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Digging
By Seamus Heaney 

The 11th lecture:                                                                                                                                                          د.فوزية
Today we will talk about Seamus Heaney. He is an Irish poet and he was born in 1939. We have to notice the conflict. As we know Ireland was colonized by England. We have to keep in mind this sense of being colonized and try to show the real identity of the Irish man. Heaney is in Irish educated man and Irish poet who is trying to prove his position among the other English speaking world or the British writers. Here we could feel the struggle in the poet. He proved himself as a poet who writes in English. Heaney as a young educated man studied in Columb's College and then he taught in Queen's University Belfast. He started writing poetry by joining workshop poetry in 1966. He published his first collection in entitled ‘Death of a Naturalist’ in 1966 as well. This gave him a very significant reputation. ‘Digging’ is the first poem in this collection. This poem gave him a great reputation as a successful poet. In this collection ‘Death of a Naturalist’, he concentrated more on man’s response to the beautiful world or to even the threatening nature / man’s position in the world. He wrote so many collections of poem starting from 1966 until 1999 which is the last poem ‘Beowulf’. Heaney worked as a visiting professor at Harvard University and at the University of California, Berkeley. And he worked in Oxford University.
We notice the deep relationship between Heaney’s poetry and the Irish land that he lived in/ the sound/ the sight. It is important to understand something about the Irish land. Ireland is a mountainous area where we have limited area for cultivation. The Irish peasants or farmers find difficult time in planting the land because it is a kind of rocky land, so they have to dig and remove the rocks so that they can use the land for cultivation.
You will find here that nature itself is difficult, so the Irish man feels a kind of challenge with the land that he has to dig and work hard so that he can survive. We could feel the sense of survival/ the ability to survive in the difficult circumstances prevailing. Yeats is another Irish poet. Heaney studied his tradition and he insisted also on the significance of tradition similar to Eliot and the continuity of tradition and the continuity of time and humanity.
‘Digging’ poem is a very representative of Heaney because the poem is talking about digging and it is deeply rooted in the roots of his Irish heritage as well as in the existence of man because there is a deep relationship between man and land. Man survives on land and he has to work in communion with land so that he can survive.
Digging
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 
Under my window, a clean rasping sound 
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground: 
My father, digging. 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. 
By God, the old man could handle a spade. 
Just like his old man. 
My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man on Toner’s bog. 
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, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging. 
The cold smell of potato mould, 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. 
We notice the repetition of the word ‘digging’. This refers to the major theme of the poem continuity of tradition which is digging. Here we have a speaker and as if he is narrating something. The speaker is a modern young man who refers to his father and to his grandfather. Here we feel as he is travelling back into history/ generations and then linking the three generations together.
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 
We notice how the speaker here speaks about the power in the pen in his hand. We have a proverb that says that "The pen is mightier than the sword". His pen is like a weapon. (  Between my finger and my thumb )>>>> he is only referring to only two fingers of the hand; not all the hand.  The squat pen>> squatting in your hand/ you hold it. The pen here is resting which means he is in control. Snug= comfortable. The pen in his hand is like a gun. The speaker here speaks about a power that he controls.
Under my window, a clean rasping sound 
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground: 
My father, digging. I look down 
We have an educated person with a pen who is in control/ who is a writer and he is in his room looking down at his peasant father/ his rural father/ the father who is related to the land. The father is digging with his spade. (Under my window, a clean rasping sound)>>> look at the imagery. Rasping sound= is the sound of land/ the sound of the spade when it is pushed into the land to remove the land from the bottom up. (gravelly ground)= it is a ground that is mixed with rocks fragments/ it is not sandy land. This means that the father is a hard worker. When the spade is pushed down into the earth gives a sound because the land has pebbles/ stones/ rocks and sand. So, it is not easily to move or to dig. 
 My father, digging. I look down 
Here we could feel how the speaker is fond of his father and he is wondered about the power of this old father. If you look at the word (I look down), it seems that his son is watching his father and at the same time the son is not a farmer; he is an educated young man/ he is a writer. So, he is higher in status of levels. He is not looking down upon the work of his father, but we could feel sense that the son is attached to the roots and at the same time he wants to grow higher in society. This will clearer later on.
Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds 
Bends low, comes up twenty years away 
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging. 
Look at the sense of nostalgia here and a sense of continuity to the 20 years. The father was a farmer and he continued to be a farmer; he did not reject his own work. So, the father is digging the land. This kind of work reminds the son of the past work that the father used to be and that was digging potatoes. As we know potatoes are kinds of plant that they are like roots/ they are underground and in order to get them, you need to dig. (Stooping in rhythm through potato drills) >>> look how the father is stooping but it is in a rhythm way which means he is in harmony with his work. The father is joyous/ lovers and appreciates his work. That is why he is described as stooping in rhythm. Look at the work that the father is doing. It is a dramatic work that he is enjoying. He is in rhythmical communion with the land and that was 20 years ago and up till now he continues doing the same work over and over. So, the speaker her watches from his window the father at work and he travels into his memory for the work of the father and later on to the grandfather.              
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. 
Coarse boot= rough boot that the father is wearing. Lug= When the one digs the spade, he has to put his boot on the lug/ the edge of the spade so that it will be pushed down to remove. (nestle)>>> as if it is a nest of a bird. So, the father here is very skillful is his work. He puts his boot on the edge of the spade as if he is doing it a mechanical way. (the shaft)= is between the handle and the blade. The father puts his boot on the edge of the spade and then he pushed pending his knee so that he will dig the ground. Look at all the elaborate description/ the way that the father pushed his blade of the spade deep smoothly beautifully, so that he will dif the potatoes.  
To scatter new potatoes that we picked 
Loving their cool hardness in our hands. 
When he speaks about picking, he goes back into his childhood. Here we feel that the speaker as a child, he loves to do this kind of work and he enjoys it because he is attached to his roots. Notice all of the imageries that are related to touch. Through this mechanical work that the father does, we could feel the imagery of a powerful father digging to get the potatoes and the children helping the father in collecting those potatoes. Through the reference to that mechanical work here, we have a change of time. We have moved to the past.
By God, the old man could handle a spade. 
Just like his old man. 
Look at this expression/ the term here (By God). This is a term of affection and love. (the old ma)>>his father. His father now is an old man. You see how he moved to the past and then goes back to the future. Now even though he is an old man, still he has the ability/ strength to handle the spade. (Just like his old man.) >>> You see the link here. So, his father is skillful like his grandfather. 
My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man on Toner’s bog. 

Here we have great information about the grandfather. The grandfather is a very skillful digger but he digs the turf. The turf is a kind of plant that they dig it from the swamps and then they dry it and they use it as a fuel. The grandfather here seem stronger and more powerful that the father. 
My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man on Toner’s bog. 
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, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging. 
Again we go back into memory. What we could see here from this memory of the past about the grandfather is that the child as a child, he remembers this incident and it clings into his mind because it reminds him of the continuity of digging/ it reminds him of the strength and the power of his grandfather. One day the child took a bottle of milk and this bottle was wrapped in newspaper. When he reached to the grandfather, the grandfather was cutting the turf and shouldering them back at his back which shows how strong the grandfather is. He stopped one moment, took the bottle of milk, drank it all and then returned back to work. This shows the love of the grandfather for his work/ it shows the keenness in his work. He continued his work; he is not wasting time. Here we could feel that the speaker is boasting. He is proud of his grandfather’s skill in cutting turf. He is like one of great men in Ireland who could cut turf more than any other person. And then he narrates a story to empower his feeling of pride. 
He straightened up 
To drink it, then fell to right away >>>  he straightened up because he was digging. He straightened up to drink. Then he fell to right away. This means that the grandfather is not lazy or wasting time. 
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods 
Over his shoulder, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging. 
Nicking= striking the land slightly and accurately. He does not cut without knowledge. He is skillful in his work. He is slicing as if he is slicing a piece of cake. He is slicing the land in a very neat way. Sod>>> the earth that has a lot of roots and grass. This is why it is difficult to cut it. He is very skillful worker. (going down and down) >> look at the continuity of digging. (For the good turf. Digging.)>> turf here is not found on the surface of the ground. It needs hard work; he has to dig deep and then he could find the good turf. Notice hers that the father digs for potatoes/ for the food and the grandfather digs for turf. Both are digging for the support of the family.
The cold smell of potato mould, 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. 
 All of his past childhood memories are now awakened. Mould= earth. It is very poetic to give the sense of smell of the earth. Squelch= is the sound of mud. Slap= the sound of soggy peat. All these memories are awakened in the mind of the speaker. Here the speaker feels a sense of sadness because he cannot achieve the same work. He is not a digger/ not a farmer. He is an educated person. He went to school and he has done all of that work, even though he is a son of a farmer. Here we could feel a sense of regret that the speaker does not have the skill like the skill of his father and his grandfather. So, he says:
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests. 
I’ll dig with it. 
He will continue digging but in a different way/ in a more modern way. He says I will dig. How is he going to dig? Keep in mind that he is an Irish poet. He is digging in the Irish heritage/ in the Irish folklore/ in the Irish tradition like Yeats. Yeats dug in his folklore/ in his Irish mythology and he used in his works. Many of his poems have mythological references. 
So, even though the speaker here regrets he does not dig like his father and his grandfather (he lacks the skill of digging), but he is going to dig in his tradition. He is going to use this tradition and represented in his work. So, he is going to dig with his pen. His pen becomes the metaphorical spade that he will use. Notice the future tense (I will dig with it). The speaker here has decided what he is going to do. Even though he regrets that he is incapable of digging the land, but he is capable of the history/ the tradition/ the memories (his all personal memories and past heritage of his country).
The poem is a very beautiful one. It talks about the significance of the roots because the roots are the origin. Out of these roots springs new plants/ new generations and so on. So, one has to cling to his roots. We could see here a young man’s response to a beautiful end, but at the same time we feel that the speaker here is threatened in a way. He is a young man who wants to dig in his tradition and he wants to be a digger, but in a new modern way.
The poem here evokes the rural sense/ the rural landscape/ the sense of nostalgia to old traditional rural kind of peasant’s life, but at the same time it shows the significance of clinging to the roots/ the significance of our ancestors and their impressions and their heritage. The poem has also a unique kind of technique. If you look at the stanzas, you will find varied stanzas: stanzas of two lines, three lines, four lines, five lines or eight lines. We have variation. The stanzas do not have a specific pattern. There is also shift in tense. First, we have present test and then we move to the past tense and then going to the present and then to future. You see the sequence. Here have the link between the present and the past. Notice the short stanzas such as stanza number 1 and stanza 5 and the last stanza. These are very short. But notice how these short stanzas are using certain kind of comments. These comments confirm and assure the idea of the poet. These stanzas are commentary.
The most significant metaphor is the metaphor of digging and it is an extended metaphor related to roots and the significance of roots. The poem does not follow a specific rhyme scheme. They are varied rhyme. It is unrhymed poem. It has rich linguistic techniques such as the gerund: ing>>> (rasping/ digging/ straining/ Stooping). The use of the (-ing) sound connotes the mechanical sound of digging. Notice the dense cluster of consonants. We have many consonants. Notice the density of verb; we have a lot of verbs. Notice the Onomatopoeia sound/ reflection of the sound of the tool itself. So, the poem is very rich with all of these linguistic techniques that the poet is using which shows a skillful poet who is able to give a poem that reflects the continuity of the tradition of digging. He links here between the digging of the land with the digging of the heritage. 
Tomorrow we will take an introduction about the American literature.
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