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Abstract: 

Seamus Heaney (1939-2013) is widely believed to be one of the finest poets who wrote 

from Ulster (Ireland) since Yeats. Most of his poems have dealt with the presence of past 

and present. His poems are filled with people, places, weather, animals, things, bits of 

conversation and presented with a concrete particularity that assures us we are here in 

the world we understand. The paper deals with the poetics and the paradigms of Seamus 

Heaney’s poetry. His poetic talents are viewed through Digging, one of his finest poems 

written in early days of his career as writer.  

I 

Heaney has acquired the reputation of being a simple straightforward, readily accessible 

writer. Blake Morrison recalls, “He likes to present himself as a sturdy, traditional craftsman 

whose eyes are firmly fixed on the past. Where contemporaries like Larkin, Hughes and 

Geoffrey Hill have been rather shy of passing comment on their work, Heaney, by contrast, has 

been an amenable and persuasive self-commentator who can be relied on to give useful and 

fascinating insights into his art, his reviews, interviews and lectures show him to be his own best 

critic.”1  

Seamus Heaney was born in April 1939 near Castledawnson in the country Derry, 

Northern Ireland and passed away in August 2013.  He was born into a Roman Catholic farming 

family in Ulster (Northern Ireland), the predominantly Protestant and industrial province of the 

United Kingdom in the island of Ireland.  Much of his boyhood was spent on a farm, one border 

of which was formed by a stream that also divided Ulster from Eire, the predominantly Catholic 

Republic of Ireland.  As a schoolboy he won scholarships first at the age of eleven to                  

St. Colomb’s College, a Catholic preparatory school, and then to Queen’s University, Belfast, 
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from which he graduated in 1961 with a first class honors degree in English.  There he joined a 

group of young poets working under the direction of creative writers on the faculty. 

Heaney’s poetic career, however, begins with modest ambitions, by his delving into his 

own childhood past. He began his professional career as a secondary school English teacher, 

after which he went into teacher, eventually joined the English faculty of Queen’s in 1966 when 

civil dissension broke in Ulster in 1969, eventually leading to martial law. Heaney, as a Catholic-

reared poet, became increasingly uncomfortable.  In 1972 he relocated to a manor in the Eire 

countryside to write full-time, although he also became a faculty member of a college in Dublin.  

Beginning in 1979, he adopted the practice of accepting academic appointments at various 

American universities and spending the rest of the year in Dublin.  In 1986 he was appointed 

Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory at Harvard University, and in 1989 he became 

professor of poetry at Oxford University. To accommodate both positions, he split his time 

between a home in Dublin and one in Boston. 

 Seamus Heaney’s work has been recognized with some of the most prestigious honors in 

literary circles. Perhaps his most impressive award came in 1995, when he won the Nobel Prize 

for Literature.  For Death of a Naturalist, he won the Eric Gregory Award in 1966, the 

Cholomondeley Award in 1967, and in 1968, both the Somerset Maugham Award and the 

Geoffrey Faber Memorial prize.  He also won the Poetry Book Society Choice citation for Door 

into the Dark in 1969, the Irish Academy of Letters award in 1971, the Writer in Residence 

Award from the American Irish Foundation and the Denis Devlin Award, both for Wintering Out 

in 1973, the E.M. Forster Award, election to the American Academy and   Institute of Arts and 

Letters in 1975, and W.H.Smith, the Duff Cooper Memorial Prize, and a Poetry Book Society 

Choice citation, all in 1976, for North. 

In 1982 Heaney was awarded D.H.L. degrees by Fordham University and Queen’s 

University of Belfast; the two universities noted particularly that his reflection of the troubles of 

Northern Ireland in his poetry had universal application.  He then received the Los Angeles 

Times Book Prize nomination in 1984, as well as the PEN translation Prize for poetry in 1985, 

both for Sweeney Astray: A Version from the Irish.  He won the Whitbread Award in 1987 for 

the Haw Lantern,- the Lannam Foundation Award in 1990, a Premio Mondello (Internatinal 
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poetry Prize) from the Mondello Foundation in Palermo Sicily, in 1993, the Whitbread Award in 

1997 for the Spirit Level, and the Irish Times Award in 1999 for Opened Ground.  He again won 

the Whitbread Award in 1999 for his translation of the epic Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, which 

was considered groundbreaking in its use of the modern idiom. 

II 

 Seamus Heaney’s Death of a Naturalist (1966) began with a decisive-looking overture in 

which the poet finds himself with a pen in his hand rather than the accustomed spade of his 

ancestors and resolves ‘I’ll dig with it’. The poems that followed dealt with rural and primitive 

subjects in a toughly anecdotal and unsentimental way and reviewers-perhaps obscurely 

reminding themselves of the need of being versed in country things-were more or less unanimous 

in hailing a vigorous new talent. The vigour and the talent were there, but so also was certain 

evasiveness about whether this old-farmer’s-coat of a persona, easily earthy and folklorically 

masculine, was going to suit the poet for very long in his life of verbal delving. Heaney begins to 

sound like a good many other poets in dealing with the Ulster conflicts. 

  A number of poems in Heaney’s first collection Death of a Naturalist comment in some 

way about art and poetry themselves. Digging, the first poem in the first volume was regarded by 

Heaney as a breakthrough. It was the first poem, he felt, in which ‘technique’ had a part to play: 

“‘Digging’, in fact, was the name of the first poem I wrote where I thought my feelings had got 

into words, or to put it more accurately, where I thought my feel had got into words . This was 

the first place where I felt I had alone more than made an arrangement of words: I felt I had let 

down a shaft into real life.”2  

Heaney’s Death of a Naturalist deals with the loss of childhood innocence and the 

following transitions into adulthood. In this collection of poems, Heaney admires his ancestors. 

In the first poem of that collection Digging, the poet not only follows his father and grandfather’s 

footsteps as a common labourer but also considers his father’s and grandfather’s digging work as 

a skill.  
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III 

Coming to the form and genre of the poem, Digging is a free verse poem with eight 

stanzas containing two couplets and there is no regular rhyme scheme, although it has some 

rhymes: ‘thumb’ and ‘gun’ (in the first two lines); ‘sound’, ‘ground’ and ‘down’ (in the second 

stanza); and ‘men like them’ (line 28). The poem is written in first person narrative it is found in 

the first line of the first stanza: ‘Between my finger and my thumb’. 

Having cursory look into the title of Digging, the poem Digging made us understand that 

all the three generations are involved in the activity of digging: his grandfather dug turf, his 

father dug up potatoes, and he is digging up his memories and his past. So looking at the title 

itself, we can understand the intention of the poet. 

Grammatically, the poem is well knitted with the present, the past and the future tenses. 

The poem begins in the present tense as Seamus Heaney describes seeing his elderly father 

straining among the flowerbeds, then it goes into the past tense when he remembers his father 

and grandfather at work. The last two stanzas return to the present, when Heaney realises that his 

work is to write. And the end, in the final line, however, it is in the future tense, to emphasise 

Seamus Heaney’s determination “I’ll dig”.  

Coming to the theme and technique of the poem, Digging symbolises the changing face 

of Ireland, from a rural country to a modern industrial nation. The poem is divided into eight 

stanzas. To analyse them one by one, Heaney starts the poem introducing his pen. He says that 

the pen rests in his hand and calls it “snug as a gun”. This quote “snug as a gun” (line 2) gives 

the impression that the pen fits naturally in his hand: 

Between my finger and my thumb  

The squat pen rests; as snug as a gun.  

 

In the second stanza, the poet is looking down from his window to see his father digging. 

The poem speaks about the nostalgic feelings of the poet and through the poem he puts twenty 

years of his past history before the reader. It also depicts how Heaney’s father went on digging 

the ground and the pause between these two stanzas indicates the gap that gap in the time: 
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Under my window a clean rasping sound  

When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:  

My father, digging.  

Further, Heaney continues describing his father in digging in the third, the fourth and the 

fifth stanzas: 

I look down  

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds  

Bends low, comes up twenty years away  

Stooping in rhythm through potato drills  

Where he was digging.  

 

The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft  

Against the inside knee was levered firmly.  

He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep  

To scatter new potatoes that we picked  

Loving their cool hardness in our hands.  

 

In the fourth stanza, the poet writes that the Digging is something that comes to 

his father from his grandfather and the poet remained the successor of it. In the fifth and 

sixth stanzas, he introduces the skill of his grandfather, who was a digger too. To Heaney, 

his father and grandfather are more skilled than all who involved in digging. It is also 

clear that the poet wants to see himself as a skilled poet like father and grandfather are 

skilled in digging. In the sixth stanza he remembers one day he went to see how his 

grandfather worked: 

By God, the old man could handle a spade,  

Just like his old man. 

 

My grandfather could cut more turf in a day  

Than any other man on Toner's bog.  
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Once I carried him milk in a bottle  

Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up  

To drink it, then fell to right away  

Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods  

Over his shoulder, digging down and down  

For the good turf. Digging.  

The cold smell of potato mold, the squelch and slap 

Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge 

Through living roots awaken in my head. 

But I've no spade to follow men like them. 

 

Between my finger and my thumb 

The squat pen rests. 

I'll dig with it.3 

The last two stanzas describe that his work is writing and not digging. In fact, in the last 

stanza, Heaney repeats the opening lines “Between my finger and my thumb / the squad pen 

rest”. Now the image of the pen as a gun is replaced by “I’ll dig it”. So, now his pen becomes a 

metaphorical spade, which suggests that his pen is like his took, as the spades were the tools of 

his father and grandfather. So, he will continue with his work, digging in his memories through 

writing.4  

 Digging, being the opening poem in the volume Death of A Naturalist (1966), is a 

declaration of the poet’s purpose and function. Thinking of his father’s and grandfather’s precise 

and efficient mastery, he asserts at the end of the poem that the pen is his tool. At the back of the 

poem lies a sense of guilt at having departed from family tradition to take up the pen rather than 

the spade. Heaney celebrates the digger’s intimacy with the land, and the skill with which they 

carry an old family tradition. According to David Lloyd: 

‘Digging’ holds out the prospect of a return to origins and the consolatory myth of a 

knowledge which is innocent and with disruptive effect. Knowledge can never truly be 

the knowledge of difference; instead, returned to that from which the subject was 
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separated by knowledge, the subject poses his objects (perceived or produced) as 

synecdoches of continuity. Poetry as divination, poetry as dig: in both these formulations 

Heaney resorts to metaphors which seek to bypass on several fronts the problematic 

relation of writing to identity.5 

 As a poet, Heaney still wants to feel a part of all this. Just as the diggers extract new 

produce from the ancient soil, he reasons, so the poet delves into his experience to produce 

poems. It is the natural, easy movement, the precise rhythmic control of his father and 

grandfather that he particularly wishes to embrace.  

 The poem attempts a direct transcription of particular moments like this dug out of 

memory. But the poem as a total structure evinces less of the natural fluency which the poet 

celebrates in the skill of the diggers. It gives the impression of being a made thing, of parts 

impressive and memorable in them which are cabled together rather than emerging as an organic 

burgeoning of feeling and image. Thoughts and images do not ooze out and into one another, 

they are hammered into unity. The localized quality of the poem’s effects is reflected in the 

irregularity of line, stanza and structure. Rhymes are sporadic, in no regular pattern, sometimes 

occurring internally, relying especially on the echo of assonantal and consonantal repetition. 

Sound and accent are disposed to reinforce specific descriptive effects. Sculptural incisiveness is 

just one of the characteristics of style in Digging.  

IV 

The poem, Digging is one of the most representative poems of Heaney because it deals 

with his most important features as a writer. In the poem, he wrote about everything that 

surrounds Ulster (Ireland), and specially Northern Ireland and also about history of his ancestors. 

The poet compares the his pen to his farmer’s spade which he used to watch carefully when his 

father and grandfather were at the work of digging, depicting his early struggle to define himself 

as a poet. The poem also represents that he broke the family tradition of physical labour as an 

occupation.  
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