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Northern Irish poets are only too aware of the risks
involved in addressing the recent Irish "Troubles" in their
work. While most shun the temptation to respond to the
latest atrocity, for poets like Michael Longley, extreme
circumspection has its limits, too. Longley notes that a poet
would be "inhuman if he did not respond to tragic events in
his own community" (qtd. in Ormsby xvii). Then there is
the concomitant burden of maintaining private fidelity to
the whole act of poetry. Despite the risks, contemporary
Irish poets like Longley and Seamus Heaney continue to
"search for adequate words and symbols to express the
human cost of conflict" in Ireland (Peacock 62). One
particular event which provides ironic historical parallels
to the recent Irish "Troubles" is the First World War. For
Heaney and Longley the war serves as a backdrop for their
exploration of some of the sources of Northern Ireland's
recent sectarian disturbances.

In Heaney's poem "In Memoriam Francis Ledwidge"
and Longley's poem "Wounds," both poets elegize victims of
the war and, with the aid of ironic juxtaposition, examine
the conflicting loyalties that motivated over 200,000
Irishmen to serve in the British armed forces during the
Great War (Foster 471). For Heaney, the war provides an
opportunity to examine the conflict between a Nationalist/
"Celtic/Catholic mytltos" and an intrusive Anglo presence
(Parker 175).

Longley's poem, on the other hand, explores the Ulster
Protestant's ongoing identity crisis, and disturbing
parallels between the past and present violence remind us
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