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Abstrakt

V roce 2008 vyšel knižní rozhovor Stepping Stones, ve kterém Dennis O’Driscoll zpovídá 

irského básníka a kritika Seamuse Heaneyho. Už letmý náhled do obsahu knihy prozradí, že 

nejde o pouhou autobiografii – kapitoly nesou názvy Heaneyho sbírek. O’Driscoll se neptá na 

Heaneyho život chronologicky, ale pátrá po jeho literárních vlivech. Zajímá ho Heaneyho dílo a 

názory na poezii. Je znát, že tazatel sám byl básníkem a především kritikem. Nesnaží se na sebe 

strhnout pozornost, zároveň však není pasivní a nebojí se s Heaneym nesouhlasit. Výsledkem je 

rozprava, jež odhaluje mnohé o obou irských básnících.

Knižní rozhovor Stepping Stones je podkladem mé bakalářské práce, která se zabývá

přátelstvím Heaneyho a O’Driscolla. Znali se už od 70. let, psali eseje na podobná témata, a 

nepřímo tak na sebe reagovali. Vybral jsem tři okruhy, kde se jejich názory nejvíc střetávaly: 

poezie střední a východní Evropy, americká poezie a poezie o smrti. Mým cílem je představit 

postoje obou autorů, proměnit jednotlivé kapitoly v debaty a následně shrnout jejich výsledek. V 

každé kapitole se odpichuji od Heaneyho názorů, poté přináším O’Driscollův pohled na věc a 

zkoumám, jak na Heaneyho působil. Po přečtení práce by mělo být zřejmé, čím byl O’Driscoll 

pro Heaneyho důležitý, a v čem se vzájemně ovlivnili.

Téma, které je dlouhodobě spojovalo, byla poezie v překladu, a zejména poezie východní 

Evropy. Ač neovládali žádný slovanský jazyk, četli poezii v překladu se zaujetím a snažili se ji 

propagovat. Jejich postoj k básníkům z tehdejšího Východního bloku se ovšem mnohdy lišil. 

V první kapitole ukazuji, že pro O’Driscolla nebyl politický kontext doby tak podstatný jako pro 

Heaneyho. Jeho zájem proto nevyprchal ani po pádu železné opony. Zaměřuji se na Heaneyho 

názor na Miroslava Holuba a Wisławu Szymborskou, kteří O’Driscolla inspirovali. Na rozdíl od 



Zbigniewa Herberta a Osipa Mandelstama (kteří zase byli blizcí Heaneymu) se zřetelně 

nevyhradili proti komunismu. Diskuze irských básníků ukazuje, že Heaneyho přitahoval hlavně 

vzdor a odvaha spisovatelů, kteří byli pod tlakem politické moci. K básníkům, kteří se v 

totalitním režimu naučili žít, už tak vřelý nebyl.

Druhá kapitola se zabývá Heaneyho vztahem k americké literatuře. Vybírám dva aspekty 

americké poezie, na které měli Heaney a O’Driscoll odlišný pohled. Prvním je poezie Johna 

Ashberyho, jakožto výrazného zástupce experimentální poezie druhé poloviny 20. století. 

O’Driscoll se snažil Ashberyho přiblížit irským čtenářům (včetně Heaneyho), kteří americkému 

surrealistovi dlouho nemohli přijít na chuť. Debata, kterou o Ashberym vedou, potvrzuje, že 

Heaney byl konzervativní a dával přednost formalistům, jakými byli Robert Frost a Robert 

Lowell. Oblíbenost Ashberyho v USA posílila Heaneyho nedůvěru k současné americké poezii. 

V této kapitole též porovnávám názory obou Irů na literární kulturu v USA, jmenovitě na kurzy 

tvůrčího psaní.

Ve třetí kapitole pak sleduji debatu Heaneyho a O’Driscolla o smrti, o smyslu umění a 

vztahu náboženství a poezie. Diskuze se točí okolo „Aubade“, básně Philipa Larkina, na kterou 

měli rozdílný názor. Zatímco starší z obou Irů bojoval proti skepsi a beznaději, O’Driscoll se jej 

snažil přesvědčit, že básníci by při psaní neměli potlačovat negativní pocity, jen aby ulevili 

čtenáři. Na rozdíl od Heaneyho si nemyslel, že je povinností poezie přinášet lidem útěchu.



Abstract

In 2008, Dennis O’Driscoll published Stepping Stones, a book-length interview with the Irish 

poet and critic Seamus Heaney. When conducting the interview, O’Driscoll did not take a strictly 

chronological approach. Instead, he was interested in Heaney’s literary influences, as well as his 

work and views on poetry. O’Driscoll’s informed questions reflect his own thinking as both a 

poet and critic, and rather than playing the role of passive interlocutor, he confronts and 

challenges Heaney’s views. The result is a discussion that is dynamic and revealing, providing 

insight into the minds of two significant Irish poets.

The interview in Stepping Stones forms the basis of my bachelor thesis, which examines 

the friendship and exchange of influence between Heaney and O’Driscoll, who had known each 

other since the 1970s and had written essays on similar topics. My thesis focuses on three points 

of disagreement between Heaney and O’Driscoll: Eastern European poetry, American poetry and 

literary culture, and the poetry of last things. My aim is to introduce both poets’ positions on 

each subject, and consider how their opposing views influenced each other’s thinking on those 

subjects. The purpose of this thesis is to clarify why O’Driscoll was important to Heaney and 

explore how both poets influenced each other.

Although neither Heaney nor O’Driscoll read any Slavic languages, they were both 

attracted to poetry in translation, in particular to Eastern European poetry. However, their views 

on some of the poets of the then-Soviet bloc differed. In the first chapter, I show that, for 

O’Driscoll, the political context of the time was less essential than it was for Heaney. As such, 

his fondness for Eastern European poetry was not lessened by the revolutions of 1989 whereas 

for Heaney the glamour faded. I focus mainly on Heaney and O’Driscoll’s views on two Eastern 



European poets he admired: Czech poet Miroslav Holub and Polish poet Wisława Szymborska. 

Unlike Zbigniew Herbert and Osip Mandelstam, favored by Heaney, O’Driscoll’s favorites were 

not dissidents, and did not use their verses to protest against their Communist regimes. What 

becomes clear in the dialogue between O’Driscoll and Heaney is that, for the latter, the real value 

of the poets he admired was their resistance and dissidence, and his feelings were less warm to 

poets who showed any degree of conformity.

The second chapter deals with Heaney’s relationship to American literature. I choose two 

aspects of American poetry that divided Heaney and O’Driscoll. Firstly, it is the poetry of John 

Ashbery, one of the most regarded experimental poets of the twentieth century. O’Driscoll 

attempted to bring Ashbery closer to Irish readers, including Heaney, who could not develop a 

taste for the American surrealist. Their discussion shows that Heaney was conservative in 

relation to American poetry, for he preferred formal poets like Robert Frost and Robert Lowell. 

Secondly, I contrast Heaney and O’Driscoll’s views on American literary culture, namely 

creative writing workshops. In the third chapter, I follow their dialogue on death, the purpose of 

art, and the relationship between religion and poetry. I focus mainly on their opinions on Philip 

Larkin’s “Aubade.” Whereas Heaney condemned the pessimism of the poem, O’Driscoll argued 

that it is not the purpose of poetry to give comfort to readers. 
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Introduction

To conduct a book-length interview with Seamus Heaney (1939-2013), Nobel laureate and one 

of the most celebrated poets of his generation, might seem ambitious. But the Irish poet-critic 

Dennis O’Driscoll (1954-2012) felt that most interviews with Heaney had been too narrow in 

scope, and so, in 2001, he proposed a book that would “present a comprehensive portrait of the 

man and his times.”1 Heaney agreed, and over the next few years, the two Irishman exchanged 

hundreds of letters, building an interview that covered a broad range of themes. The result of 

their efforts is Stepping Stones (2008), a survey of Heaney’s life and work and a substantial 

addition to both his and O’Driscoll’s oeuvre.

Apart from its critical value, Stepping Stones is a testimony to their friendship. They met 

in 1972, when then eighteen-year-old O’Driscoll attended the launch of Heaney’s third 

collection, Wintering Out (1972).2 Later, he became one of the leading experts on Heaney’s 

work. His two prose collections, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams (2001) and The 

Outnumbered Poet (2013) are enhanced by three essays on Heaney, while O’Driscoll also 

alludes to him in other pieces. Heaney acknowledged his friend when he dedicated Finders 

Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001 (2002) to O’Driscoll and his wife Julia O’Callaghan.

I first encountered the poetry of Dennis O’Driscoll two years ago, during my study 

abroad in Reading, England. I was in the Irish poetry section of the Reading University library, 

browsing his New and Selected Poems (2004). I was struck by the clarity and wit of his poems. It 

was through O’Driscoll that I came to understand and appreciate Seamus Heaney, of whose work

I knew little beyond two of his early lyrics, “Digging” and “Mid-Term Break.” It was 

                                                  
1 Dennis O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones (London: Faber and Faber, 2008) xii.
2 O’Driscoll xii. 
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O’Driscoll’s essays, and the interview of Stepping Stones, that prompted me to study Heaney 

more deeply.

And so, following a similar pattern, my thesis approaches Heaney the way I came to him, 

through O’Driscoll. He is the lens I use to consider Heaney’s work; to that end, I focus only on 

themes that were essential to both writers. There are many aspects of Heaney’s life and times 

that bear on his work which my approach necessarily excludes. I do not discuss topics like the 

Northern Irish Troubles, for example, which may seem like a serious omission from an 

exploration of the poet’s work. But it is not because events in Ulster have no implications for 

Heaney’s poetry – they do – but because O’Driscoll rarely comments on the political situation in 

Ireland in his essays, and the subject is not central to his relationship with Heaney.

The bond between them lies mainly in their interest in foreign writers and poetry in 

translation. This is reflected on the first two chapters of my thesis: “Heaney and Eastern Europe” 

and “Heaney and America.” Likewise, the third chapter, “Heaney and the Poetry of Last 

Things,” also focuses on poets from abroad, namely Philip Larkin and Czesław Miłosz, both of 

whom were important for Heaney and O’Driscoll. In addition to Stepping Stones, my thesis 

draws on their essays on their foreign influences.

In the first chapter, I show how O’Driscoll’s knowledge of Eastern European poetry 

enabled him to dispute some of Heaney’s points on the subject. In the second chapter, I look 

closely at Stepping Stones in order to explain Heaney’s indifference to experimental poets like 

John Ashbery, as well as his admiration for Robert Lowell, and conclude with an examination 

of Heaney’s and O’Driscoll’s discussion of the literary culture in the US. Finally, the third 

chapter introduces their attitudes to poems about death. In a conversation that revolves around 
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Larkin’s provocative poem, “Aubade,” O’Driscoll’s opposition to Heaney reveals both 

poets’ diverging views on the purpose of art.
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Chapter 1: Heaney and Eastern Europe

   

In 1971, Seamus Heaney lived in California where he was teaching at the University of

California, Berkeley. During the time in the Bay Area he experienced American life during the 

Vietnam War, started to read William Carlos Williams, and also, paradoxically, discovered some 

Eastern European poets, among them Miroslav Holub.3 In December of the same year, several 

thousand miles away, in Dublin, Ireland, a seventeen year old Dennis O’Driscoll came across a 

book, that, as he later recollected, “left me irreversibly under the sway of poetry more than 

fiction or drama.”4 Reading Holub’s Selected Poems (1967), he fell in love with the playfulness, 

clarity and humour of these poems.5 At the beginning of the 1970s, poetry in translation became 

an invaluable source of inspiration for both Irishmen. Later, it also provided a link between them 

as they exchanged views on Eastern European poetry through their poems, essays and in 

Stepping Stones, the book of O’Driscoll’s interviews with Heaney. 

In this chapter, I will argue that their discussion is important for at least two reasons. It 

helps to clarify the influence that Eastern European poets had on their Western counterparts in 

the second half of the twentieth century and it also reveals a lot about both Irish writers – about 

their literary influences, preferences, and prejudices. O’Driscoll’s exceptional knowledge of 

Eastern European poetry enabled him to confront Heaney and uncover flaws in his aesthetics. 

Their dialog eventually leads to a crucial question: Is it an artistic shortcoming if a poet fails to 

act morally? How should artists behave in a totalitarian regime? Can writers from the Eastern 

Europe still be attractive to Western readers now, long after the revolutions of 1989 and the 

dissolution of the Eastern Bloc? 

                                                  
3 Justin Quinn, Between Two Fires (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) 187.
4 Dennis O’Driscoll, The Outnumbered Poet (Oldcastle: Gallery Press, 2013) 380.
5 O’Driscoll, The Outnumbered Poet, 380.
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Seamus Heaney’s relationship to Eastern European poets has drawn a lot of attention 

recently. Critics have examined his literary bonds with the likes of Osip Mandelstam, Czesław 

Miłosz and Zbigniew Herbert. Heaney began writing on Eastern European poetry in the late 

1970s and his most important book in this regard is The Government of the Tongue (1988). That 

the collection of essays came out at the end of the Cold War, still almost two years before the fall 

of the Berlin Wall, should be emphasized. One can hardly fully grasp Heaney’s predilection for 

the East without taking into account the political context of the time. As his essays show, Heaney 

served as a bridge between the West and the East, promoting Eastern European poets and helping 

them to be received in English. Interestingly, though, some of his opinions on poetry appeared to 

be patterned on the bipolar division of the world, for he contrasted poetry written in the Eastern 

Bloc with Western (and especially American) poetry. In The Government of the Tongue he 

confidently claimed that “poets in English felt compelled to turn their gaze East and have been 

encouraged to concede that the locus of greatness is shifting away from their language.”6 For 

Heaney, Miłosz and others were moral examples; his own poetry may not be influenced by them, 

but their lives and their attitude to literature convinced him about the “worthwhileness of 

writing.”7 It is telling that two of his biggest favourites – Mandelstam and Herbert – were, in one 

way or another, victims of the malignant totalitarian regimes in the USSR and in Poland 

(Mandelstam died in a correction camp and Herbert was a persistent dissident). The Irishman 

savoured such resistance, such appeal for truth, particularly if it was combined with exceptional 

artistic talent.

                                                  
6 Seamus Heaney, The Government of the Tongue (London: Faber and Faber, 1988) 38.
7 Dennis O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones (London: Faber and Faber, 2008) 297.
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Heaney’s zealous advocacy of Eastern European poets has raised some controversy. Neil 

Corcoran called the poet’s position “abject”8 while Edna Longley sarcastically remarked that 

“Seamus Heaney in The Government of the Tongue … would have all Western poetry go to 

Poland, go spiritually and aesthetically to Herbert and Miłosz.”9 Even Dennis O’Driscoll, a big 

promoter of poets from the East, could not stay silent. In Stepping Stones, which was published 

five years before Heaney’s death in 2013, he asks whether Heaney was not carried away by his 

enthusiasms in relation to Miłosz and others. But Heaney defends himself: 

I did have my enthusiasm, but I don’t think I was deluded by them. That clued-in,
undaunted poetry of post-war Poland, for example, was a pointer to the kind of thing I 
wished someone could have written in the admassed USA.10

Such open, long-lasting disfavour towards American verse is uncharacteristic of the diplomatic 

Heaney. Putting the work of a relatively unknown group of foreigners above the contemporary 

poetry of one’s own native language is a bold move. However, considering that between 1980 

and 1996, four Eastern European poets won the Nobel Prize in Literature, Heaney was not alone 

in his enthuasiasm. Whether he was right or wrong is perhaps less important than the fact that he, 

through his literary influence (which has even increased after he, too, got the Nobel Prize in 

1995) provoked an important discussion not only about Eastern European poetry but also, more 

generally, about transnationalism and the meaning of poetry in translation. 

One of the main contributors to this discussion was O’Driscoll, “an overseer of the global 

poetry village,”11 for whom poetry in translation “opened all kinds of doors.”12 Unlike Heaney, 

                                                  
8 Neil Corcoran, The Poetry of Seamus Heaney: A Critical Study (Faber and Faber, 1998) 212.
9 Quoted in Magdalena Kay, In Gratitude for All the Gifts: Seamus Heaney and Eastern Europe (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2012) 196. 
10 O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones, 297. 
11 Aingeal Clare, “The Outnumbered Poet: Critical and Autobiographical Essays by Dennis O'Driscoll – review”
The Guardian, 21 Feb 2014 <http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/feb/21/outnumbered-poet-dennis-odriscoll-
essays> 2 Mar 2016.
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he began to be preoccupied with Eastern European poets already in youth, in his formative age, 

and his interest is reflected in his poetry. Whereas in Heaney’s case, the influence of Eastern 

Europeans on his writing is difficult to prove, O’Driscoll’s direct, unembellished poems seem to 

be attuned to his favourites: Miroslav Holub, Tadeusz Różewicz and Wisława Szymborska. 

However, like Heaney, he did not read any Slavic or Finno-Ugric languages and could approach 

these poets only in translation, which means that his ability to comprehend Eastern Europeans 

literature was limited. Since there is a handful of people on this planet who translate poetry from 

Polish (or Czech or Hungarian) into English, only a small sample of Eastern European poetry 

was available to Heaney and O’Driscoll. There is a reason why writers like Holub, Herbert and 

Różewicz have found success in English while many of their talented compatriots have not. The 

poetic clarity and directness of someone like Herbert make him suitable for translation, but there 

are other linguistically or formally more difficult writers whose poetry has been weakened by 

translation. With regards to their linguistic limitations, both Irish poet-critics should be 

considered as promoters of (rather than experts on) Eastern European verse. 

While it is important to mention the obvious weakness of both Seamus Heaney and 

Dennis O’Driscoll, I do not mean to discredit their insights. They were avid readers of poetry in 

translation and wrote excellent essays on foreign writers. But whereas Heaney’s interest in 

Eastern European poetry faded after the collapse of the Eastern Bloc, O’Driscoll’s love of the 

East was a lifelong affair. Both of his collections of essays Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams

and The Outnumbered Poet include several informed pieces about Eastern European poets. Also,

his New and Selected Poems is flavoured with poems written “after” one of his literary mentors, 

from Holub to Herbert. In the next part of this chapter, I will show how his preoccupation with 

Eastern Europeans influenced O’Driscoll; how it affected his attitude to literature and his poetic 

                                                                                                                                                                   
12 O’Driscoll, The Outnumbered Poet, 308.
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style and themes. The Czech poet-scientist Miroslav Holub and the doyenne of Polish poetry

Wisława Szymborska were his role-models. If one understands O’Driscoll’s relationship to

Eastern Europe, one can better comprehend his dialog with Seamus Heaney.

A crucial characteristic of O’Driscoll’s prose and poetry is his profound interest in the 

relation between poet’s profession and poet’s art. Some of his best poems and a fair part of his 

prose writing (both autobiographical and critical) are devoted to the theme of work and poetry. 

O’Driscoll, who worked in the Irish Civil Service for almost forty years, was never ashamed to 

talk about his non-literary profession. As he states in one of his essays: “I have always regarded 

myself as a civil servant, not a ‘poet’ or ‘artist’ – words I would find embarrassing and 

presumptuous to ascribe to myself.”13 In a number of his essays and reviews, the Irishman 

criticizes the situation in the United States where a lot of poets earn a living by teaching creative 

workshops at universities. MFA programs lead to literary inflation, creating a surplus of graduate 

poets who are all encouraged to publish. By having a job in a non-academic environment, the 

Irish writer set himself apart from this trend. Also, it is perhaps not surprising that O’Driscoll 

was drawn to Miroslav Holub, who worked as chief research immunologist at the Institute for 

Clinical and Experimental Medicine in Prague. The intriguing double-life (scientific experiments 

by day, the artistic ones by night) of the Czech amphibian made him an inspiring figure, 

particularly outside his country. Holub was important for O’Driscoll not only because they had a 

similar style of writing but also because they were both sceptical about the idea of poetry as a 

full-time profession.

The artistic resemblance between O’Driscoll and Holub is based on their concrete, direct 

style and their preoccupation with matters of everyday life. Critics have commented that Holub 

does not rely on traditional poetic ingredients such as metre and rhyme and his language is not 

                                                  
13 O’Driscoll, The Outnumbered Poet, 30.
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dependent on colloquial and idiomatic expressions.14 It seems that O’Driscoll (who was reading 

Holub’s poems in translation so avidly that he came to know many of them by heart15) picked up 

a lot from his Czech friend. His poetry is free of abstract, intangible words and expressions, as 

well as depictions of nature. Instead, O’Driscoll focuses on things and phenomena that he sees 

imminently around him in the unsettling vacancy of the post-modern, urban world. In “Middle-

Class Blues” he ridicules the fragile values of middle-class people, in this case men:   

He has everything.
A beautiful young wife.
A comfortable home.
A secure job.
A velvet three-piece suit.
A metallic-silver car.
A mahogany cocktail cabinet.
A rugby trophy.
A remote controlled music centre.
A set of golf clubs under the hallstand.
A fair-haired daughter learning to walk.

What he is afraid of most
and what keeps him tossing some nights
on the electric underblanket,
listening to the antique clock
clicking with disapproval from the landing,
are the stories that begin:
He had everything.
A beautiful young wife.
A comfortable home.
A secure job.
Then one day.16

The poet argues that for a lot of men “to have everything” means having just a few specific 

possessions. By putting a “beautiful young wife” virtually on the same level as a “rugby trophy” 

                                                  
14 Justin Quinn, “California Dreaming: Seamus Heaney and Miroslav Holub,” Ireland and the Czech Lands, eds. 
Gerald Power and Ondřej Pilný (Bern: Peter Lang, 2014) 183.
15 O’Driscoll, The Outnumbered Poet, 380.
16 Dennis O’Driscoll, New and Selected Poems (London: Anvil, 2004) 23.
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he refers to the still existing stereotypes in society. The ludicrous, ironical tone of the poem is 

achieved by his use of the list (a favourite technique of O’Driscoll) and the deliberately over-

detailed descriptions, as for example in the first half of the second stanza. In “Middle-Class 

Blues,” the poet does not go into any abstract contemplations, he only names things (not 

qualities) that generally make a man successful in the eyes of the public. By the shift to the past 

tense, which is emphasized by the use of italics, he points out at the superficiality and frailty of 

such distinction. As many other poems such as “Looking Forward,” “Normally Speaking” or 

“Friday” prove, O’Driscoll’s strength lies in his attentiveness to everyday reality and in his 

ability to identify with the highs and lows of common people.

But offices, long-working hours and short weekends are not the only themes of 

O’Driscoll’s poetry. After the poet’s death in 2012, Bernard O’Donoghue wrote that “O’Driscoll 

will be missed more as a philosopher of life than as a shrewd-eyed satirist, brilliant satirist 

though he was.”17 The poet’s fondness for brooding about time pervades his work and is 

apparent mainly in his last two collections, Dear Life (2012) and the posthumously published 

Update: Poems 2011-2012 (2014). But before we look at a poem from Dear Life, let us return to 

his Eastern European influences. The philosophizing about life, to use O’Donoghue’s rather 

vague term, was very typical for the Polish poet Wisława Szymborska which is something that 

O’Driscoll recognized. In his review of her View with a Grain of Sand: Selected Poems (1995), 

he finds her poetry “detached without being impersonal, ironic without being evasive, moral but 

not hectoring”18 and he particularly admires her “uncanny ability to see things sub specie 

aeternitatis, to simultaneously inhabit and transcend time.”19 Szymborska manifests such ability 

                                                  
17 Quoted on the back side of Dennis O’Driscoll, Update: Poems 2011-2012 (Oldcastle: Gallery Press, 2014).  
18 O’Driscoll, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, 322.
19 O’Driscoll, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, 322.
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in her poem “Allegro ma non troppo,” which also appeared in her Selected Poems. Here are its 

last four stanzas:

Life (I say) I’ve no idea
what I could compare you to.
No one else can make a pine cone
and then make the pine cone’s clone. 

I praise your inventiveness,
bounty, sweep, exactitude,
sense of order – gifts that border
on witchcraft and wizardry.

I just don’t want to upset you,
tease or anger, vex or rile.
For millennia, I’ve been trying 
to appease you with my smile. 

I tug at life by its leaf hem:
will it stop for me, just once,
momentarily forgetting
to what end it runs and runs?20

Now compare “Allegro ma non troppo” to the first part of O’Driscoll’s poem “Dear Life”:

you should be the love of my life,
my soulmate, the entire
raison d’etre of my existence,

I have devoted my whole life 
to your cause, doing my utmost
to stay in your good books,

keep on your right side, humour
you with guff about how truly
wonderful you are: a miracle;

the nest egg in which 

                                                  
20 Wisława Szymborska, Poems, New and Collected, trans. Stanisław Barańczak and Clare Cavanagh (New York: 
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I sank my hopes,
invested my life’s savings.21

Both poets detach themselves from life in order to personify it, both address it as a friend or 

lover. What O’Driscoll shares with the Pole is the humorously melancholic tone. Even if he 

complains in his poems, he very rarely slips into anger. Szymborska, praised for her wit, wisdom 

and warmth, was a perfect teacher for him. 

Eastern European writers like Holub and Szymborska strongly influenced O’Driscoll and 

his knowledge of their lives and works made him a valuable counterpart for Seamus Heaney. Not 

only it enabled him to discuss poetry in translation with him, it also gave him the possibility to 

confront Heaney in his essays and particularly in Stepping Stones. O’Driscoll’s desire to 

polemicize with Heaney is less apparent in relation to Heaney’s favourites than in relation to 

other regarded Eastern European poets like Holub and Szymborska. He did not miss the fact that 

Heaney tended to overlook certain prominent poets which is particularly striking in the case of 

Szymborska. While the other old masters of Polish verse, Zbigniew Herbert and Czesław Miłosz,

got a lot of attention from Heaney, their female colleague was ignored. In neither of his four 

prose collections, not even in The Government of the Tongue, do we find an essay on 

Szymborska. Maybe this is why O’Driscoll inquires about her in Stepping Stones. But even when 

Heaney talks about his 1996 visit to Poland during which he met Szymborska, he does not 

comment on her poetry.22 Heaney’s lack of interest in this writer is a bit surprising considering 

her reputation peaked at a similar time as him (she won the Nobel Prize only one year after the 

Irishman) and for many decades she was one of the most highly regarded poets of the Eastern 

Europe. 
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Let us now briefly discuss the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1996. That year, both 

Zbigniew Herbert and Wisława Szymborska seemed to be in the race for the award.23 In Stepping 

Stones, Heaney admits that Herbert was more important for him that Szymborska and that he 

expected him to win the Nobel Prize. According to Heaney, there was “still something happy” 

about Szymborska winning it but he otherwise seems reluctant to praise her work, calling the 

choice of the Swedish Academy “arguable, but energizing” instead of using a more emphatic 

adjective like “deserved.”24 There is apparent regret in Heaney’s answer that it was not Herbert 

who joined him in the Nobel club. Interestingly, he then recalls his American favourites and 

compares Szymborska to Elizabeth Bishop and Herbert to Robert Lowell.25 Heaney respected 

Bishop and wrote about her poetry but – as I will show in the next chapter – Robert Lowell who 

was more important for him, influencing his well-regarded collection Field Work (1979). Beside 

his poetic style, Heaney admired Lowell as a public poet, praising the political dimension and 

commanding tone of some of his poems.26 This all suggests that Szymborska may be less 

interesting for Heaney because she missed the doggedness, integrity and masculine bearing of 

Herbert. It is true that Szymborska’s views from the beginning of her career seemed to be a bit 

naïve. As O’Driscoll points out in his review of View with a Grain of Sand, Szymborska 

composed her earlier collections “with a hand stretched to the far left.”27 However, the Pole later 

changed her views which he acknowledges: 

Fortunately, Szymborska overcame her initial conformism to become the most 
independent of poets; and if her career began far less strikingly than that of her more 

                                                  
23 O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones, 307.
24 O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones, 307.
25 Ibid. 
26 Seamus Heaney, Finders Keepers (London: Faber and Faber, 2002) 201-217.   
27 O’Driscoll, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams (Oldcastle: Gallery Press) 321.
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courageous contemporary, Zbigniew Herbert, she gradually accumulated a body work so 
consistently strong that it could stand comparison with his.28

But the progress she had made did not convince Heaney. Based on his answers in Stepping 

Stones, it seems that the officially inspired themes of Szymborska’s early collections made her 

less compelling for him than Herbert.

O’Driscoll knew that Szymborska was not the only praiseworthy Eastern European poet 

who did not protest against the Communists. Later in Stepping Stones, he brings up his favourite 

Czech poet: “Miroslav Holub, the subject of one of your essays, held an important research 

position in communist Czechoslovakia and was not an active dissident. How do you regard poets 

like Holub and Tadeusz Różewicz, who reached varying degrees of accommodation with 

officialdom?”29 Heaney responds by claiming that both of these poets seemed to “survive 

without compromising their moral and artistic self-respect.”30 He makes a similar point as in his 

analysis of Holub’s poetry entitled “The Fully Exposed Poem” in which he argues that the

“bounded condition” made Holub “all the more anxious to preserve his inner freedom.”31 In his 

essay, Heaney swarms with valuable insights about the Czech poet but he eventually resorts to a 

predictable conclusion: “Holub’s well-braced stance in the world, his suspecting weather-eye, 

the impression he gives of watchful self-reliance – these things could be a result of pressures and 

skills he knows as a citizen within a one party system, in a world of censors and official 

expectations.”32 Once again, Heaney seems to be putting too much emphasis on politics as he 

makes assumptions about the origin of Holub’s unique poetic style. He approaches the Czech 
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poet from a different angle than O’Driscoll, who does not comment on the poet’s political stance 

in any of his three reviews published in Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams. 

There is, of course, nothing wrong about Heaney preferring Herbert over Szymborska.

There is also nothing wrong about seeing the resistance to Communism in Holub’s poetry. Yet 

the stress he put on integrity of his favourite Eastern European poets unsettled O’Driscoll, who 

was deeply convinced that the moral aspect of Herbert and others is much less important than the 

artistic quality of their work. In “Seeing Red: The Poetry of Survival,” his review of The Poetry 

of Survival (1991), the anthology of Eastern European poetry in translation edited by Daniel 

Weissbort, O’Driscoll reveals some of his convictions regarding poets from the Eastern Bloc. At 

the beginning of the essay, he slams Donald Davie, who vehemently and unscrupulously 

criticized the anthology. Davie claimed that “careerists” such as Al Alvarez, Ted Hughes and 

Weissbort turned to Eastern Europeans because they did not fully comprehend contemporary 

English and Scottish poetry, particularly writers like Philip Larkin and Norman MacCaig.33 But 

O’Driscoll finds holes in his argumentation and argues that it was not the easy read or lazy 

aesthetic but the “wisdom, vision, breadth and brio” of Eastern Europeans that so attracted these 

critics.34 Then he quotes Neal Acherson and his suggestion that poets from the Eastern Bloc 

know more about “the importance and difficulty of simply behaving decently and attempting to 

preserve an ethic of truth” than “mild, alienated” Westerners.35 While Acherson is closer to him 

than Davie, O’Driscoll is nevertheless careful to speak about Eastern Europeans “on an either or 

basis” because one might “fall into Davie’s trap.”36 And he continues: “The reason I, and so 

many others of my generation, first read poets like Miroslav Holub, Vasco Popa, and Tadeusz 
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24

Różewicz was purely for pleasure, for their lightly-borne profundity. The height of their moral 

ground mattered less than the depth of their insights.”37 O’Driscoll’s views in this regard 

contrasts with Heaney’s. When the Eastern Bloc collapsed – and the cause of oppression 

disappeared – the latter suddenly seemed to lose his motivation for looking eastwards. In 

Stepping Stones, he admits that contemporary poetry in translation does not play a large role in 

his reading life anymore.38 In Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001, he included essays on 

Brodsky, Herbert and Miłosz but there is not one piece on emerging Eastern European writers.

O’Driscoll, on the other hand, wrote about new poets such as Sylva Fischerová. As he states in 

“Seeing Red”: “[t]hose of us who admired dissident poets before we knew they were dissident 

will have no cause of such difficulty in continuing to savour their work now that the major cause 

of such dissidence has been removed.”39 Unlike Heaney, O’Driscoll did not desire to contrast 

Eastern European poetry with American poetry because he feared it might feed the long-lasting 

division between the East and the West. 

Based on his essays and reviews, Dennis O’Driscoll seemed to be attracted to Eastern 

Europeans mainly for the clarity, terseness and occasional humour of their poetry. As his 

predilection for the scientist-poet Miroslav Holub shows, he was interested in their lives too, but 

he rarely commented on their political stance. After all, none of his three favourite Eastern 

European poets – Holub, Tadeusz Różewicz and Wisława Szymborska – openly denounced the 

Communists. O’Driscoll realised, though, that for Seamus Heaney, it was the strained political 

environment in which poets like Zbigniew Herbert lived that was crucial, as it made, at least for 

Heaney, the moral choices of these poets equally interesting as their poetry. As it is apparent 

from Stepping Stones and his review of The Poetry of Survival, O’Driscoll was not in agreement 
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with such approach. As a promoter of Eastern European verse and poetry in translation in 

general, he was afraid that Heaney’s arguments for Eastern Europeans are easily disprovable, as 

they are too dependent on the political context of the time. He also knew that it is usually much 

easier to prove one’s artistic talent than one’s moral authority. The presence of O’Driscoll –

someone who matched, perhaps even surpassed his knowledge of Eastern European writers –

was important for Heaney, as it gave him a different perspective on his beloved poets. 
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Chapter 2: Heaney and America

Critics have had a hard time finding American influences in Seamus Heaney’s work. Both in his 

poetry and prose, the Irishman rarely looks west. In 2002, he stated: “There are only two or three 

references to the United States in all of my written work.”40 It seems that his lack of interest in 

contemporary America even strengthened his attraction to Eastern Europe. Dennis O’Driscoll 

argues in one of his essays that “[Heaney’s] disenchantment with aspects of the American poetry 

scene intensified his eastward gaze towards the lands of Holub and Herbert, Miłosz and 

Mandelstam.”41 Magdalena Kay observes that Heaney started to speak more openly about his 

separateness from American poetry (“save for the long-term influence of Robert Lowell”) after 

his ties with American academe had loosened.42 Therefore, Kay welcomes O’Driscoll’s Stepping 

Stones which contains “invaluable reminiscences” of Heaney’s stays in Berkeley and 

Cambridge.43  

This chapter examines O’Driscoll’s and Heaney’s discussion of America, with particular 

attention to two topics that they disagree on, the poetry of John Ashbery and the meaning of 

MFA programs. I will comment only on those parts of Stepping Stones that reveal something 

both about Heaney and O’Driscoll. As in the previous chapter, O’Driscoll uses his knowledge of 

his friend’s work to occasionally oppose and question his views. Their different attitudes to the 

various aspects of American poetry will be the main focus here.  

The first half of this chapter deals with Heaney’s views on Ashbery. For most of his life, 

the Irishman appeared to be hostile to the experimental poetry of the American surrealist. In 
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Stepping Stones, O’Driscoll attempts to find out more about his interviewee’s objections to 

Ahsbery, and Heaney’s comments on the influential writer explain a lot about his relationship to 

contemporary American poetry. In the second half of the chapter, I will focus on one particular 

aspect of American literary culture, namely creative writing workshops. O’Driscoll was a long-

term opponent of MFA programs as he was afraid that American poets (who often earn their 

living as professors at universities) are becoming too isolated from ordinary people. In Stepping 

Stones, he brings up this topic, for Heaney was familiar with it. O’Driscoll is eager to know more 

about Heaney’s experience with teaching and his views on American literary scene. 

In 1996, O’Driscoll observed: “Give or take an Adrienne Rich or Frank O’Hara, British 

and Irish enthusiasm for modern American poetry is still largely centred on those poets who 

meet their readers halfway across the Atlantic: Berryman, Lowell, Bishop, Roethke, Hecht, 

Wilbur and Plath.”44 Interestingly, O’Driscoll’s list of popular American poets is similar to the 

one that Edna Longley presents in Poetry & Posterity (2000). In the chapter “Atlantic Premises,” 

she focuses on the role of American poets in the early work of Seamus Heaney, Derek Mahon 

and Michael Longley, and she mentions Frost, Stevens, Crane, Lowell, Wilbur and Roethke as 

their main influences.45 The fact that some prominent American poets of the early 1960s still 

resonate in Ireland in the late 1990s shows their significance but it also indicates that Irish poets 

were not open enough to new influences from abroad.

Irish conservatism is reflected in Heaney’s complicated relationship towards his 

American counterparts. He was influenced by Frost and Lowell, wrote essays on Bishop and 

Plath and praised the formal qualities of Wilbur and Roethke. According to Longley, he (like 

Derek Mahon and Michael Longley) appreciated American poetry in the early phase of his 
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career, for he “picked up echoes of familiar religious and cultural dynamics,” which he then 

either adapted or resisted.46 Longley also points out that he was attracted mainly by the 

“concentrated and formal kinds of American poetry.”47 David Wheatley supports her point by 

claiming that “Heaney is a gifted reader of Kavanagh, Clare, Auden and Lowell, but he will 

never be the critic we turn on Samuel Beckett, John Ashbery or J. H. Prynne.”48  

In “Foreign Relations: Irish and International Poetry,” O’Driscoll argues that the distrust 

of experimental writers is typical for most Irishmen as “concrete poetry, sound poetry, L-A-N-G-

U-A-G-E poetry and other styles reflecting shifts in linguistic, literary, or philosophical 

sensibility have barely infiltrated Ireland.”49 O’Driscoll, who was known for his excellent 

knowledge of contemporary poetry,50 promoted works of lesser known American poets like 

Stephen Dobyns and Mark Halliday. Occasionally, his desire to make American verse more 

attractive to his fellow countrymen is evident already from titles of his essays: “John Berryman 

and W. B. Yeats” or “Irish Ashbery.” It is the latter piece that I will be preoccupied with in the 

next paragraphs. O’Driscoll’s defence of Ashbery reveals a lot about Heaney’s troubled 

relationship with American poetry.  

Despite all his achievements, John Ashbery had a tough time enchanting Irish readers. 

Like Lowell or Berryman, he has met Irish poets “halfway across the ocean” (for many years he 

lived in Paris), yet he has never been truly embraced by them. As O’Driscoll pointed out, “his 

writings are known from reputation rather than from reading – and his reputation here does little
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to encourage readers.”51 In “Irish Ashbery,” O’Driscoll quotes Heaney’s unsympathetic response 

to the American poet: “[Ashbery’s] poetry is a centrally heated daydream. And it’s also 

sorrowful and it knows it’s inadequate.”52 He also mentions the hostile attitude of Thomas 

Kinsella and Edna Longley, which retarded Ashbery’s reputation in Ireland. O’Driscoll was 

aware of this, and based on the tone of the essay, it seems that “Irish Ashbery” was addressed 

specifically to Heaney and other Irish critics of the American. 

More than ten years later, O’Driscoll discussed the poetry of Ashbery with Heaney in 

Stepping Stones. When the former mentions the latter’s previous negative assessment of the 

surrealist, Heaney qualifies his critique. Now, he explains, “I know a lot more what it feels like 

to live the American life in America” and “I can, so to speak, hear” Ashbery’s poems.53 Heaney 

praises the poet’s “hypnotic gifts” and observes that he “has indeed created the taste by which he 

is enjoyed.”54 He then clarifies his objections from the past. “Basically, I was trying to express 

my sense that a certain American age has passed, the age when America could be spoken for or 

spoken to, in a Lowellesque kind of way.”55 The period which followed, “seemed like an 

immense hovercraft, buoyant on its own prosperity and trust in the future.”56 For the Irishman, 

poetry in the US in the late 1950s and 1960s was represented by Lowell while from the late 

1970s up to at least the end of the century, the main figure was Ashbery. America that influenced 

him in his youth turned into a country that Heaney could not develop a taste for. The age of 

Lowell passed, and Ashbery, who once was considered “a kind of avant-garde poet” became “a
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mainstream voice.”57 By putting the two writers into opposition, Heaney implies that the same 

reasons for his fondness for Lowell made it difficult for him to appreciate Ashbery.

So why did Seamus Heaney admire Robert Lowell so much? According to Dennis 

O’Driscoll, Lowell was “better than good, less than great” and “willed rather than an inspired” 

poet; he respected him but he was not impressed.58 Unlike Heaney, he was suspicious of 

Lowell’s later sonnets, which he called occasionally “brilliant” but generally “monotonous and 

inert.”59 For Heaney, though, sonnets from Notebook (1970), The Dolphin (1973), History (1973)

and For Lizzie and Harriet (1973) were even more inspiring than Lowell’s previous collections 

like Life Studies (1959).60 In Stepping Stones, he reveals that they influenced some of his poems 

from Seeing Things (1989), namely “Summer 1969” and “Fosterage,” two sections of “Singing 

School.”61 I argue there are at least three reasons for his fondness of Lowell’s sonnets. 

Firstly, Heaney seemed to have a predilection for long sequences of formally unified 

poems. His “Glanmore Sonnets” from Field Work (1979) and “Squarings,” the sequence of 

forty-eight twelve liners from Seeing Things, are regarded as two of his most intriguing 

achievements. Heaney told O’Driscoll that when he was writing “Squarings,” he felt the form 

operated for him as “a generator of poetry.”62 Lowell’s sonnets, which are metrically loose but 

mostly have fourteen lines, might have been an inspiration for Heaney. Regarding “Glanmore 

Sonnets,” he does not confirm O’Driscoll’s assumption that they were modelled on Lowell’s late 

poetry, but he mentions how pleased he was when Lowell told him in 1975 that these sonnets 

“seemed to have come through a grief.”63
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This brings us to the second reason. Throughout his life, Heaney appeared to be drawn to 

art which was born of hard conditions, loss, despair, and political oppression. In a number of 

poems from The Dolphin, Lowell incorporated the altered versions of personal letters from his 

ex-wife Elizabeth Hardwick. He was criticized for this by several of his friends including 

Elizabeth Bishop, who wrote him that “art just isn’t worth this much.”64 Again, both Irishman 

disagree on the issue in their essays. While O’Driscoll stands on Bishop’s side and calls Lowell’s 

act “cruel and indefensible,”65 Heaney claims that there is no doubt about Lowell’s “good artistic 

intentions.”66

The Irish poets do not discuss the moral failings of The Dolphin in Stepping Stones but 

they talk about a similar issue in regard to Ted Hughes’s Birthday Letters (1998). In the personal 

sequence of poems, the English poet explores his marriage with Sylvia Plath. O’Driscoll and 

Heaney have different opinions on this collection. The former thinks it is an unconvincing 

attempt at “self-exculpation through mythologization” and questions its literary significance.67

Heaney, however, is apparently fascinated by the “huge emotional pressure” behind the 

collection and argues Birthday Letters are comparable “with other big late-career sequences like 

Wordsworth’s Ecclesiastical Sonnets and Lowell’s Notebook.”68 Heaney’s leniency toward the 

controversial behaviour of both Lowell and Hughes suggests he was in agreement with the 

latter’s claim that “art must be a statement from the powers in control of our life, the ultimate 

suffering and decision in us.”69 It seems that for Heaney, both The Dolphin and Birthday Letters

were precisely such statements. 
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Finally, it is the public role of Lowell that attracted the Irishman. The American poet 

famously protested against the Vietnam War. Moreover, in Notebook and History, he writes 

poems about historical figures like Napoleon or Stalin and comments on events such as the 

Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. As I explained in the first chapter, Heaney found the 

political dimension of art crucial. His attraction to the dominant, formal, aristocratic Lowell 

explains his lack of interest in the dreamy, free and deliberately unpolitical Ashbery.

Ashbery cannot be considered the whole of American poetry, but he helps us to 

understand a crucial difference between Heaney and O’Driscoll, and it was a debate that 

developed over the duration of their long friendship. Another aspect of poetry in the US that 

revealed differing stances was MFA programs. There have been few more uncompromising 

critics of creative writing workshops than O’Driscoll. David Wheatley once remarked that when 

O’Driscoll is being negative, he is “firm but tactful.”70 However, his tact remained unused in the 

matter of American poets employed at universities. The Irishman reproached them in a number 

of his essays and interviews but there is one piece that stands out. In his review of the anthology 

The Best American Poetry 1997 (1997), he unleashes a fiery critique. He starts by claiming that 

there is virtually no point in defining individual currents and schools of American poetry, for 

most contemporary poets stateside are “realists of a modern kind” who “are more likely to be 

found drafting applications for tenure-track teaching posts than drawing up manifestos.”71

O’Driscoll is concerned by the fact that writers in the US gather at universities and are cut off

from non-literary people. He finds such a homogenous environment unhealthy for poetry: 

Some of the most vibrant poetry in English is being written by teachers of creative 

writing writing; yet the notion of poetry originating almost exclusively in an university 
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environment is no more palatable – and no less dangerous – than the overdependency of 

farmers on one or two strains of high-yield wheat for the grain harvest of the Great 

Plains.72

So far, one sees O’Driscoll’s point. But he then states that American poets teaching creative 

writing at universities are not “happy” because “the audience for their books […] is mainly 

limited to the enclosed orders of university poets, and students intent on picking up the tricks of 

the trade.”73 To back up for his claim, O’Driscoll quotes a stanza from a poem by Stevie Smith.74

Yet, commenting on feelings of people he criticizes is a questionable strategy, unworthy of a 

critic of his calibre. In any case, the Irishman (who ridicules the world of academy in his poetry, 

too: “Your last honorary degree / will be an R.I.P. / conferred posthumously”75) stays faithful to 

his conviction that literature should be taken as a vocation, as a free-time activity, rather than an 

employment opportunity. 

Given his lifelong distrust of creative writing workshops, it is not surprising that 

O’Driscoll brings up this topic in Stepping Stones. Seamus Heaney, who worked as a university 

professor for a significant part of his life, was an interesting opponent. As a writer, he profited 

from the favour of academy, from the acquaintances he had made, from the literary prizes he had 

won. O’Driscoll and Heaney discuss teaching and MFA programs in a chapter dedicated to the 

latter’s long association with Harvard (he was a professor there from 1981 and 1997 and Poet in 

Residence from 1988 to 2006). In this section, O’Driscoll’s questions and reactions betray his 
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opinions, as for example here: “You once remarked that, after a term spent in poetry workshops, 

a poet can end up exhausted and hating the activity.”76

Heaney, however, does not let his fellow Irishman to push him into a critique of America. 

He reminds O’Driscoll that even poets in Britain and Ireland are now often employed as writing 

fellows in universities. Consequently, “the vocational and professional are becoming more and 

more implicated.”77 Heaney also argues that one must take into account both the size and 

diversity of the US: “When Irish or British writers start to get haughty about the literary culture 

that pertains in America, they forget the sheer populousness of the scene, the physical extent of 

it.”78 Whereas in Ireland, for better or worse, most poets know each other personally, in America 

it is arguably more difficult to break through, to beat the competition. As Heaney points out, “On 

our side of the ocean, the borders are more or less sealed, the acoustic is more sensitive, the 

chances of being heard that much better.”79     

     Still, there are points on which Heaney and O’Driscoll agree. The former, for instance, admits 

that a writing workshop may become a “relatively hermetic world” in which a poet can have “a 

relatively big reputation” without trying too hard to reach people outside this environment.80

O’Driscoll is suspicious of poets who try to gain popularity only through comradeship with other 

poets. In one his essays from Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, he states the following: 

Insofar as poets deign to notice the work of other poets—staunchest allies and fiercest 

enemies aside—it tends to be for the purpose of stimulating their own creativity or as a 

spring-board for discussion at poetry workshops. When poets shortlist friends and faculty 
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colleagues for honours and awards, it is because this is the only contemporary poetry they 

genuinely care about.81

Interestingly, Heaney confirms O’Driscoll’s concerns in Stepping Stones. He recalls that during 

readings in the US, poets tend to mention the influence of poets at other writing schools and 

“people at the centre of webs,” but rarely do they speak about “the great dead.”82 O’Driscoll 

feared that such “hermetic” environment might lead poets to ignorance and complacency. 

Also, once poets lose touch with the public, their social status decreases. In Stepping 

Stones, O’Driscoll asks Heaney whether he thinks the role of poets in society had irretrievably 

changed because most of them are employed in universities. Heaney first dismisses such 

thoughts: “Nothing is irretrievable in poetry.”83 Later, though, he agrees with O’Driscoll as he 

returns back to two of “the great dead,” Robert Frost and Robert Lowell. While the former 

“conquered the academy,” the latter was, according to Heaney, probably the last American poet 

who was “the dual citizen of the university and the world beyond it” as he combined well his 

public and academic responsibilities.84 Once again, Heaney expresses nostalgia for the 1950s and 

the early 1960s when American poetry scene was dominated by writers like Lowell. 

O’Driscoll’s critique of the American literary environment did not only regard American 

poets but also his fellow countrymen. In a number of his essays he criticizes Irish poets who 

move to America in order to gain fame and take advantage of their “Irishness.” In “Foreign 

Relations: Irish and International Poetry,” he sardonically remarks that “emigration to the US –
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where poets can make a living as poets – has become an Irish literary tradition.”85 And he hopes 

“those Irish poets who choose to stay in Ireland will not be considered less Irish or less 

interesting because they are less visible in America.”86 It seems that O’Driscoll’s critique was 

not aimed at Heaney (who proved he could survive as a freelance writer even in Glanmore) but 

mainly at less talented poets who profited from Heaney’s fame and crossed the ocean to fulfil 

their American Dream. 

In Stepping Stones, he asks Heaney: “Are there dangers inherent in so many Irish poets 

gravitating towards American as a place to earn a living and seek a reputation?”87 His 

interviewee is, again, reluctant to jump to conclusions. “Danger is a big word. […] I don’t think 

there’s any real danger in being able to earn a lump sum, or a bonus from a residency, or a few 

readings, or a year or two in exchange.”88 As he explains later, the real danger comes if critical 

standards are in suspension. And that can happen everywhere, in America as well as in Ireland.89

Heaney does not think creative writing programs are responsible for the decrease of a critical

awareness, and sees nothing wrong in the fact that Irish poets migrate oversees for a better 

standard of living. 

O’Driscoll’s questions and arguments reveal the paradox of Heaney’s relationship to 

America. Although he could not develop taste for American poetry, he accepted American 

literary culture. For years, he taught at Harvard and did not seem to be distressed by the growing 

number of MFA programs. Based on his conversation with O’Driscoll, Heaney was aware that 

creative writing workshops may seclude poets from the public. Yet he did not think the 

abundance of scholarships and literary prizes make poets complacent. Neither did he see the 
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social status of poets changing. Unlike O’Driscoll, Heaney did not protest against the uniformity 

of American poetry scene, he only stressed the importance of critical awareness. As long as 

critical standards are not in suspension, he argues, there is no reason to condemn MFA programs. 

But what if Heaney’s attitude to American literary culture reflects his lack of interest in 

it? In Stepping Stones, O’Driscoll points out that in contrast to Czesław Miłosz (another Nobel 

laureate who lived and taught in the US), Heaney does not explore his American experience in 

his poetry: “American landscapes and responses to American culture certainly feature in 

Miłosz’s work to an extent that they never have in yours.”90 Moreover, unlike the Pole, Heaney 

never permanently moved to America. In their conversation, O’Driscoll suggests that he 

appeared to be a “migrant worker” rather than an “artist-in residence.”91 Heaney agrees with 

him: “You hit the nail on the head there.”92 The fact that he considered himself as a migrant 

worker is crucial, for it shows that he felt as a foreigner in the US.

Based on his answers to O’Driscoll, wealthy America was not as attractive to Heaney as 

tormented Eastern Europe. According to him, Americans “were insulated from the cold blast of 

world poverty, not prone to anxiety about dangers in the civic and political realm.”93 For Heaney, 

it was John Ashbery and his poetry that mirrored the “centrally heated daydream” of the US.94 In 

order to explain his objections to the surrealist, he contrasts him with Robert Lowell, making 

clear that the commanding New England poet was closer to him than the dreamy surrealist. 

While in the 1960s, Heaney could identify with American poetry, he was puzzled by it in the 

1980s. Surprisingly, not even his frequent stays at Cambridge changed this. When O’Driscoll 
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asks him: “Did your Harvard years deepen your ability to ‘hear’ American poetry, while leaving 

you somewhat indifferent towards the results?”95 Heaney admits that “there’s truth in that.”96  

The discussion between Dennis O’Driscoll and Seamus Heaney confirms that the latter 

was conservative in relation to American poetry. In Stepping Stones, Heaney repeatedly returns 

to American poets that influenced him in his youth. He particularly praises Lowell, who

managed to combine his public and academic role. But Lowell had died more than forty years 

before Stepping Stones appeared. Is there not a living poet that embodies this ideal? If not, is it 

not a proof that poets’ role in society is changing? Heaney’s dependence on his early influences 

reveals that he did not connect with his American contemporaries. Although he praises Tom 

Sleigh and Henri Cole, two of his friends from Cambridge, neither of them appear in his 

essays.97 The same goes for Robert Bly and Gary Snyder whom he met in Berkeley.98 To find 

traces of America in Heaney’s work is difficult. He denies O’Driscoll assumption that American 

poetry influenced some of his looser poems from Electric Light (2001). Heaney explains he “got 

a taste for a looser movement” after reading Miłosz, who by “the middle eighties more or less 

counted as an American poet.”99 Heaney’s frequent allusions to his favourite poets like Lowell or 

Miłosz show both that he was consistent in his preferences and that few American poets had a 

lasting influence on him.    
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Chapter 3: Heaney and the Poetry of Last Things

On August 13 1997, a diverse group of poets gathered at Seamus Heaney’s home in Dublin. 

Some of them, including Dennis O’Driscoll and his wife Julia O’Callaghan, were local, while 

others, like Czesław Miłosz and Robert Hass, came to Ireland from abroad to read at the Aran 

Islands International Poetry and Prose Festival. As O’Driscoll recalls in The Outnumbered Poet, 

he and Heaney waited for the arrival of their foreign peers so tensely that they resembled an 

“airport welcoming party.”100 When the guests finally appeared, O’Driscoll was pleasantly 

surprised that Heaney seated him next to Miłosz at the dinner table. It did not take long for a 

passionate debate to develop between the curious Irishman and the “ruddy” Pole.101 The main 

topic of their dialog was the English writer Philip Larkin, about whom Miłosz had some 

reservations. “‘He’s a wonderful poet, almost perfect. And very courageous, how he broke with 

Modernism. The poem that angered me is ‘Aubade.’”102 Miłosz expressed a similar objection to 

the poem in his Paris Review interview as well as in his 1979 essay “The Real and the 

Paradigms.” Eighteen years later, he still could not acquiesce to the pessimism of “Aubade.” 

In his conversation with O’Driscoll, Miłosz mentioned Dylan Thomas’s famous villanelle 

“Rage, rage against the dying of the light” as “the way to approach death.”103 O’Driscoll 

countered by pointing out that it was Thomas who eventually drank himself to death while 

Larkin passed away seemingly reconciled. The Irishman also quoted Kingsley Amis: “If [Larkin] 

regarded the world severely or astringently, it was a jovial astringency.”104 Yet, O’Driscoll’s 

effort to convince the Pole that there is hidden humour and irony even in Larkin’s most 
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pessimistic poetry proved futile. Miłosz did not say much in response and he was “obviously 

unpersuaded.”105 His long-standing prejudice against Larkin and his sceptical poems was not 

overcome at this literary gathering.

Seamus Heaney, the host of the party, was listening to Miłosz and O’Driscoll but he did 

not engage in their dispute over Larkin. It is, however, not difficult to guess which side he would 

support. Only seven years earlier,106 he completed an essay entitled “Joy or Night” and subtitled 

“Last Things in the Poetry of W. B. Yeats and Philip Larkin,” in which he criticizes the 

bleakness of “Aubade” and blames the English poet for not holding “the lyre up in the face of the 

gods of the underworld.”107 As I will show later, Heaney’s objections to Larkin are based on 

Miłosz’s “The Real and the Paradigms” as he quotes from this essay and develops the Pole’s 

argument. But while his response to Larkin has been examined by scholars, it is much less 

known that his friend O’Driscoll took part in this critical debate. The memorable evening at 

Heaney’s portrayed in The Outnumbered Poet is only one instance of his defense of Larkin. 

O’Driscoll had opposed Miłosz’s view on “Aubade” in 1983, in a review published in 

Crane Bag, as well as in his interview with Elizabeth MacDonald in 2004. In this chapter, I will 

focus on both Heaney’s and O’Driscoll’s attitude to poetry dealing with death. In order to narrow 

such an abstract theme, I proceed from their discussion of “Aubade” and argue that by 

disagreeing with Miłosz, O’Driscoll was disagreeing with Heaney, too. When contrasting their 

opinions, I will touch upon themes that stem from the Larkin versus Miłosz dispute such as the 

purpose of art, as well as the relationship between religion and poetry. 
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Before taking a close look at Dennis O’Driscoll’s essays and interviews, I shall answer 

two questions: Why did Czesław Miłosz and Seamus Heaney protest against Larkin’s pessimistic 

poems? And did they propose the same objections? First of all, the Irishman seemed to be less 

radical in his critique than the resolute Pole. As Michael Cavanagh points out in Professing 

Poetry: Seamus Heaney’s Poetics (2009), “Larkin, until 1990, was a poet whom Heaney 

appreciated and with whom, it can be argued, he identified, as is apparent from his poems and 

essays.”108 But in “Joy or Night,” Heaney attacks Larkin, for he dislikes the defeatist tone of 

“Aubade,” manifested particularly by the line: “Death is no different whined at than 

withstood.”109 Although he recognizes the technical brilliance of the poem and calls it a “high 

poetic achievement,” he condemns its gnawing scepticism. John Dennison observes in Seamus 

Heaney and the Adequacy of Poetry (2015) that Heaney segregates the “poetry” and “argument” 

of the poem.110 Despite the fact that he sees the magnitude of “Aubade” (after all, he compares it 

with Yeats’s “The Cold Heaven,” which he held in high regard111), Heaney eventually condemns

it for its argument, not its poetic failings. 

Dennison senses Miłosz’s influence behind the controversial conclusion of “Joy or 

Night”: “[Heaney’s] objections to ‘Aubade’ derive considerably from Miłosz’s response, an 

indebtedness of opinion that signals Heaney’s susceptibility to the religiosity and forceful 

generalizing of Miłosz’s Christian humanism.”112 But Heaney was cagier about his faith than 

Miłosz, and even if he took “Aubade” as religious offense, he does not admit it in his essay. 

Without using explicitly religious arguments, he defends his conviction that great poetry should 
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offer a “transformative” vision of reality.113 As David Wheatley argues, “Heaney does not echo 

Miłosz exactly because he sidesteps religion to embrace ‘the condition of overlife’ embodied by 

the achieved poem, which places itself ‘on the side of life’ against ‘chemical law and mortal 

decline.’”114 Heaney eventually shows that the statement of the poem is more important for him 

than poetics. After he admits that in the artistic way “‘Aubade’ does not go over to the side of the 

adversary,” he claims that “its argument does add weight to the negative side of the scale and tips 

the balance definitely in favour of chemical law and mortal decline.”115 His verdict on the poem 

is strict: Larkin says “No” to transcendence, so Heaney says “No” to “Aubade.” The arguments 

of both writers correspond with each other. Although Heaney was less open about his religious 

belief than Miłosz, their point was the same: poetry shall not deprive readers of hope. 

In the previous paragraph, I mention four critics who comment on Seamus Heaney’s 

controversial evaluation of Philip Larkin’s “Aubade.” The fact that “Joy or Night” provoked a

discussion however did not surprise its author; in Stepping Stones, Heaney admits that he knew 

that the essay “would raise eyebrows as well as questions.”116 By focusing here on O’Driscoll’s

position, which was strongly at odds particularly with Miłosz’s attitude to “Aubade,” I will 

illuminate an important phase of Heaney and O’Driscoll’s poetic relationship. The Pole’s 

dismissal of Larkin’s sceptical rhetoric did not harmonize with the Irishman’s belief that “[p]oets 

– if they are to be at all capable of bearing the full burden of truth about the world – must accept 

that many things about life demand rueful lamentation more than smug celebration.”117 As the 

quote from his interview with Elizabeth MacDonald shows, O’Driscoll was convinced that poets 
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should depict reality as it is, and not filter their pessimism in order to soothe the reader. By 

censoring their thoughts, they deceive both themselves and the audience. The Irishman argued 

that “[i]t is liberating, even consoling, to depict things as they are; to rinse the world in rose 

water before you write is to bear false witness.”118

Although he admired both Miłosz and Heaney, O’Driscoll felt obliged to oppose their 

conviction that poets should “glorify things just because they are.”119 In one of his responses to

the Pole, he claims that poetry that relies only on positive impulses is “monotonous” and 

“predictable,” stressing that “creative energy is often most intense in times of tribulation, and no 

arts can be limited only to the positive mode.”120 And neither did his friend Heaney escaped his 

critique. In Stepping Stones, O’Driscoll quotes Andrew Motion’s review of “Joy or Night” as he 

asks Heaney: “‘Do you […] believe so absolutely in the poet’s duty to show an affirming flame 

that moods which simply refuse to be transfigured are intrinsically inferior? And if they are, what 

is the poet to do about them? Suppress them? Ignore them?’”121 Heaney’s tells his interviewer 

that in “Joy or Night” he wanted to react on Larkin’s line “Death is no different whined at than 

withstood.” The second part of his answer is more defensive: “It’s the poet’s duty to make, tout 

court, and make what he can of what Andrew calls the ‘moods,’ whatever they happen to be. I 

certainly did not go down Larkin’s poem qua poem, nor did I decry or question the feelings he 

was expressing.”122 But why does Heaney in “Joy or Night” protest so vehemently against dark 

and pessimistic feelings that the poet of “Aubade” is expressing? His slightly unconvincing 

answer reminds one of Miłosz who, in August 1997, (provided O’Driscoll recorded the 
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conversation at Heaney’s accurately) also could not find counter-arguments to his opponent’s

points. 

Apart from his conviction that poets should listen both to positive and negative emotions 

during the creative process, O’Driscoll may have had another reason to take Larkin’s side. 

Regarding both the subject matter and the tone of their poetry, he and the English poet had a lot 

in common. From his first collection Kist (1982) up to the posthumously published Update: 

Poems 2011-2012, mortality is one of the central themes of O’Driscoll’s poetry. Like the English 

poet, he was often sceptical, hypochondriacal but also ironical in his writing. In her obituary, 

Eileen Battersby calls him the “Irish Philip Larkin” for his obsession with death (but she adds 

that “his art was that bit wider, his self-awareness more ironic, his humanity more forgiving”).123

In poems like “Someone,” “3 AM,” and many others, O’Driscoll reminds the reader of the 

disturbing frailty of life. One of the darkest pieces in his New and Selected Poems is entitled 

“Churchyard View: The New Estate.” In the sequence, the poet stares at the graves “like a sailor 

gazing out to sea,”124 mixing gloomy observations with black humour. Here is one section of the 

poem:

Who had a crush on the girl
six headstones away.
Who couldn’t muster
the courage.
Who wouldn’t make
the first move.125
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The image of an unsuccessful suitor buried titillatingly close to his object of desires attracts the 

poet. Black motives aerated by the right amount of irony bring Philip Larkin to mind. But it 

would be wrong to assume that the Irish poet-critic was defending “Aubade” only because he 

had a similar style as its author. O’Driscoll once described himself as “someone whose 

commentaries are informed by primary reading rather than by aesthetics and theories” and his 

direct approach to poetry should also be apparent from this thesis. In the first chapter, I discussed

O’Driscoll’s relationship to Eastern European poetry and showed that he was attracted to writers 

like Zbigniew Herbert and Miroslav Holub for their poetic style. Whether reading a dissident or 

conformist, he focused mainly on the poetry as he was loyal to his belief that “if you look after 

the language, then the politics will look after itself.”126 In the second chapter, I explained how 

enthusiastically he promoted John Ashbery in Ireland, even though he had a very different style 

of writing than the surrealist. And his position is the same regarding such a difficult and 

cheerless topic as death. As long as the poem is well-crafted and convincing, as long as it 

satisfies its readers, one should not question the ideology behind it.

Still, O’Driscoll’s affinity with Larkin might have influenced his view on “Aubade” and 

other poems dealing with death. At least, he was well attuned to Larkin’s poetry, perceiving not 

only the bleakness and pessimism but also the less audible, lighter music of his work – music 

which was overheard by Czesław Miłosz and Seamus Heaney. In 1997, O’Driscoll suggested 

that Miłosz is not able to recognize the “jovial astringency” of the English poet and elsewhere he 

added that the Pole is “stone deaf to the celebratory note which Philip Larkin secretes like a 

small yes even within his bleakest poems.”127 And his argument can be diverted to Heaney. In 

“Joy or Night,” Heaney contrasts Larkin with Samuel Beckett, pointing out that neither of them 
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“flinch[es] from the ultimate bleakness of things” but the latter then goes on to do “something 

positive with the bleakness.”128 He seems to be implying that Beckett is able to overcome his 

gloomy vision of reality by employing black humour while Larkin is deadly serious. According 

to O’Driscoll, Miłosz’s and Heaney’s reluctance to see the plurality of Larkin’s poetry limits 

their judgments. 

Their uncompromising stance towards “Aubade” is also surprising considering that their 

own poetry might not be entirely “on the side of life.” In his reviews and essays on the Polish 

poet, O’Driscoll repeatedly points out at the inconsistency between Miłosz the poet and Miłosz 

the critic. For instance, he draws attention to the fact that Miłosz was grouped with the so-called 

Catastrophists as a young man. “Faced with his less celebratory writings,” O’Driscoll writes in 

The Outnumbered Poet, “one sometimes wonders whether he had taken his own full 

philosophical measure.”129 According to the Irishman, Miłosz’s poetry is truer to life than his 

prose, which stubbornly stresses the notion that the poet must give praise.130

But what of Heaney? Do his poems reflect the strong resistance to pessimism proposed in 

his critical writing? Based on O’Driscoll’s observations in “Seamus Heaney: ‘The Biretta,’” his 

elder friend was less susceptible to despair than Czesław Miłosz. O’Driscoll included three 

essays on Heaney’s work in his prose collections, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams and The 

Outnumbered Poet, and for the purpose of this chapter, it is his analysis of “The Biretta” that 

offers the most interesting insights. In this essay, he claims that “Philip Larkinesque disillusion 

and scepticism are not [Heaney’s] style; he prefers to ‘credit’ (a favourite word) things rather 

than discredit them.”131 O’Driscoll illustrates his statement on “The Biretta,” “The Pitchfork,” 
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and “The Settle Bed,” lyrics that all come from Seeing Things, a collection affected by the death 

of Heaney’s father. Despite the sorrowful atmosphere of these poems, O’Driscoll argues the poet 

does not succumb to gloominess as it is “the adjectives that are laid on rather than the irony.”132

Heaney comes to terms with the absence of his father by focusing on objects and tools which he 

associates with his him, like the pitchfork. His accurate, detailed descriptions prove that even in 

moments of overwhelming grief, the poet does not turn against the world. 

In his essay, O’Driscoll mentions “Heaney’s emphasis on the potency of what is absent” 

and “his capacity to walk ‘round and round a space / Utterly empty, utterly a source.’”133 By 

giving so much attention to ordinary things, Heaney praises them, and he also fills the void 

caused by the loss of his loved one. O’Driscoll concludes by remarking that despite all the 

“tassel-light playfulness of language,” there is still “something sorrowing in the heart” of “The 

Biretta.”134  He, however, does not deny the fact that Heaney tries to turn his pain and disillusion 

into something positive. In The Haw Lantern (1987) and Seeing Things, Heaney deals with the

death of his parents, yet their absence does not change his approach to poetry. By crediting

ordinary things, he stays loyal to both his and Miłosz’s credo that “the ideal occupation for a poet 

is the contemplation of the word is.”135

Dennis O’Driscoll suggests Seamus Heaney is faithful to his conviction that achieved 

poetry can transform the reader regardless of its theme. But Heaney’s beliefs do not seem to be 

dependent on religion. In Stepping Stones, he argues that even if there is no afterlife and “the

infinite spaces” are “silent,”  “the human response is to say that this is not good enough, that 

                                                  
132 O’Driscoll, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, 143.
133 O’Driscoll, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, 147.
134 O’Driscoll, Troubled Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, 147.
135 O’Driscoll, Stepping Stones, 304.



48

there has to be more to it than neuter absence.”136 He values poetry not only for its healing 

power137 but also as a way to resist emptiness. In his poems, he overcomes absence by focusing 

on ordinary things, which are, by nature, bound to life. As O’Driscoll pointed out, “Heaney’s 

way of seeing things is not a way of seeing through them.”138 Such a positive approach to art 

contrasts with Philip Larkin’s scepticism. Whereas the grieving Heaney describes tools like a 

pitchfork, Larkin always sees only the end of life. 

O’Driscoll provided valuable insights about Heaney’s attitude to death, yet he rarely 

agreed with them. He believed that poets should accommodate in their poetry the variety and 

chiaroscuro of their views of the world (regardless of their bleak and pessimistic aspects) and 

they have no responsibility to appease their audience. He defended Larkin against both Heaney 

and Czesław Miłosz, for he was deeply convinced that it is wrong to condemn a poem like 

“Aubade” on the basis of its ideology or argument. Influenced by Larkin’s poetry, O’Driscoll 

also remarked that there is a lighter side even in his darkest poems which its critics, like Miłosz, 

cannot, or will not, see. Most of O’Driscoll’s responses were addressed to the Pole, but 

considering that Heaney’s and Miłosz’s objections to “Aubade” were so similar to each other, his 

arguments engage with those of his Irish friend, too. His polemic with both of these poets reveals 

flaws in their conviction that poetry should always be on the side of life.   
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Conclusion

In 2008, a seven-year-long collaboration between Seamus Heaney and Dennis O’Driscoll 

resulted in Stepping Stones, a book-length interview with the Nobel laureate. Enhanced by the 

interviewer’s exceptional knowledge of Heaney’s work, Stepping Stones has become a seminal 

work in the oeuvre of Heaney scholarship, forming the basis of my own thesis. O’Driscoll’s 

interview not only traces Heaney’s life as a poet, covering many important aspects of his work, it 

reveals a great deal about O’Driscoll’s own preferences and influences, as well. But 

while Stepping Stones presents the two Irishmen in conversation, their also exchanged their 

views indirectly, through their essays. Their unusual openness to foreign writers, for example, 

serves as point of entry to both writers’ views on the role of the poet in society. In my thesis, I 

concentrate on Heaney’s Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971-2001 and O’Driscoll’s Troubled 

Thoughts, Majestic Dreams, as well as his posthumously published The Outnumbered Poet. My 

examination follows their discussions on Eastern European poetry, American poetry, and the 

poetry of last things, subjects central both to their interview and to their essays.

My thesis illustrates how effectively O’Driscoll enlarged our understanding of Heaney 

through his prompts for clarification of Heaney’s views – especially on those poets he avoids 

discussing in his own essays. This is apparent mainly in their dialogue on Eastern Europe. While 

Heaney’s predilection for poets oppressed by totalitarian regimes has been well-documented, 

O’Driscoll’s inquiries disclose Heaney’s opinions regarding poets who did not protest against 

Communism, like Wisława Szymborska and Tadeusz Różewicz. What becomes clear throughout 

O’Driscoll’s interview is that poets who conformed to the Communist regime were less attractive 
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to Heaney than dissident poets. Not surprisingly, Heaney’s interest in Eastern European poetry 

faded after 1989, when the cause of Communist oppression disappeared. 

In their discussion of American poetry, O’Driscoll brings up John Ashbery, for he knows 

about Heaney’s long-term reservations towards the surrealist. Heaney explains that he identified 

Ashbery with the buoyant and prosperous America of the 1980s which he disliked. He also 

admits that the experimental, detached style of Ashbery does not appeal to him as much as the 

commanding voice of Robert Lowell. His distrusts of the influential Ashbery explains his 

indifference to contemporary American poetry. But O’Driscoll’s firm and subtle questioning also 

reveals that Heaney was faithful to his long-term influences: Lowell and Czesław Miłosz, who 

appears in all three chapters of this thesis. For Heaney, these poets, and Miłosz in particular, 

were authorities as it is evident from the discussion of Philip Larkin’s “Aubade.” In “Joy or 

Night,” Heaney takes up a similar position as Miłosz in “The Real and Paradigms” as he 

criticizes “Aubade” for its pessimism. Once again, Dennis O’Driscoll offers Seamus Heaney a 

different perspective on a theme that was crucial for both Irish poets.   
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