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BEARING WITNESS TO THE BODY: MEDBH MCGUCKIAN’S THE 
FLOWER MASTER AND PAUL MULDOON’S QUOOF 

By Tara McEvoy 

 

You are always hungry, not made 
For prison; you have no handwriting 
Because you never write. Yours is the readership 
Of the rough places where I make 
My sweet refusals of you, your 
Natural violence.1    

In this, the second stanza of ‘The Theatre’, Medbh McGuckian offers her most direct engagement with 
the political context out of which her 1982 collection, The Flower Master, arises, citing the themes of 
the body, textuality and incarceration that haunt volume as a whole. On a formal level, the poem’s 
stanzas, like the subject’s body, waste away, ebbing towards a penultimate or final line noticeably 
shorter than those that precede it. In describing the addressee as ‘not made / For prison’ (emphasis 
added), McGuckian also draws attention to the addressee’s existence as a poetic construction, a link 
made more explicit by the lines in the following stanza:  

My poems might have perished. Would  
They even last as long  
As the sun’s burn on your arm? (Flower Master, p. 46).   
 

Such deliberate associations between poem and body are forged with regularity in The Flower Master, 
a collection which, I shall argue, trades only to an extent in ‘sweet refusals’ of external violence. By 
comparison, the 1983 collection Quoof by McGuckian’s contemporary Paul Muldoon, which I shall 
analyse alongside The Flower Master, is troubled by similar anxieties surrounding physicality and 
disintegration, both poetic and bodily. In idiosyncratic and provocative ways, each collection speaks to 
its historical moment, grappling with questions of what political agency poetry might have and of how 
writers might seek to represent violence.   

The body, particularly the abject body as the ‘taboo object’ which ‘provokes fear, disgust, and 
fascination’, as Scott Brewster citing Julia Kristeva has argued, presents a ‘scattered materiality [that] 
demands our attachment even as it provokes loathing’, and, further 

provokes a crisis of witnessing, or, rather, it stages the act of witnessing in or amidst crisis: it 
marks a struggle between traumatised articulation and muteness, between the ethical 
responsibility to testify and an aversion to the exploitative, even pornographic, exposure of 
suffering and privation.2 

Such a ‘crisis of witnessing’ has proven to be an animating force behind the work of McGuckian and 
Muldoon. They each register an ‘epistemological confusion’ and ‘an apprehension of the partiality—
the fictionality—of meaning’, in Elmer Kennedy-Andrews’ terms.3 Both deliberately employ stylistic 
obliquity as a strategy to reflect and arouse suspicion about poetry’s representative or redemptive 
capabilities. Yet this much-examined obliquity may also represent an enactment of ‘traumatised 
articulation’. 



Written at the height of Northern Ireland’s conflict and in the direct aftermath of the 1981 Maze 
Prison hunger strike (which claimed the lives of ten Republican prisoners), The Flower Master and 
Quoof respond in distinct and complex ways to a context in which ‘the body’, in political discourse, 
‘[had become] a text in the absence of any other means of communication’.4 On a symbolic level, Joseph 
Ruane and Jennifer Todd note, ‘[t]he struggle between prisoners and warders, republicans and British 
state, [...] was fought out on the prisoners’ emaciated bodies’.5 In a more literal sense, the body became 
a textual receptacle as forbidden communiqués, written on cigarette papers, were smuggled in and out 
of the prison in the bodily cavities of prisoners.6 Perhaps it is unsurprising, given this political backdrop, 
that McGuckian and Muldoon’s collections should explore the intersection between corporeality and 
textuality, composition and consumption, finally questioning poetry’s value as a form of intellectual or 
imaginative sustenance.  

Specifically discussing McGuckian’s poetic obliquity in relation to the hunger strike, Shane Alcobia-
Murphy suggests that the poet’s early writing is marked by a profound ‘confusion [over] what 
constituted an appropriate response’ towards her historical moment.7 This anxiety is implicitly 
addressed in The Flower Master as the speaker in ‘The Gardener’ looks to art as a form of refuge, 
imagining the possibility of ‘Revolv[ing] the classics in the bookcase’ until ‘born again’ into a ‘warless 
world’ (Flower Master, p. 49), while the protagonist of ‘The Swing’ laments, ‘Looking at what is most 
important / Leaves me blind’ (Flower Master, p. 31). Yet if The Flower Master does not immediately 
appear to explicitly address the Northern Irish Troubles, the turbulent social and political milieu of early 
1980s Northern Ireland invades its poems.  

The collection is largely (and often productively) read as chiefly concerned with domestic 
experience. Leontia Flynn rightly warns against interpretation of this experience as ‘a natural extension 
of the author’s femininity’, reminding readers to exercise vigilance in approaching The Flower Master 
as an ‘artistic exploration of the subject’.8 This artistic exploration of the private sphere cannot be 
divorced from the political. One only has to refer to the words of the speaker in ‘Slips’ (‘My childhood 
is preserved as a nation’s history’) to recognise that social commentary is, in McGuckian’s work, 
embedded in a focus on the individual (Flower Master, p. 21). Correspondingly, notes Clair Wills, for 
McGuckian all political action is mediated through ‘the prism of subjective experience’, with ‘the 
response to the events surrounding the hunger strikes’ and the broader Troubles rendered ‘inseparable 
from [her] understanding of personal experience’.9 Thomas Docherty, too, has noted that the political 
charge to McGuckian’s work is found ‘under a symbolism of domesticity’, isolating ‘Admiring the 
Furs’ as an example of a poem that ‘gets too close to the political situation for comfort’, in which ‘the 
check-point is a boundary which serves to cover the presence of pain, that pain which is the wounding 
of Ireland’.10 

If symbolic boundaries (architectural and bodily) loom large in the poet’s consciousness, so too does 
the theme of entrapment. Peggy O’Brien has commented on the number of McGuckian’s poems that 
‘occur within confined spaces, rooms, her house, her walled garden’.11 Here, as elsewhere, motifs of 
domestic imprisonment speak to the theme of imprisonment in a wider sense. In The Flower Master, a 
bed is transformed into a ‘linen prison’ (Flower Master, p. 18), the mental space of dreaming becomes 
a ‘dark cage’, a speaker laments the ‘plotted holes’ of their days (Flower Master, p. 47), another finds 
‘the suggestion of a neighbourhood / beyond the grave’ oppressive (Flower Master, p. 39). 

Many critics have drawn attention to the ways in which a chronological reading of The Flower 
Master’s poems yields a narrative of ‘anticipation of the stages of life’s harvest to come’12 as ‘the theme 
of pubescence give[s] way to heterosexual union and maternity’.13 This narrative is, however, tempered 
with recognition of the cycle of loss involved in ‘life’s harvest’. On one hand a book about awakenings, 



the collection is also necessarily sensitive to the possibility of disintegration. ‘When the end of summer 
comes,’ writes McGuckian, ‘it is / A season by itself’ (Flower Master, p. 22). She presents to readers 
further images of degeneration: ‘the frequent death of distant suns’ (Flower Master, p. 28); damp which 
gathers ‘like milk-tooth decay’ (Flower Master, p. 18). Through these and a host of analogous motifs, 
McGuckian begins to establish a way in which to fill the void created by the ‘crisis of witnessing’ the 
escalating violence in Northern Ireland; its abject bodies.  

Yet the act of witnessing is one that McGuckian does not entirely forgo. ‘Nearly every poem’, the 
poet has claimed, ‘has some small, secret message within it’, and ‘The Swing’ appears to be one such 
poem. 14 In it, McGuckian, through use of metaphor, testifies to her troubled political environment. The 
poem’s speaker proclaims ‘It’s been quite a year for strange weather’, in what may be read as a 
commentary on the strange political weather of 1981—particularly given that a later poem in Captain 
Lavender is titled ‘Dividing the Political Temperature’ (Flower Master, p. 31). In the following line, 
the year is characterised as spanning ‘speedy March to slow September’, a time-frame approximately 
comparable with that of the hunger strike, which took place over the period 1 March 1981–3 October 
1981, with 20 August the date on which the last prisoner died on strike. The adjectives attached to the 
months in ‘The Swing’, then, may be read as a reflection on temporal relativity in the face of a protracted 
demise, as the speaker later imagines a death, ‘smiling of exhaustion’. The drought which leaves 
‘firemen sleepless’ seems significant as it contains the threat of famine. The speaker, with their ‘watered 
/ body’, is defined in a position of privilege in relation to the conditions by which they are surrounded, 
and hopes for a ‘mission / Trouble free’. Just as the women of ‘The Seed-Picture’ ‘sigh for liberation’, 
a similar drive is vocalised here (Flower Master, p. 23).  

A plainer approach to the abject body is taken in ‘The Sun-Trap’, where the poet calls to mind the 
figure of a deceased relative: 

You find it odd I should resurrect him 
 
Just when I seemed 
To be losing the urge to discuss him? 
My wholesome curiosity in corpses? (Flower Master, p. 24) 

‘Fossils’, too, marks a resurrection of the dead body—a return to an apparently suppressed ‘curiosity in 
corpses’—as McGuckian establishes a poetic dialogue with the bog poems of Seamus Heaney’s North, 
notably ‘Strange Fruit’.15 In a compelling reading of ‘Strange Fruit’, its relationship to P.V. Glob’s 
photograph of the bog-preserved head of a decapitated girl from Roum, and the process of its 
composition, Gail McConnell remarks: ‘There is a tour guide quality to [the poem’s] first sentence and 
“exhibition”’.16 Where Heaney’s opening line instructs readers ‘Here is the girl’s head’,17 there is a 
tonal echo in the beginning of McGuckian’s ‘Fossils’: ‘This is in fact our only record of […] these 
maturing / Soft-bodied males’ (Flower Master, p. 37). Yet while the figure who surfaces from the bog 
in ‘Strange Fruit’ is figured in terms of her petrification, a ‘perishable treasure’ and a ‘leathery beauty’, 
McGuckian’s fossilised corpses, contrastingly, are ‘Soft-bodied’, a description which seemingly jars 
with their classification as fossils. In fact, while Heaney appeals to his reader to ‘let the air at’ the 
preserved female corpse, the corpses in McGuckian’s poem are almost unflinchingly resistant to the 
possibility of decomposition, with ‘no oxygen / fuelling the cells of their decay’. Paradoxically, it is 
‘As if they had found a breathing’.  

McConnell argues that ‘the reverential gaze first invoked’ by ‘Strange Fruit’ is ‘made subject to 
critique by the very subject of the poem […] who, though sightless, sees’; that Heaney’s representation 



of the girl’s head is ‘an act of identification as well as self-conscious Othering’; and that, ultimately, 
Heaney succeeds in ‘foreground[ing] and unsettl[ing] the politics of […] the wish to behold’.18 If 
Heaney, then, might be said to invest his subject with a kind of radical agency to challenge poetic 
authority—we leave her ‘outstaring / What had begun to feel like reverence’—McGuckian achieves the 
same ends, albeit by different means. In Heaney’s poem, the subject’s gaze is characterised in response 
to that of the observer; the gaze of the bog body is a mirror for the gaze of the poet; her eyeholes are 
‘blank as pools in the old workings’. McGuckian’s fossils, on the other hand, are not only able to see 
but are actually cognisant of their surrounding conditions, perceiving ‘no cause for change’ as they 
‘encounter no change’. 

The last line of ‘Fossils’, like that of ‘Strange Fruit’, explores the idea of the corpse’s gaze. ‘Under 
our straightened gaze’, writes McGuckian, ‘their rounding eyes’. If the reader is invited to survey the 
fossils in the first line, the last line, too, implicates us, along with the poet, in the act of looking upon 
the abject body, through use of the pronoun ‘our’. The gaze of the fossils in the present continuous (like 
Heaney’s ‘outstaring’) affords the subjects a power to challenge the representational power of the poet. 
Not simply a reflection of the speaker’s gaze, the subjects’ gaze is drastically reconfigured: their eyes 
are ‘rounding’, while the gaze of onlookers is ‘straightened’. To consider the poem, and in particular 
this last line, in the context of the collection as a whole is to become aware of a possible socio-political 
resonance: ‘our straightened gaze’ is also the gaze we might train on a television set, a news report, 
forcing ourselves not to look away. As for the ‘rounding eyes’ of the poem’s subjects, they call to mind 
the sunken eye sockets and bulging eyes of an emaciated body. The tense of the gerund here suggests 
that the rounding eyes are, in fact, rounding before us. 

Heaney’s invocation of Diodorus Siculus’ ‘gradual ease’ in witnessing the abject body may be 
intended as a warning to readers against lapsing into easy consumption of ‘Strange Fruit’, as well as 
marking the speaker’s recognition of his complicity in this ‘gradual ease’, a self-indictment. Yet 
nowhere in ‘Fossils’ does McGuckian allow the reader a sense of security or ease. The bodies of the 
bog poems in North gain poetic interest, ‘come to life’, so to speak, through their placement in a 
historical continuum of violence spanning from Iron Age Denmark to 1970s Northern Ireland. 
McGuckian’s fossils, however, appear never to have died in the first place, their bodies decontextualised 
from the circumstances of their lives or deaths. This poetic strategy renders the uncanniness of the dead 
body inescapable. In a collection that is, I have attempted to suggest, hallmarked by disintegration, the 
representation of the subjects of ‘Fossils’ creates a tension whereby the dead appear filled with vitality, 
while the living (like the starving subject of ‘The Theatre’) are figured in terms of their proximity to 
death. 

Investing her subjects with a radical agency is just one strategy McGuckian employs to test the limits 
of her medium, as she also engages in an insistent questioning of the value inherent in poetry. ‘Next 
Day Hill’, for example, sees poems ‘thicken[ing]’ in a desk, congealing, of no use to their creator or 
any wider readership (Flower Master, p. 42). ‘A kind of mist’ is evoked at the end of the poem, 
‘wedg[ing] itself […] beyond the reach of the mirror’ (Flower Master, p. 43).19 If poetry can be said to 
act as a kind of mirror for experience, in gesturing towards those things which lie beyond poetry’s reach, 
McGuckian reveals a cynicism towards its representational power. For the poet, the difficulty in bearing 
witness to experience is twofold: it arises from an awareness of her medium’s limitations as much as 
from a position of ethical sensitivity—indeed, this awareness and its influence on her practice amounts 
to an ethics of its own. 

Such concerns are elaborated upon by Paul Muldoon in his fourth collection Quoof, a collection 
infected with a ‘sickness’, writes Wills, ‘which is in part the violence and brutality in Northern Ireland’, 



a sickness, ‘represented above all in physical terms’. The effect of such representations, she argues, is 
to facilitate an exploration of ‘the individual’s confinement within the body’, where ‘the insistent 
emphasis on bodies and body parts has to do with entrapment in a very specific sense—with 
imprisonment and with the spectacle of the body being enacted in Northern Irish prisons’.20 Analysing 
Muldoon’s imagery, Wills argues that, in Quoof, entrapment—whether physical imprisonment within 
one’s body, incarceration within the confines of an institution, or the state of imprisonment constituted 
by living in the stasis of a fractured society—precipitates illness.  

This paradigm, equally, may be discerned in Muldoon’s use of form throughout the collection. Elmer 
Kennedy-Andrews has remarked that the long poem ‘The More a Man Has the More a Man Wants’ is 
‘organised in [a] perversely constrained and authoritarian shape’, structured, as it is, in 49 sonnets.21  
This analysis is evidently applicable to much of the wider collection also, as the sonnet is, by a wide 
margin, the form most frequently employed therein. Declaring the form ‘synecdoche for a cultural 
tradition’, Alan Gillis celebrates Muldoon’s ‘deft skill in perpetually warping the form, while fitting it, 
build[ing] into a deeply sustained examination of pre-given structures and identitarian grids’.22 In other 
words, while Muldoon relies upon the sonnet as a structuring device, he also realises and manipulates 
the limitations of the form: the capacity of the sonnet to act as a formal ‘prison’, paralleling the way in 
which, for the hunger strikers, ‘perfect confinement turned out to be a seedbed for bodily resistance’.23 
The pressure exerted on poems through their ‘entrapment’ eventually contributes to their mutation and 
distortion, as Muldoon disrupts the regularity of the line across poems, destabilises rhyme schemes and 
squeezes multiple sonnets into one poem.  

Just as the poet is simultaneously compelled to bear witness to the atrocities he experiences and is 
unable or unwilling to fully metabolise them, so a tension is created as the sonnet, force-fed a series of 
unpalatable images, appears unable to digest them. It is by exploiting this tension that Muldoon manages 
to evince his ‘self-conscious awareness of poetry’s complicity with barbarism’, to implicate poetry in 
the cycle of violence it documents, to recognise, as the speaker does in the collection’s title poem, that 
a word may be ‘laid between [people] like a sword’.24 

The significance of the theme of entrapment to the collection is established in its first poem, with its 
incantatory rhythms and the repetition found in lines such as, ‘Beyond this concrete wall is a wall of 
concrete’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 106). In ‘Gathering Mushrooms’, a drug trip prompts a 
hallucination of a talking horse who provides, suggests John Goodby, ‘an appeal for support for the 
Republican cause on behalf of the Maze blanketmen’, the prisoners who partook in the blanket protest 
which would evolve into the 1981 hunger strike.25 Just as McGuckian, in ‘Fossils’, implicates the reader 
in the poet’s act of observation, Muldoon, in the final stanza of ‘Gathering Mushrooms’, turns towards 
a universal ‘us’ (‘Come back to us’) to include readers in the horse’s appeal.  

The collective pronouns before this point function in an exclusively exclusionary capacity: the word 
‘we’ referring to the speaker and the poem’s addressee, the friend with whom the speaker goes ‘tripping 
through Barnett’s fair demense’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 105). The tonal and typographical shift 
marked by the italicised final stanza, then, makes clear the poem’s movement from personal recollection 
into public address. Allusions to a ‘soiled grey blanket’ and the addressee ‘treading’ their ‘own dung’ 
allow readers to situate the verse in relation to the blanket protest and the ‘dirty protest’ that followed, 
a protest during which, notes Alcobia-Murphy, ‘excrement became both ink and text’.26 The tone here 
is ambiguous—on one hand, the poem’s ending might be read as striking a chord of transcendent 
possibility, on the other, this reading is problematised when we consider what occasions the reverie: a 
psilocybin-induced delusion. Towards the end of Quoof, it is said of one character that, ‘The mushrooms 
speak through her’; it seems there is an important distinction between this and the possibility that she 



might have been liberated to speak her mind by ‘the mushrooms’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 139). 
Nonetheless, it is clear that the speaker’s assertion that the prisoner’s blanket ‘will, one day, bleach 
itself white’ echoes the attempts of the prisoners to ‘realign their plight with a mythico-religious 
tradition of renewal through sacrifice’, as protest is seen to beget a process of purification.  

Writing on the prisoners’ ‘subversion of the spatial power of the authorities’ with recourse to the 
interior of their bodies, Denis O’Hearn theorises: 

The way in which the body was used as a collective resource, extending the environment directly 
into the body, enabled forms of perception and communication that are not generally called upon 
or developed in the alienated and commoditised world of everyday modern life.27 

It is significant, therefore, that Muldoon opens Quoof with direct reference to this application of the 
body, allowing him to explore similar forms of ‘perception and communication’ as the volume 
continues, the relationship between body and text becoming ever more blurred. The ekphrastic poem 
‘Edward Kienholz: The State Hospital’ signifies a further consideration of the imprisoned body, as 
Muldoon again utilises repetition to reflect constraint, yet does so more forcefully than in ‘Gathering 
Mushrooms’. The poem is bookended by the line ‘Where a naked man, asleep, is strapped’ (Muldoon, 
Collected Poems, pp. 113–14). However, although the first line is succeeded by the phrase ‘to the lower 
bunk of a bed’, the last line is preceded by mention of ‘the upper bunk of a bed’, the inversion creating 
a sense of inescapability. The reader is implicated in the speaker’s methodical appraisal of the sculpture 
(‘We may assume...’), and is trapped with the speaker in a paradoxical state of repulsion and curiosity, 
which Muldoon generates through his use of negation: ‘When we come to examine the head / we would 
never allow ourselves to touch’. 

If the poet consciously directs readers’ responses in both ‘Edward Kienholz: The State Hospital’ and 
‘Gathering Mushrooms’, a more subtle relationship between poet and reader unfolds in the majority of 
Quoof’s other poems. Just as Wills has argued that the meaning of Medbh McGuckian’s work ‘depends 
entirely on how people are prepared to read her’, as a function of its obscurity, Muldoon’s poems resist 
reductive or simplistic interpretation.28 Comparing a number of responses to ‘A Trifle’, another of 
Quoof’s mutated sonnets, John Lyons describes it as ‘attitudinally neutral or blank’, with the result that 
‘the various divergent valuings are the critics’, not the poet’s’.29 Read in the context of the collection in 
its entirety, however, the ostensibly impenetrable ‘A Trifle’ supports a reading that, if by no means 
conclusive, raises interesting questions about the confluence of consumption, text and the body. The 
poem begins with the line, ‘I had been meaning to work through lunch’, immediately establishing the 
theme of consumption (and hunger), and moves towards a recollection of ‘a woman who held, at arm’s 
length, a tray, / and on the tray the remains of her dessert’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, pp. 12021). 

The dessert may seem a trivial detail on which to fixate in light of the bomb alert mentioned earlier 
in the poem. Yet the double meaning of the word ‘remains’ imbues its description with an air of 
morbidity—the dessert, held ‘at arm’s length’, seems to function as an extension of the woman’s body. 
The relationship is strengthened when considered against the fact that an earlier poem references a 
relative who died as a result of their ‘knees turn[ing] to jelly’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 110) (in 
‘A Trifle’, the speaker observes that the foodstuff carried by the subject looks like a ‘jelly sponge’), as 
well as the poem’s unsettling resonance with the later poem ‘Blewits’, which finds a woman’s body 
lying ‘on the bed / of [her] own entrails’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 125). If several of the poems 
in Quoof revolve around the idea of the body consuming itself, Muldoon also reflects on the 
consumption of the body as a series of textual images by presenting garish ‘edible bodies’, a strategy 
which finds a precedent in McGuckian’s rendering of the body, as McConnell has written.30 In The 



Flower Master, a pervasive link between the body and food is created, with a baby lowered ‘into his 
lobster pot pen’ (Flower Master, p. 47), a woman described in terms of her ‘raspberry grain’ lips and 
‘oatmeal’ eyelids (Flower Master, p. 23). Muldoon fortifies and makes more explicitly grotesque such 
associations. Yasuhito Sato proposes that ‘by the time of Quoof, normative ideas of eating seem to have 
vanished, leaving alternative neurotic pathologies of food and the body’, which may even constitute 
‘cannibalism’.31 These pathologies are, perhaps, most clearly visible in ‘From Last Poems’, where a 
character’s womb ‘lies in its own glar / like the last beetroot in the pickle jar’, the fullness of the end 
rhyme here serving to add impact to the gruesomeness of the image (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 
121). In ‘Aisling’, again, the body becomes a site of consumption(s), the speaker’s sexual partner 
leaving a ‘lemon stain’ on his sheet (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 127). 

‘Aisling’, a poem that many have taken to be Muldoon’s ‘definitive’ response to the hunger strikes, 
constitutes another subversion—specifically of the traditional Aisling genre in Irish literature, wherein 
‘Ireland appears in a dream vision as a beautiful woman’.32 In Muldoon’s version, notes Edna Longley, 
the poet equates the hunger strikers’ ‘idealised cause’ with ‘a form of physical and psychic breakdown’, 
anorexia coming to represent ‘Cathleen Ní Houlihan in a terminal condition’.33 Sato comments that, 
‘Muldoon gives a fatal drip to Irish nationalism by the infusion of anorexia into the traditional Aisling’ 
in much the same manner as ‘the state machinery sends saline into [the hunger striker’s] body’.34 Where 
the body’s interior had previously been the terrain for a resistance against state authority, the hunger 
striker’s power is here diminished in relation to that of the state. The history of empire and colonisation 
signified by the hospital’s title (‘Royal Victoria’) assumes a contemporary resonance as the individual 
body is ‘colonised’ by the intervention of state machinery. 

The subsequent long poem, ‘The More a Man Has the More a Man Wants’ (Muldoon, Collected 
Poems, p. 127–47), consolidates a number of the themes addressed in the collection, and marks the 
culmination of Muldoon’s exploration of the abject body. The poet has written that he ‘hoped to purge 
[him]self of the very public discourse it employs, the kennings of the hourly news bulletins’ with the 
poem.35 The result is a piece that trades in media clichés so as to empty them of semantic content. Sato 
recognises the poem’s opening, with Gallogly the protagonist’s naked body, as a ‘parody of the 
blanketmen’, 36 and more explicit links are forged as the poem progresses. There is some doubt about 
Gallogly’s political affiliations (as well as, more confusingly, his nationality or name): ‘Gallogly, or 
Gollogly, / otherwise known as Golightly, / otherwise known as Ingoldsby, / otherwise known as 
English’ (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p.142).  At several points he is described in ways that invoke the 
spectre of the blanketmen or hunger strikers: his body is wasting away; ‘Gallogly’s thorn-proof tweed 
jacket / is now several sizes too big’; and he is ‘bundled […] into the cell / for a strip- / search’(Muldoon, 
Collected Poems, p. 132, p. 142). As the sequence progresses, we may read both the poem’s fractured 
structure and depiction of a range of fragmented body parts as a further parody, in terms explained by 
Allen Feldman: 

In the H-Blocks we only encounter various fragmented projections of the body, each of which 
had to bear the semantic weight of the absent totality of the human body […] Fragmentation of 
the body became a political technique that enabled the signification, the evocation, of absent 
wholes.37 

In ‘The More a Man Has the More a Man Wants’, as in earlier poems, bodily fragments do not serve as 
synecdoche for an absent whole, but crop up in a number of unexpected ways to call into question 
violence that rends bodies apart, as in the following sonnet stanza: 



Once the local councillor straps 
himself into the safety belt 
of his Citroen  
and skids up the ramp 
from the municipal car park 
he upsets the delicate balance 
of a mercury-tilt 
boobytrap. 
Once they collect his smithereens 
he doesn’t quite add up.  
They’re shy of a foot, and a calf 
which stems 
from his left shoe like a severely 
pruned-back shrub. (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 138) 

The same dynamic can be observed in the poem’s eighth sonnet stanza, a deconstruction of Seamus 
Heaney’s ‘Punishment’, in which the speaker attempts to identify with a ‘Little adultress […] cauled in 
tar’ before admitting his ‘understanding’ of the actions of her ‘punishers’.38 Where McGuckian 
addresses the legacy of Heaney’s bog bodies in a veiled manner, Muldoon more brashly parodies ‘exact 
/ and tribal intimate revenge’ with the ‘chopped / and changed’, tarred and feathered body of Beatrice:  

Someone on their way to early Mass 
will find her hog-tied 
to the chapel gates— 
O Child of Prague- 
big-eyed, anorexic. 
The lesson for today 
is pinned to her bomber jacket. 
It seems to read Keep off the Grass. (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 130)  

Michael Thurston suggests that, ‘The “undernourished” bog-preserved girl in Heaney’s poem 
has become an “anorexic” echo of “Aisling”’.39 If ‘Punishment’ is on some level concerned 
with the ethics of the devotional gaze, underpinned by the suggestion of ritual sacrifice (the 
girl is Heaney’s ‘poor scapegoat’), Muldoon satirises this concern by comparing Beatrice to 
the Child of Prague—a wax-covered wooden statue which serves as an icon.40 Where 
Heaney’s poem is animated by the force of the lyric ‘I’ (‘I can feel the tug / of the halter’, ‘I 
can see her drowned’, ‘I almost love you’, ‘I am the artful voyeur’, ‘I who have stood 
dumb’), it is not Muldoon’s speaker but an unspecified ‘Someone on their way to early Mass’ 
who finds Beatrice’s body. The message pinned to her violated body may, at first, seem 
arbitrary, non-sensical, but its pun on ‘grass’ raises questions about Beatrice’s allegiances 
(telling, too, that the jacket is a ‘bomber’ jacket, perhaps raising the question of Beatrice’s 
culpability). The ‘lesson for today’, however, is soon revealed to be no lesson at all; several 
stanzas later, ‘who should walk in but Beatrice, / large as life, or larger’. The ‘punishment’ of 
death has somehow been reversed; here is an uncanny return. In its refusal of a ‘lesson’, ‘The 
More a Man Has the More a Man Wants’ recalls an earlier poem in the collection, ‘The 
Frog’, which also lampoons poetic moralising:  

There is, surely, in this story 
a moral. A moral for our times.  
What if I put him to my head  



and squeezed it out of him, 
like the juice of freshly squeezed limes, 
or a lemon sorbet? (Muldoon, Collected Poems, p. 120) 

Thurston recognises that the violence of ‘The More a Man Has the More a Man Wants’ is ‘as graphic’ 
as that of Heaney’s ‘Punishment’, but emphasises that in the former, ‘no speaker […] sympathises with 
[Beatrice] or struggles with the ethics of representation or silence’.41 While I would agree that no 
speaker appears to be engaged in such an ethical struggle, the poem forms an important part of 
Muldoon’s deliberate ethical strategy of representation. ‘The More a Man Has the More a Man Wants’, 
with its myriad intertextual references, its compulsive wordplay, does not merely circle the void of the 
Troubles, but calls our attention to the limits of language, its inability to provide ‘images and symbols 
adequate to our predicament’, in Heaney’s formulation.42 Ultimately, Quoof embodies Muldoon’s 
deeply-ingrained scepticism about poetry’s ability to positively affect a deeply divided society, a 
scepticism he has acknowledged in his ‘Notes Towards an Ars Poetica’: 

I draw the line at the needlessly extravagant claims made for poetry […] including the idea that 
poetry may even go beyond helping us live our lives and help us save not only the day but our 
souls.43 

 
Whilst the collection sees Muldoon dealing more bluntly with the political situation in Northern Ireland 
than McGuckian does in The Flower Master, the poet does not purport to be in any better position to 
create work containing ‘transformative, healing properties’, even if tacitly acknowledging his 
medium—and by extension, his society—to be ‘more than ever in need of a cure’.44 McGuckian’s 
meanings are ensconced in oblique imagery and disrupted syntax; Muldoon avoids commitment to any 
one political stance by actively challenging the fixity of meaning itself. Each enacts the ‘struggle 
between traumatised articulation and muteness’.45 Like the speakers of ‘The Swing’ and ‘The 
Sightseers’ (which details a family trip to ‘the brand-new roundabout at Ballygawley, / the first in mid-
Ulster’), Paul Muldoon and Medbh McGuckian each find themselves stuck, perpetually circling round 
matters to which they are compelled to testify, if disbelieving that they have sufficient means to do so.46 
Ultimately, their rejection of epistemological certainty is its own kind of ethical strategy, disallowing 
prescriptive readings, and forcing us to reckon not only with the complexity of their poetry, but also 
with the complexity of that which it takes as its subject. 
 
This article has been peer reviewed.  
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