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Popova I. Onomatopoeic Practice and Onomatopoeic Commentary in Seamus Heaney
The article deals with sound symbolism as it was used in the poetry 
by Seamus Heaney, the most outstanding Irish poet of the late XXth – 
early XXIst centuries. It then turns to the way Heaney commented 
upon the connection between sound and meaning in his lectures, 
essays and interviews. Being based on a paper read at an international 
conference and depending on many quotations which are pointless 
unless given in the original, the article is written in English.
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After structuralist era the interest for the verse form in general 

and for the questions dealing with sound symbolism in particular has 
dramaticaly decreased. Recent investigations into the latter are indeed very 
few. No wonder that its conceptual and terminological aspects have also 
remained underdeveloped: students either give their own definitions of the 
concepts such as “onomatopoeia”, “iconicity”, “phonaestheme”, which are 
only roughly compatible with those followed by others, or, even worse, do 
not give any definitions thus making their texts just partly intelligible—only 
for readers enough sophisticated to be able to make their own guesses and 
categorizations based on the adduced examples. In the present study I will 
follow the terms and notions used by Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short who 
provide a most consistent and general system. According to that system 
“sound symbolism” is a notion referring to the whole sphere of meaningful 
sounds. “Sound symbolism” is nearly synonimic with “onomatopoeia”, 
Leech treats the two as interchangeable. Short, however, uses the notion/
term “phonaestheme”’ which is a meaningful sound cluster, smaller than a 
morpheme, whose semantics, unlike that in the cases of “onomatopoeia”, 
does not depend on the mimetic qualities of its sounds. Lesley Jeffries, 
another author who recognises and describes meaningful sound clusters, 
thinks differently, considering them as “sound symbolism” [Jeffries 2009]. 
It seems reasonable to follow both Leech and Short thus escaping the 
synonimity of terms. Then “sound symbolism” is a general notion covering 
the sphere of “onomatopoeia”—sounds imitating meaning—and the sphere 
of “phonaesthemes”—non-mimetic meaningful sounds. 
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Some “sound symbolism” students use yet another notion/term, 
“iconicity”. Introduced by the “new critics”, described and further developed 
in the more recent times by Annie Finch [Finch 1993:7–10], applied to 
analysing Seamus Heany’s verse by Jason David Hall [Hall 2009:58–59], 
the notion refers to “the way a poem’s form or its metre corresponds to, 
mimes or reinforces meaning”[Hall 2009: 120]. It is interesting to note 
that Leech uses “iconicity” very inclusively—actually in Aristotlean sense, 
discussing mimetic nature of literature [Leech 2008: 150]. The mimetic 
quality obviously makes “iconicity” synonimic to “onomatopoeia”, so 
once again trying to escape terminological ambiguity I will assume that 
“onomatopoeia” refers to the imitation of meaning by sounds proper, i.e. by 
consonants, vowels and diphthongs, and leave “iconicity” for other types 
of formal mimesis.

The sphere of “onomatopoeia”, central for the present paper, is not 
homogeneous and is subdivided into “conventional onomatopoeia” and 
“contextual onomatopoeia”. Both Leech and other students of “sound 
symbolism” agree that “conventional onomatopoeia” is based on words 
whose sounds imitate their meaning (e.g. [Jeffries 2009, Short 1996, 
Tyler 2005]). The number of such words in a language is quite limited, 
yet, being facts of language, they provide an interpretative judgment with 
objective grounds. Both Leech and others admit the danger of falling into 
subjectivity and read into the text “onomatopoeic” qualities which are not 
there. One basic and necessary condition for the existence of “contextual 
onomatopoeia”—which can also be defined as “inspired” or “impressed” 
or “context-induced” or “onomatopoeia-for-the-occasion”—is the 
presence in the context of the actual nomination of the meaning suspected 
in the sounds. In other words, potential mimetic qualities of certain sounds 
have to be switched on by the naming of the meaning they might suggest, 
without which the “onomatopoeic mechanism” does not work. Yet in other 
words, “onomatopoeia” may be said to support or enhance or make more 
striking the meaning which is expressed verbally. Some convincing cases 
of “onomatopoeic” analysis show how not only whole sounds, but also 
their separate qualities, both articulatory and acoustic, can act to support 
the verbal meaning. To do so they have to be foregrounded, usually by 
repetition of sounds as well as by other kinds of sound-patterning.

“Contextual onomatopoeia” is both more interesting—because many 
cases are unique—and more dangerous—because it can easily provoke 
reading into the text the meanings which are not there. So it is pertinent 
to pay some special attention to the notion of “phonaesthetic illusion”. 
Introduced by Walter Nash and having “its bases in phonetic reality” [Nash 
1986:13], this notion seems very useful in its legalizing of subjectivity in 
interpreting “contextual onomatopoeia”. Nash demonstrates how objective 
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phonetic qualities work to create the illusion of sound-meaning connection, 
so the illusion is in a way objectified. In fact this illusion is rather a mirage, 
the phenomenon both illusionary and reflecting something real.

Let me turn now to the study of onomatopoeia in the work of Seamus 
Heaney, the poet endowed with extraordinarily subtle ear.

Conventional onomatopoeia is present everywhere in his poetry, 
words onomatopoeic in the language occur in abundance: 

A chug and slug going on in the milking parlour 
(“Bann Valley Eclogue”, Electric Light, 2001).1

If I hadn’t heard the crow caw on my left
(“Eclogue IX, transl. from Virgil, Electic Light)

Early summer, cuckoo cuckoos...
(“Glanmore Eclogue”, Electric Light)

Little pleasant splashes
(“Clearances”, Sonnet 3, The Haw Lantern, 1987)

Of the sound of sheets in the wind: 
 ...then flapped and shook 
The fabric like a sail in a cross-wind, 
They made a dried-out undulating thwack.

(“Clearances”, Sonnet 5, lines 5–7)
Reliance on the onomatopoeic resources of the English vocabulary 

can help to establish a wider onomatopoeic image involving other words in 
the context. One example is Sonnet 8 from “Clearances”):

Deep planted and long gone, my coeval 
Chestnut from a jam jar in a hole, 
Its heft and hush become a bright nowhere, 
A soul ramifying and forever 
Silent, beyond silence listened for.

(Lines 10–14)
Hush, the word onomatopoeic in the language, is anticipated in the 

voiceless sibilant of chestnut which denotes the main object in the sonnet. 
It is also foreshadowed by the h-alliteration in hole and heft. Meaning 
an appeal for silence, hush has its meaning supported in the repetition of 
silent and silence in the final line. The recurring sibilant s here and earlier 
in soul and then in listened accumulates the effect of silence. Such cases 
of contextual or “inspired” onomatopoeia which still has its origin in a 
conventionally onomatopoeic word are of special interest, since the contact 
seem to objectify the whole onomatopoeic impression.

1 See an interesting commentary of chug and slug by Meg Tyler [Tyler 2005:57–58].
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The title poem of Heaney’s first collection Death of a Naturalist 
(1966) is famous for its onomatopoeic effects, but it is by no means listings 
that are aimed at in this paper. It is interesting to show how conventional 
onomatopoeia spreads onto the neihbouring words, thus triggering the 
mechanism of onomatopoeia contextual or “inspired”. Thus, lines 5–6 read:

Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles 
Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell.
The only conventional onomatopoeic word in these lines is gargled. 

It is worth noting though how its cluster of plosives plus l – g-gld – is 
anticipated in b-bl of bubbles and echoed in d-l-k-tl of delicately and bl-b-
tl of bluebottles. The important phonetic features of the consonants of the 
objectively onomatopoeic word are “infecting” its sound-meaning match 
onto the neighbours, thus enhancing the frightening “gargling” effect of 
the picture.

Later in the poem the conventionally onomatopoeic word croaking in 
the same way infects with its croaking sound the words containing kr-k and 
the voiced counterpart of the latter, g:

Then one hot day when fields were rank 
With cowdung in the grass the angry frogs 
Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through hedges 
To a coarse croaking that I had not heard 
Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus. 
Right down the dam gross-bellied frogs were cocked...

(Lines 22–27)
At last, slap and plop in line 29, the second of which is undoubtfully 

onomatopoeic, again spread their meaning-imitating quality onto the 
neighbouring hopped, sat, poised, blunt. Here it is the combination of the 
plosives p, t, d with s/z and l which is repeated and does the trick. The 
vowels in this case also seem to come into play: o, ae, a are short and seem 
rather sharp—like a slap. A slap on the face is what the young naturalist 
gets when he sees the violent ugliness of nature. 

The final seven lines of the poem accumulate one-syllable words 
(about forty nouns, adjectives, verbs and verbals as compared with twenty 
in the first seven lines; apart from the number, in the first seven lines long 
vowels and diphthongs predominate even in monosyllabic words, while 
in the final lines the vowels are short). The two-syllable words are few 
and together with one compound, against the background of short words, 
they build up a clear leitmotif: gross-bellied, obscene, grenades, farting, 
sickened, gathered, vengeance. (Cf. Leech’s analysis of Dylan Thomas’s 
“This bread I break” [Leech 2008:31–32]).

Let me now consider another interesting “onomatopoeic” case from a 
later collection The Spirit Level (1996). Its opening poem “The Rain Stick” 
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shows the poet’s involvement with sounds which is not lesser than in his 
younger days. The title image—that of a rain stick (a kind of a tube or a 
cylindrical box, here apparently made from a cactus stalk, filled with dry 
seeds which, when upturned, give an auditory illusion of shower or rain)—
prepares the reader for onomatopoeic effects. Indeed, the poem seems to 
have been written just to celebrate the beauty for beauty’s sake. Within the 
context, k-k-k of a cactus stalk can suggest rain. So can s-sh-s-sh in sluice-
rush, spillage and backwash. And then sh-k in shake and the recurring 
combination s-sh-k obviously imitate different kinds of rain:

... all its scales 
Like a gutter stopping trickling. And now here comes 
A sprinkle of drops out of the freshened leaves...

(Lines 7–9)
The combinations of tl-ltl-glt-dzl and st-ths in the two following lines 

sustain the phonaesthetic illusion:
Then subtle little wets off grass and daisies; 
Then glitter-drizzle, almost breaths of air.
Inside the phonaesthetic illusion the consonants do remind the rain, 

now beating on hard surfaces, now rustling in leaves and grass. Together 
with the consonants the high-pitched short vowel i in little and glitter-drizzle 
is also suggestive of rain as a staccato. Being inside the illusion we find it 
not easy to decide whether drizzle is not a conventionally onomatopoeic 
word and whether its high-pitched i is not opposed to the lower-pitched 
vowel in drop. Needless to say, similar questions can be asked about a great 
many cases dealing with “sound symbolism”.

To conclude the analysis of “The Rain Stick”: interestingly, the 
phonaesthetic illusion created by the sounds of the poem echoes its subject-
matter, the poem dealing with illusion, the rain stick making the illusion of rain.

Examples of similar kinds can be multiplied: Heaney’s poetry gives 
plenty of material for analysing both onomatopoeia and sound symbolism 
as a whole.

«How did this occur to you—the idea that the sounds of words (‹My 
mouth holds round / the soft blastings, / Toome, Toome’) could be matter 
as well as means for poetry?” (Stepping Stones 124). This is a question 
asked by Dennis O’Driscoll in one of his interviews with Seamus Heaney 
[O’Driscoll 2008]. Indeed, onomatopoeic commentary makes a significant, 
even if not very large, part of Heaney’s ars poetica. More than that, this 
commentary occurs not only in his prose and criticism, but also in his po-
etry. In the latter the highest concentration of the comments is found in the 
Wintering Out collection (1972) about which O’Driscoll is speaking in the 
above question. He quotes from the poem “Toome”. In his answer Heaney 
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quotes from another poem from Wintering Out, “Anahorish”: “‘Anahorish, 
soft gradient / of consonant, vowel-meadow’ and so on” (ib. 125) The poem 
then continues:

after-image of lamps 
swung through the yards 
on winter evenings.

(Lines 9–11)
The original auditory image obviously develops into a visual one, 

together they awaken the place-name’s synaesthetic potential.
It is no accident that the two mentioned cases deal with place-names 

being borrowed from what Heaney calls “place poems”. The subject 
deserves a special vast commentary, but let me for the purposes of the 
present paper confine myself with Heaney’s description of those poems 
as “etymological day-dreams of sorts, playing with the fit between place 
and name, responses to having been born in what John Montague called 
the ‘primal Gaeltacht’. They harked back to the Irish language underlay...” 
[O’Driscoll 2008:124].

One of the best illustrations of that “etymological day-dreaming” as 
well as of the search for the onomatopoeic potential of a place-name, i.e. of 
“the fit between place and name”, is “A New Song” from Wintering Out:

I met a girl from Derrygarve 
And the name, a lost potent musk, 
Recalled the river’s long swerve, 
A kingfisher’s blue bolt at dusk 
 
And stepping stones like black molars 
Sunk in the ford, the shifty glaze 
Of the whirlpool, the Moyola 
Pleasuring beneath alder trees. 
 
And Derrygarve, I thought, was just 
Vanished music, twilit water, 
A smooth libation of the past 
Poured by this chance vestal daughter. 
 
But now our river tongues must rise 
From licking deep in native haunts 
To flood, with vowelling embrace, 
Demesnes staked out in consonants.

(Lines 1–16)
“A lost potent musk”, “vanished music”, “a smooth libation of the 

past” together with the last quoted stanza allude to “the Irish language 
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underlay”. So does the comparison of the abrupt rain stopping with the 
final consonant in the place-name Broagh:

...its low tattoo  
…...................... 
 
ended almost 
suddenly, like that last 
gh the strangers found 
difficult to manage.

(“Broagh” lines 10, 13–16)
And so does the use of the phonetic term guttural—actually 

describing the sound gh — as an epithet for the Irish muse, creating a 
symbolic auditory image of poetry in Irish:

Our guttural muse 
Was bulled long ago 
by the alliterative tradition, 
 
her uvula grows 
vestigal, forgotten...

(“Traditions” lines 1–5)
In his 1974 lecture, later turned into the essay “Feeling into Words” 

Heaney describes the Northern Ireland accent: “It is true that the Ulster 
accent is generally a staccato consonantal one. Our tongue strikes the 
tangent of the consonant rather more than it rolls the circle of the vowel... 
It is energetic, angular, hard-edged...” (Preoccupations 45). Earlier in the 
same context he speaks of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s influence on his early 
verses describing the latter as “the bumpy alliterating music, the reporting 
sounds and ricochetting consonants typical of Hopkins’s verse” (ib. 44). 
He then speculates on the cause of the influence and makes a striking 
assumption: “Looking back on it, I believe there was a connection, not 
obvious at the time but, on reflection, real enough, between the heavily 
accented consonantal noise of Hopkins’s poetic voice, and the peculiar 
regional characteristics of a Northern Ireland accent. <...>and it may be 
because of this affinity between my dialect and Hopkins’s oddity that those 
first verses turned out as they did.” (ib. 44–45).

Another poet whose verse Heaney hears and describes as “consonantal” 
is his older contemporary Ted Hughes: ‘Like the art of Gawain, Hughes’s 
art is one of clear outline and inner richness. His diction is consonantal, and 
it snicks through the air like an efficient blade, making and carving out fast 
definite shapes <...>

“Hughes’s vigour has much to do with the matter of consonants that 
take the measure of his vowels like calipers, or stud the line like rivets.” 
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(“Englands of the Mind”, Preoccupations 154). Hughes’s consonantal 
verses though, unlike Hopkins’s, find in Heaney’s ars poetica a non-Irish 
kinship: “His consonants are the Norsemen, the Normans, the Roundheads 
in the world of his vocables, hacking and hedging and hammering down 
the abundance and luxury and possible lasciviousness of the vowels.” 
(ib.). Discussing Hughes’s poem “Thistles” Heaney remarks that “Hughes 
himself imagines the thistles as images of a fundamental speech, uttering 
itself in gutturals from behind the sloped arms of consonants <...> The 
gutturals of dialects, which Hughes here connects with the Nordic stratum 
of English speech, he pronounces in another place to be the germinal secret 
of his own voice.” (ib. 155–56).

Thus, the consonantal quality is apprehended by Heaney in his own 
early verse as well as in the verse of Gerard Manley Hopkins and Ted 
Hughes. It is characteristic of whole languages—or, rather, dialects such 
as the Ulster and “the Nordic stratum of English speech”. In the passages 
quoted above its onomatopoeic associations are described as vigorous and 
energetic, angular, sharp like a blade and opposed to “luxury and possible 
lasciviousness of the vowels”. Similar comparisons are found in the poem 
“Viking Dublin: Trial Pieces” from the North collection (1975):

Like a long sword 
sheathed in its moisting 
burial clays, 
the keel stuck fast 
 
in the slip of the bank, 
its clinker-built hull 
spined and plosive 
as Dublin.

(Lines 33–40)
 Accents and words or phrases of other languages, non-native for 

Heaney, beautifully and richly reveal their onomatopoeic potential in his 
poetic pieces:

‘The wool trade’—the phrase 
Rambled warm as a fleece 
 
Out of his hoard. 
To shear, to bale and bleach and card 
 
Unwound from the spools 
Of his vowels 
 
And square-set men in tunics 
Who plied soft names like Bruges 



159

 
In their talk, merchants 
Back from the Netherlands...

(Wintering Out, “The Wool Trade “lines 1–10)
Or, in his translation from Dante’s Inferno:
Pisa! Pisa, your sounds are like a hiss 
Sizzling in our country’s grassy language.

(Field Work, 1979, “Ugolino” lines 95–96)
In the title poem of the Seeing Things collection (1991) the Latin 

word claritas stands for the impression, actually for what Hopkins and 
after him Heaney call “instress” of a bas-relief in sunlight:

Claritas. The dry-eyed Latin word 
Is perfect for the carved stone of the water 
Where Jesus stands up to his unwet knees 
And John the Baptist pours out more water 
Over his head: all this in bright sunlight 
On the facade of a cathedral.

(“Seeing Things”, II lines 1–6)
In making his “place poems” in Wintering Out  Heaney was thinking 

of “the fit between place and name”, here he shows the possibility of the 
same kind of fit between an image and the word which sums it up.

The ignorance of a language whose poetry Heaney admires in 
translation is defied by imagination. In a witty conceit the poet-as-reader 
compares himself with a deaf phonetician who, putting his hand on a 
speaker’s head, still can recognize “which diphthong and which vowel”. 
By a similar metaphoric procedure the poet-reader can imagine “the 
steadfast Russian of Osip Mandelstam”, giving in steadfast an embryo of 
onomatopoeic description (The Spirit Level, 1996, “M”).

Match between the sounds of a word and its meaning or, at least, its 
associative field can be established by the work of imagination and, as a 
result, be altogether esoteric—in fact, a kind of a phonaesthetic illusion. This 
illusion, however, can be reflected upon, its sources grasped and explained. 
Thus, Heaney’s talk on the BBC Radio 4 in 1978, later the first part of the 
essay “Mossbawn”, begins as follows: “I would begin with the Greek word, 
omphalos, meaning the navel, and hence the stone that marked the centre 
of the world, and repeat it, omphalos, omphalos, omphalos, until its blunt 
and falling music becomes the music of somebody plumping water at the 
plump outside our back door. It is Co.Derry in the early 1940s. <...> The 
horses came home to it in those first lengthening evenings of spring, and in 
a single draught emptied one bucket and then another as the man pumped 
and pumped, the plunger slugging up and down, omaphalos, omaphalos, 
omaphalos.” (Preoccupations 17). What seems at first a purely personal 
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association between a Greek word and a picture of Irish countryside in the 
poet’s childhood, then becomes objectified through the analogy between 
the sounds of the word and the sounds made by the pump, the latter —like 
omaphalos—marking in its own way the centre of the world.

A similar work of imagination is described in connection with the 
poem “Undine”. Triggered by the sound of the title word it then reaches 
through its associations, both “primitive and civilized”, towards wholeness 
of a thought. That thought provides “a field of force” and calls up other 
images resulting in the poem about “a cold girl who got... a soul through 
the experience of physical love.” Clarifying the process of poetry in the 
making, Heaney’s story of “Undine” also dwells on a few onomatopoeic 
stages of the imagination. First, “it was the dark pool of the sound of the 
word”; then that “dark pool” got enriched by the etymology and meaning—
the stage at which a poem could already come into being:”Unda, a wave, 
undine, a water-woman—a litany of undines would have ebb and flow, 
water and woman, wave and tide, fulfilment and exhaustion in its very 
rhythms.” Then, a more precise definition of the word which he came 
across in some dictionary awoke an early memory of a man cleaning a 
drain between fields and the image of “the way the water began to run 
free, rinse itself clean of the soluble mud and make its own little channels 
and currents. And this image was gathered into a more conscious reading 
of the myth as being about the liberating, humanizing effect of sexual 
encounter.”(Preoccupations 52–53). Not exactly onomatopoeic, the 
connection of the full meaning of undine with liberated water is interesting 
within the context of Heaney’s poetry as a whole, his poems about rivers 
and rains being many and various.

Apart from the rains and showers in the poems “Broagh” and “The 
Rain Stick” already mentioned above, there is the early “Gifts of Rain” 
(Wintering Out)introducing the river Moyola with the reference to the 
sounds of its water (“guttural”) and its name (“through vowels”):

The tawny guttural water 
spells itself: Moyola 
in its own score and consort, 
 
bedding the locale 
in the utterance, 
reed music, an old chanter 
 
breathing its mists 
through vowels and history.

(Lines 51–58)
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The meaning of “through vowel and history” seems to be clarified 
over thirty years later in the poem “Moyulla” from the recent collection 
District and Circle (2006):

...as if her name 
and addressing water 
  
suffered muddying, 
her clear vowels 
 
a great vowel shift, 
Moyola to Moyulla.

(Lines 19–24)
It is no accident that in discussing Wordsworth Heaney dwells on “the 

beautiful conception of the River Derwent as tutor of his poetic ear.” (“The 
Making of a Music”, Preoccupations 69). He adds that “in that original 
cluster of sound and image which Wordsworth divines at the roots of his 
poetic voice—a river streaming hypnotically in the background, a stilled 
listener hovering between waking and dreaming—in this cluster of sound 
and image we find prefigured other moments which were definitive in his 
life as a poet and which found definition in his distinctive music.” (ib. 70)

To return to Heaney’s acute feeling of the fit between name and 
object. In Wordsworth, commenting upon the skating passage in The 
Prelude, he mentions “the exhilaration of the skating, the vitality of the 
verbs, ‘gleaming’, ‘sweeping’, ‘spinning’, ‘wheeling’, the narrative push, 
the cheerfulness...”(ib. 67). Concerning another Wordsworth’s piece he 
speaks of “the power and dream in the line ‘Rolled round in earth’s diurnal 
course’...” (ib.).

He is more precise and concrete when in his 1974 lecture on Hopkins, 
later the essay “The Fire i’ the Flint”, he compares the line by Hopkins 
“Warm-laid grave of a womb-life grey” with the second line of Keats’s 
“Ode to Autumn”  “Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun” and puts 
forward the following commentary: “Both lines rely on the amplitude of 
vowels for their dream of benign, blood-warm growth, but where Keats’s 
vowels seem like nubs, buds off a single uh or oo, yeasty growths that 
are ready at any moment to relapse back into the original mother sound, 
Hopkins’s are defined, held apart, and in relation to one another rather than 
in relation to the original nub: if they are full they are also faceted. Hopkins’s 
consonants alliterate to maintain a design whereas Keats’s release a flow. 
<...> in spite of the astounding richness of his <Hopkins’s> music and the 
mimetic power of his vocabulary, his use of language is disciplined by a 
philological and rhetorical passion.”(Preoccupations 85).
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The use of language disciplined by a rhetorical passion was 
characterised in the Ancient Rome by the word claritas. It is utter clarity and 
philological passion combined with poetic imagination that are particularly 
striking in Heaney’s evaluation of Geoffrey Hill’s feeling for words: 
“There is in Hill something of Stephen Dedalus’s hyperconsciousness 
of words as physical sensations, as sounds to be plumbed, as weights on 
the tongue. Words in his poetry fall slowly and singly, like molten solder, 
and accumulate to a dull glowing nub. I imagine Hill as indulging in a 
morose linguistic delectation, dwelling on the potential of each word with 
much the same slow relish as Leopold Bloom dwells on the thought of his 
kidney.”(“Englands of the Mind” Preoccupations 60).

Linguistic terms such as guttural or plosive in Heaney’s “phonetic” 
poems are used figuratively or as epithets. He also can intuitively evaluate 
a vowel as “black” (‘...the black O / in Broagh...”—“Broagh”, Wintering 
Out) or “slender” (the “slender vowel” of the word “wife” in “The Skunk”, 
Field Work). Still, I think, his onomatopoeic commentaries are at their best 
when they combine the philologist’s learnedness and linguistic precision 
with the poet’s subtlety and insight. To add to the examples quoted above, 
the mentioned qualities are particularly strong and vivid when he analyses 
short pieces, sometimes single lines from his favourite poets. Such is his 
study of Hughes’s “The Thought Fox” and “Fern”. He writes of “a hush 
achieved by the quelling, battening-down action of the m’s and d’s and 
t’s...”, of the thing “characteristically fluid and vowelling and sibilant...”, 
of ‘a presence that is granted its full vowel music as its epiphany...”, of 
“the shooting monosyllabic consonantal bolts in the last stanza...”, of “the 
frosty grip of those f’s” which “thaws out...”(“Englands of the Mind”, 
Preoccupations 154–55).

The three dots or suspension points might well conclude this paper 
since its subject is by no means exhausted and awaits further investigation. 
Yet there is one later piece by Heaney to which I owe the very idea of 
studying onomatopoeia in his works. It is his essay “On Ted Hughes’s 
‘Littleblood’” (1999). The onomatopoeic commentary here is of a rather 
unusual kind. Heaney dwells upon the line “Eating the medical earth” 
and speaks of what is in fact his striking phonaesthetic illusion. The 
latter depends on the memory of how Hughes read it: “...Ted always read 
it with particular delicacy and intensity, articulating the t of ‘eating’ and 
the d and hard c of ‘medical’ so finely and distinctly they were like the 
small twig-bones of a bird’s skeleton, a robin’s, say, since it was a robin’s 
breast I glimpsed—and the poem’s mention of a linnet has not dislodged 
the image—when my mind’s eye first blinked at the sight and sound of 
Littleblood, the name.
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Littleblood, the name, only the name... <...> ...a poem where the lyric 
tremor of a proper name releases forces well below the surface.” (Finders 
Keepers 408).

When a poet is writing on another poet he is often writing about 
himself.
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И.Ю. Попова 
Москва, МГУ имени М.В. Ломоносова

Ономатопоэтическая практика и ономатопоэтический ком-
ментарий у Шеймаса Хини

Статья посвящена звуковому символизму в поэзии Шеймаса 
Хини, выдающегося ирландского поэта конца ХХ – начала ХХI 
веков. В ней также рассматривается то, как Хини комментиро-
вал связь между звуком и смыслом в лекциях, эссе и интервью. 
Основанная на докладе, сделанном на международной конфе-
ренции и включающая много цитат, которые давать в переводе 
бессмысленно, статья написана по-английски.

Ключевые слова: ономатопея, поэзия, звук, смысл.


