagery reflects the degrading effect of violence on people. However, the poet 

himself is victimised in these lines by his irreconcilable divided self and contradictory 

impulses. He is unable to answer his quest of moral justice and social responsibility in a place 

pervaded by a sense of vengeance.   

So “Mycenae Lookout” relates destruction in the place to man‟s great desire for 

vengeance. This is approached in the poem through Clytemnestra‟s killing of Agamemnon in 

revenge for his sacrifice of their daughter, and through the Greeks avengement of the 

abduction of Helen (Collins 213). In “The Nights”, in the fourth section of the poem, Heaney 

writes:  

When the captains in the horse 

felt Helen‟s hand caress 

its wooden boards and belly 

they nearly rode each other. 

But in the end Troy‟s mothers 

bore their brunt in alley, 

bloodied cot and bed. (SL 43) 

The destruction and deterioration in a given place is depicted through the rape of Troy‟s 

women by the Argive soldiers. This shows that they are the innocents who ultimately pay the 

price of violence. Again Heaney presents the violation of the sacred in the place through the 

violation of a female figure which recalls the Mother Goddess of his earlier poetry. 

Thus in Heaney‟s poetry there is always a domineering feminine spirit who is partly 

responsible for – or the incarnation of – the loss, destruction, and death that characterised the 

quality of life in Northern Ireland during the Troubles. Yet this feminine spirit, be she the 

goddess of the land, the Gaelic language muse, a mother, wife, or an aunt, can also cure the 

old unhealed wounds that are caused by malice and vengeance, and bring life and revival to 
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the place again. Heaney exploits the Mother Earth myth to give meaning and order to the 

chaos and destructiveness in Northern Ireland, converting them into preliminary stages for a 

new era of regeneration, peace, hope, and morality. This is a repeated pattern in Heaney‟s 

poetry, indicating his belief that the spirit of the place is of a feminine nature and that the 

potency in Northern Ireland constantly shifts from sterility and waste to fruitfulness.    

   

  

Abbreviations 
 

In order to simplify references of Heaney‟s own publications of volumes of verses, quotations 

of this essay will be referenced parenthetically thus: 

 

DN                                          Heaney, Seamus. Death of a Naturalist. London: Faber & 

Faber, 1966. 

FW                                         ---. Field Work. London: Faber & Faber,    

                                               1979.    

N                                            ---. North. London: Faber & Faber, 1975. 

SL                                          ---. The Spirit Level. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1996. 

WO                                         ---. Wintering Out. London: Faber &Faber, 1972.   
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