Choose a poem which fondly remembers a rural past and its traditions. Show how the poet focuses on aspects of this life in order to explain the dilemma they now find themselves in.

In your answer you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: word choice, imagery, structure or any other appropriate feature.

Digging

“Digging” is a poem written by Seamus Heaney memorizing his ancestors’ rural past and traditions. In this poem, Heaney shows an intense admiration for his father and grandfather – whom worked the land for living. And presents a dilemma as he will not be able to fulfill this long-standing custom. As a writer, Heaney makes up for his inability of carrying on this family tradition by incorporating rural traditions into his writing. Along with this incorporation, varies language techniques were also purposefully used to explain the dilemma Heaney finds himself in.

  The first stanza starts the poem establishing Heaney as a writer. It also establishes the differentiation between Heaney and his father or grandfather. 


“Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.”

This stanza informs the readers of Heaney’s profession, as well as revealing that he is very comfortable as a writer. The comfort of which he feels defines a high level of security and suggests him to be very good at what he does. Both words “rests” and “snug” emphasizes on the level of comfort. And a simile – “sung as a gun” – is used to describe just how secure Heaney feels.

  Heaney hears a “clean rasping sound” outside his window to witness his father “digging”. An onematopher was used to suggest the brittleness of the earth his father was digging into. The word “rasping” creates a crispy sound, which proposes the healthiness of the soil. This technique was also used to reach his reader’s senses; helping the reader to hear the sound of his father’s spade digging into the ground. Later on in the poem, Heaney appeals to his reader’s senses again when describing the texture of freshly dug out potatoes:


“Loving their cool hardness that we picked.” 

This time, Heaney is alluring the reader’s sense of touch.

  The sound effect of digging assists an introduction of Heaney’s father, who was working hard on the land:


“Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds


Bends low,”

“Straining” implies the difficulty of working the land as Heaney’s father bends down low. This use of word choice also suggests that Heaney’s father was concentrated and focused.

Another successful use of word choice is “among” – a word which suggests “in the middle of something”. This conveys the closeness of Heaney’s father to his natural surroundings. 

  The sight of his father digging prompts Heaney to remember back twenty years.

  Heaney launches into the fourth stanza describing an earlier depiction his father’s abilities and skillfulness of working the land. He perceives his father as a professional and hard worker:


“The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft


Against the inside knee was levered firmly.”

The words are chosen carefully to present an image and the characteristics of his father. “Coarse boot” shows the boots are well used and rough from working on the land. And the professionalism is indicated by ‘levered firmly’. This demonstrates putting in a large amount of effort whilst working consciously and purposely.

  The skillfulness of Heaney’s father shines through the word “rooted”, suggesting his father is specific – searching for the best crops – as well as knowing where to find them: “He rooted out tall tops”. This again reflects Heaney’s father’s competence.

  Heaney accomplished a smooth transition from his father to grandfather through the use of informal language. This short yet effective two-lined stanza allows Heaney to move up a generation and introduce his grandfather whom also worked the land:


“By God, the old man could handle a spade.


Just like his old man.”

The use of informal language conveys a very close relationship between Heaney and his father. He used the words “old man” to add more emphasis on this purpose. 

  Heaney portrays his grandfather in a boastful manner:


“My grandfather cut more turf in a day


Than any other man on Toney’s bog.”

Heaney takes pride in being the grandson of a man whom possesses such a talented dexterity. He admires his grandfather and this is reflected from Heaney’s boastful manner when describing his grandfather. The importance of Heaney’s grandfather’s accomplishment to him implies the commonness of turf-cutters during that time. This displays a rural characteristic of the past.  

  Heaney recognition of the similarities between his father and grandfather when they are working is that they are both precise, accurate and equally skillful. Heaney’s grandfather’s attention to detail also shows he is focused with his work: “nicking and slicing neatly.” He is not someone who is afraid of hard work and has an urge to find the best and be the best: “going down and down, for the good turf.”

  The two most admired men to Heaney is abandoned in his memories as his mind returns to the present, where he immediately declares that he has to intentions “to follow men like them.” As much as he admires men who work the land, he acknowledges the unfortunate reality that he cannot follow this dying tradition.

  Nevertheless, Heaney’s veneration for men like his father and grandfather prompts him to incorporate the qualities of men working on the land into his writing, in the hope that he will be able to continue the rural past and tradition through his profession and generate more awareness of these traditions amongst others.

  Whilst balancing his profession with his admirations, he also reveals the incredible skills in digging and presents to his readers the splendor and exquisiteness of the craft.  

  Through the usage of various language techniques and expressively conveying his thoughts of the rural traditions, Heaney explains his dilemma of inability to follow his ancestor’s footstep – to work the land to living. The title “Digging” is constantly repeated throughout the poem for the effect of emphasis as is represents rural traditions of working the land. Heaney uses the word metaphorically in the end of the poem to solve his dilemma: “I’ll dig with it”.

