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‘Omphalos, omphalos, omphalos’: Yoshida Fuminori and Seamus Heaney

Toru Sato

The Greek word ‘omphalos’ meaning the navel and the stone that marked the center of the world is the
sound of the pumping water which Seamus Heaney, an Irish poet, used to listen to in his childhood in the
neighborhood of his home, Mossbawn, in the South Derry, Northern Ireland. In recollecting the pump sounding
‘omphalos omphalos, omphalos, Heaney insists on the great significance of home to a poet’s life and his artistic
occupations. For Heaney who compares the writing of poetry to ‘digging’ or ‘restoration of the culture to itself,
home is like an archaeological place where a poet digs shards and transmutes them into poetry.

Yoshida Fuminori, a Japanese modern poet, knew Heaney’s passage including ‘omphalos omphalos, omphalos’
in the Japanese translation of Heaney’s Preoccupations by his friend and novelist, Muroi Mitsuhiro. Inspired by
the sounds and meanings of the very words, Yoshida wrote a poem titled ‘Tki no Koseki'(‘The Shining Trace of
Breath’) and dedicated it to Muroi. In the poem the poet recollects the well shared by the neighbors in his
home, Hinai, Akita prefecture, in the Kita-Tohoku(northern northeast) district of Japan.

Yoshida and Heaney happen to have similar backgrounds; their poetry is rooted in their home although they
left home in their early youth, the placenames of their birthplaces (Mossbawn and Hinai) retain a history of
colonization. Comparing their attitudes toward home shown in their poems and proses, this paper discusses

how home has deep relationship with poetry.





