Too Much “Uplift”?:  Heaney's The Cure at Troy


In Seamus Heaney's observation that his The Cure at Troy had too much "uplift" (Taplin 167) we see a playwright questioning his own play.  His lecture "The Redress of Poetry" and his Nobel lecture, Crediting Poetry,—which have been neglected in discussions of The Cure at Troy—reveal the deep taproot of Heaney's artistry.  The lectures help us understand what made him compose his version of Sophocles' Philoctetes as he did, and what led him to question it later.  This paper explores Heaney's concern that he failed to strike a persuasive balance between the negative and the positive in the play.


The choral lyrics at the end of The Cure at Troy are optimistic (McDonald 131, 133), but so too is the transformation of Philoctetes.  He goes from someone whose "self-pity" "buoys" him up (1), to a "self-healing" that is a "miracle" (77).  Taplin observes that such self-reflection is not found in Sophocles' play (146), but he does not explain Heaney's aim in developing this theme of self-reflection. Heaney has said that he lacked the "nerve" to introduce a god at the end ("Production Notes" 172), but surely Philoctetes' "self-healing" also served Heaney as a way to put "self-healing" within reach of his audience—they would not have to await the appearance of a god to heal them.  The play's uplifting plot could be their reality.  The contrast with Heiner Müller's Philoktet also shows Heaney's optimism. In a brilliant soliloquy Müller's Philoktet, as self-reflective as Heaney's Philoctetes, tries to heal himself, but fails.  He persuades himself, "swallow your hatred, your nourishment, long chewed," and do what any other man would do.  But he cannot sustain this "self-healing."  He is not another man:  "Ich war die Wunde, ich das Fleisch . . . Ich und ich und ich" ("I was the wound, I the flesh . . . I and I and I") (32).  The failure of Müller's hero's "self-healing"—he is killed because he could not be cured—accentuates the optimism in Heaney's successful "self-healing."


Heaney's "uplift"—flaw or not—is much more than a matter of taste or whim.  In "The Redress of Poetry" Heaney explains that poetry—though he would surely include his drama here as well—ought to set against harsh reality something "which has a liberating and verifying effect upon the individual spirit" (2).  In Crediting Poetry Heaney develops his notion of what is "liberating and verifying."  He speaks of being "true to life" in at least two ways (11).  First, "true to life" as a truthful representation of reality.  And second, "true to life" as a representation of what is life-giving, life-affirming.  Heaney develops this second truth: he seeks a "diamond absolute" (30) truth beyond "the quicksand of relativism" (17).  He adds that he has tried "to make space in my reckoning and imagining for the marvellous as well as for the murderous" (31).   Finally, at the end of Crediting Poetry Heaney speaks of poetry's "power to persuade that vulnerable part of our consciousness of its rightness in spite of the evidence of wrongness all around it . . . " (53).  A persuasive balancing of the "murderous" and "marvellous" will do justice to the reality of the "murderous" as well as to the "marvellous"— a "marvellous" that acknowledges the difficulty of the "murderous" even as it opposes it, a "marvellous" that is neither facile nor sentimental.


In Crediting Poetry (21-26), as in The Cure at Troy (77, 79), Heaney reminds his audience of the Troubles of Northern Ireland, where there is a need for the "marvellous" to redress the imbalance caused by the "murderous," and to do so persuasively.  Perhaps in the play his conviction that the "marvellous" had to redress the imbalance wrought by the "murderous"—one absolute truth balancing the other—led Heaney to push the limits of art too far, to an "uplift" not fully persuasive.  If so, Heaney's artistic flaw merits moral approval.
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