
The Love of Poems in a Post-Poetry Age
by Andrew J. Zwerneman

It has been more than half a century since Americans could claim a poet of true national 
stature—someone widely known, a voice whose words shaped the public mind and 
whose poems most school children had studied. And since that time, the habit of 
studying and committing poems to memory has largely vanished from schools. The 
reality is we live in an age that is largely post-poetry.  

At the same time, for many of us, our experience tells us that poetry is surely a 
necessary component of the best culture. We need only one example to remind us of 
how vital poems are: Just think of how central they are to reading the scriptures, to the 
practice of liturgy, and to the power of good hymnody. Think of the beautiful 
metaphors and similes we love in the Psalms, where “mountains dance like rams,” and 
the “winds” are God’s “messengers” and “fire and flame” his “ministers.” Reflect on 
how Christ’s experience is illuminated by the lines from Psalm 22: “My God, my God 
why have you forsaken me?” Reflect, too, on how the triumphant ending of that psalm 
anticipates the victory of the Cross: “Posterity will serve him; future generations will be 
told about the Lord. They will proclaim his righteousness, declaring to a people yet 
unborn: He has done it!”
   
Let’s agree that we need more of that kind of beautiful and passionate poetry in our 
lives, especially if it could press its way into our schools, family celebrations, and 
private reading and reflection. How do we stir up a love of poetry? There is no one 
answer, of course, but we might start by paying more attention to the Psalms since they 

already occupy an important place. As poems they help 
us feel and see what is true about our condition as 
God’s people. This is the case with the great psalmic 
metaphor “The Lord is my shepherd”: that transfer of 
meaning between two otherwise unconnected words—
shepherd and Lord—makes us feel the psalmist’s 
experience of God’s care. Our culture is sorely in need 
of that vibrant language, the stirring imagery that 
would lift us from the parochial, homogeneous 
offerings that dominate our time.

What about great contemporary poets? Is anyone 
capable of capturing the American mind? I don’t know. 
But I do know that one recent poet caught the national 
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mind of Ireland and was, more broadly, the greatest poet in the English language of the 
last few decades: the late great Irish poet, Seamus Heaney. His poetry should, I believe, 
be a part of revitalizing our culture. 

I was reminded of how effective his poems are at a recent VISIONS seminar Cana 
Academy held at the Hubbard Hill Retirement Community in Elkhart, Indiana. Many of 
the residents who attended remarked that they had long forgotten how to read poems; 
they’d also forgotten how a poem could make them think hard, feel more deeply about 
another person’s experience, and see something more clearly about our common 
humanity. For those who had once loved poetry, they were so delighted that the study 
of Heaney’s poems rekindled that love. For those who had little or no experience with 
poetry, they were happily surprised that they could actually understand and love 
poetry. Heaney got our attention and moved us to listen in more attentively to the 
sounds of our humanity, as poets ought to do.

We started the VISIONS program by discussing the use of metaphor in Psalm 23; then 
we visited some lines from Shakespeare and Robert Frost. Many in the audience called 
all three sources up from their pasts. Finally, we made our way to the poetry of Seamus 
Heaney. Again, his words caught us; they interrupted our normal way of seeing things 
and stirred in us a vision for who we are, and for the world around us. The way Heaney 
communicated his experience both resonated as true and stretched our imaginations so 
that we envisioned our own lives with a clearer light.

That experience in the VISIONS seminar confirmed a hunch I’ve had for some time: 
Seamus Heaney’s works are uniquely good for stirring things up among post-poetry 
Americans. So let’s take a closer look at Heaney’s life. Then, we’ll take a close look at 
one of his poems and see how he looked at things and how he shared that vision with 
his readers. We’ll also take a stab at talking about one of his poems. I hope this entire 
exercise will provide a useful model for rediscovering the power of poems.

Heaney, who passed away just a few years ago, was an erudite scholar and a master of 
language.  On occasion his poems reached heights that required the help of scholarly 
guides. But in much of his work, Heaney was the poet of the everyman. He loved 
people and spoke to their lives; he loved being human and living this life. He had a 
tender touch, a respectful feeling for the condition we are in. What was especially dear 
to him was what was dear to us: working alongside his parents, kissing his wife, 
meeting a friend at the pub, observing a colorful stranger, taking in the splendor of the 
crashing sea or a tiny bird resting in the sunlight, reading an ancient legend or a new 
story. He admired human work and all the tools we use to get our jobs done, such as the 
tackle for a farmer’s horse, the anvil of a smithy, or the peeler his grandmother used on 
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potatoes. And he loved human love—the love of a son for his father, a husband for his 
wife, a countryman for his countrymen, and the artist’s love for the work at hand.

Heaney came from humble roots but roots to which he closely attended and from which 
was born and nurtured a profound attention to the world—a necessary habit for poets 
and for the rest of us who would allow poetry to make us feel the world more deeply. 
On the occasion of receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature, Heaney described those 
humble beginnings, and in that beautiful recollection of his origins, we can already see 
in the young Seamus the focused attention of the future poet. For that reason, let’s look 
at a telling passage:

“In the nineteen forties, when I was the eldest child of an ever-growing family in 
rural Co. Derry, we crowded together in the three rooms of a traditional 
thatched farmstead and lived a kind of den-life which was more or less 
emotionally and intellectually proofed against the outside world. It was an 
intimate, physical, creaturely existence in which the night sounds of the horse in 
the stable beyond one bedroom wall mingled with the sounds of adult 
conversation from the kitchen beyond the other. We took in everything that was 
going on, of course - rain in the trees, mice on the ceiling, a steam train rumbling 
along the railway line one field back from the house… [W]e were as susceptible 
and impressionable as the drinking water that stood in a bucket in our scullery: 
every time a passing train made the earth shake, the surface of that water used 
to ripple delicately, concentrically, and in utter silence. [I]t was not only the earth 
that shook for us: the air around and above us was alive and signalling too. 
When a wind stirred in the beeches, it also stirred an aerial wire attached to the 
topmost branch of the chestnut tree. Down it swept, in through a hole bored in 
the corner of the kitchen window, right on into the innards of our wireless set 
where a little pandemonium of burbles and squeaks would suddenly give way 
to the voice of a BBC newsreader speaking out of the unexpected like a deus ex 
machina. And that voice too we could hear in our bedroom, transmitting from 
beyond and behind the voices of the adults in the kitchen; just as we could often 
hear, behind and beyond every voice, the frantic, piercing signalling of morse 
code.”1

Yes, he took in everything. With all his powers of observation, he bent his ear to listen, 
straining especially to hear the voice of our humanity in the kitchen and on the wireless. 
He was attuned to his people and their land, to the broader world around him as it 
emerged and struck his young senses.  He felt, heard, and saw with great appreciation 

 http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1995/heaney-lecture.html1
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each part of the life he shared with his family on their farm, and with distant peoples, as 
much as he could comprehend what they were from his rural vantage point. Each 
experience was like those gentle quakes to the water bucket: they formed concentric 
circles all connected to the life he lived—to the ground below, to the raining sky above, 
to the rumbling trains and to the radio with its voices drawn mysteriously from afar. 
These all shaped and filled the world he knew; and while it was poor and rural and 
tucked away in the north of Ireland, it was the place from which he encountered the 
wider world.  

Heaney’s reflection on his origins is moving because it resonates with us. We all have 
roots, we all start from a place that connects us to others and to the wider world.  In 
other words, he reminds us that we are all human. We have that in common with 
Heaney the poet, Heaney the Irishman.  

As Seamus Heaney took up his chosen art, he found his poet’s voice in a difficult and 
beautiful reflection in his most famous poem, “Digging.” It was difficult because it 
involved measuring his personal limitations against the great men who had reared him, 
chiefly his father and his grandfather. It was beautiful because the exercise gave birth to 
a clear vision of his possibilities as a poet. 

Here is Seamus Heaney’s “Digging”:2

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

 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47555/digging2
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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. 

Let’s try to make sense of “Digging.”  I want to focus on six key elements that are 
crucial for a good poem. They are elements all of us can find and with which all of us 
can develop our love for poetry. For the purposes of this guide, I am avoiding almost all 
the technical terms commentaries utilize. My one exception is “metaphor.”  I am also 
opting not to discuss melodic qualities such as rhyme and meter, saving that for another 
day.

Here are six elements we can use to explore and discuss the poem:

1. Voice.  It matters who is speaking, just as it does in a stage play. Identifying who is 
speaking helps us understand the motivation for what is said or done. This does not 
mean we rely on an outside commentary on the poet’s politics or religion. Rather, we 
follow the evidence of the poem. The rule of thumb in reading poetry is that, unless it is 
clearly evident that the poet has developed a voice other than his own, we should 
assume that the voice of the poem is his. In “Digging,” we can assume that the voice is 
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Heaney’s. While one may have learned some elements in the poet’s biography and 
vision, neither is necessary to get a good hold on this poem. Given that Heaney’s is the 
voice of the poem, there is still work to be done. Where exactly is Heaney in the poem?

2. Setting.  Poetry situates us in the world. A good poem almost always illuminates our 
lives through the vehicle of one or more real, concrete places. In “Digging,” Heaney’s 
reflection takes us to specific places. Where are they? Again, follow the evidence 
internal to the poem.

3. Images.  We can understand poetry as thinking, not in concepts but in images. For 
example, a good poem usually has at least one or two strong metaphors or similes. As I 
said above with the example from Psalm 23, a metaphor is a transfer of meaning 
between otherwise unconnected words; a simile simply uses “as” or “like” to help make 
the connection. What metaphor does Heaney give us to ponder? Where and how does 
he present the metaphor? Beyond metaphors, what other images emerge?  

4. The sensorial or the sensual.  The poem should make us see, touch, hear, smell and taste 
what is experienced and now conveyed in the compact form of the poem. In “Digging,” 
what adjectives and verbs make us feel or see the places we encounter? What sensory 
observations move Heaney from where he starts the poem to where he ends it? How do 
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they make us feel what he is experiencing? This next question is closely related to 
element #3: What takes shape in our minds, or what becomes clear in our imaginations, 
precisely because the poem’s imagery strikes our senses?

5. Patterns and repetitions.  A poet uses certain tools to bind the poem as a chef might 
bind a dish so that one can taste that element all the way through. What words are most 
repeated in the poem? How do they carry us through the full length of the poem? (Hint: 
don’t neglect the title!) 

6. Movement.  Unsurprisingly but importantly, a poem has a beginning, a middle and an 
end. We should take note of where we are at the start, where we are at the finish, and 
how we got there. At each turn of the poem, we should also ask when those turns occur 
since a poem often hinges on some revolution of time or on a movement back and forth 
in time. “Digging” starts in one real place, then moves on to others.  It starts from the 
perspective of the present and moves backwards in time as one does through a memory. 
It also expresses a sequence of thought and makes us think from beginning to end. Here 
are the questions that we ask about this movement:  What does the poet seem to be 
thinking at the start of his poem?  What does he think in the final lines? Where is he at 
each point in time? How do we know what he is thinking at any juncture? In other 
words, what is the evidence of his reflection at the key moments? How can we express 
the entire movement in thought over the course of the poem? What does it have to do 
with the movement internal to the poem from one place to another and from one time 
to another?

These half dozen elements are helpful because they focus our minds on the specific 
details of the poem and allow us to savor the work as a whole. That, more than 
anything, is the key to reading a poem well: drinking in every detail packed into the 
poem from beginning to end and thoughtfully appreciating it as a whole. Knowing 
what questions to ask helps us appreciate a good poem just like knowing what to look 
for in a wine helps us taste it intelligently and appreciatively.

So, what do we see in “Digging”? I’ll share my thoughts. 

The aspiring poet, sitting at his desk near a window and above the ground below, 
clearly has a plan as represented by the pen that is like a “gun”—as if he would bang 
out poems as quickly as he could shoot bullets, efficiently, mechanically. That strikes 
one as cold and rather inhumane; it seems unbeautiful. We note that the opening lines 
that dwell on this soulless imagery are deliberately crafted in a sing-song rhyme 
scheme: “thumb” and “gun”; then “sound,” “ground”  and “down.” That sing-song 
rhyming fails to capture what a poet does and as such is unreal and therefore untrue, 
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like the mechanical nature of the poet’s pen when working like a gun. The structure—
the sing-song scheme—and the operation—the pen as a gun—do not fit the art.  

Then his ear is struck by the sound of his father’s gardening and his eye by the site of 
his father below his window. We know it is his father because he identifies “my father’s 
straining rump.”  What follows is that his gun-fired-poetry-writing is suspended. 
Interrupted, he turns and finds himself reflecting on his father and grandfather and the 
land they worked. He goes “down” into his memory and, by that act of remembering, 
down to the “turf” and to the men who worked it.

The boy version of himself is there in the memory—specifically, in the potato drills and 
the peat bog. We know this by the evidence of the poem: “we picked” the new potatoes, 
“[l]oving their coolness in our hands.”  The “we” and “our” are inclusive words that let 
us know young Seamus Heaney (and others who we reasonably imagine are his 
siblings) is there with his father. And, when the grandfather takes a break just long 
enough to knock down a bottle of milk, “Corked sloppily with paper,” we know  
Seamus is there as well because of the line “Once I carried him milk in a bottle.”

The two fathers are magnificent. Their physicality is conveyed by the language of 
action: his father is “stooping” and “digging”; he “nestled” and “rooted” and “buried.”  
His grandfather “cut,” then we see him “nicking” and “slicing” and 
“heaving”—“digging”.  

The repeated use of “digging” and the repetition of going “down” make us feel both the 
physical action of the men and the movement of Heaney’s memory. Because the 
reflection is triggered by the distraction of his father’s gardening, the reflection feels 
passive: he is pulled into it and then drawn deeper by the compelling imagery. At the 
same time, we feel that the poet is fully engaged, going down himself, reaching for 
something that certainly appears to contrast sharply with the lifeless mechanical image 
that opens the poem. Although he is in the present, sitting at his poet’s desk above the 
garden where his father presently works the gravelly soil, the exercise of recollection 
has now stirred something equally real, so real that the transfer of meaning from the 
past to the present is complete. His father’s and his grandfather’s digging and that 
sensual world of his boyhood now return and press in on him: “Through living roots” 
they “awaken in my head.”

Now, however, what rises to the surface is the difficulty I mentioned earlier. It appears 
to be a kind of regret. Having drunk deeply from the two powerful memories, having 
felt again the grandeur of the drills and the bog and the masterful way his fathers 
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worked with those two Irish forms of turf, the son realizes he measures up short: “But 
I’ve no spade to follow men like them.” 

At such a moment of self-understanding, a man might simply despair. Or, in an attempt 
at autonomy, he might turn his back. Neither is Heaney’s response, which is captured 
instead by a re-working of the key metaphor in the poem. Neither despondent nor 
inclined to forget who he is, Heaney drops the simile in the opening lines of the poem 
where he likened his poet’s pen to a gun and now adopts a new one. With the resolution 
“I’ll dig with it” he takes the meaning of his father’s and grandfather’s spades and 
shifts it to his pen—as if to say, “My pen is like a spade.”  

Now the poet has a new voice, informed more vitally by the strength he draws from 
recalling his fathers and their land. Now, among his people and their land and all the 
experience that binds him to both, the poet has a place to dig, to cultivate those “living 
roots.” 

In doing so, in cultivating those “living roots,” Seamus Heaney fulfills the poet’s calling: 
to make his life and, in turn, our lives, more real by recollecting the humanity we share. 
In other words, because of his poems, “living roots” awaken in our minds too.

If you like “Digging,” check out these other poems by Seamus Heaney: “Follower,” “The Mother 
of the Groom,” “The Forge,” “Mid-Term Break,” “Casualty,” the “Glanmore Sonnets,” and 
“Saint Kevin and the Blackbird.” You can find them online, many through the Poetry 
Foundation (www.poetryfoundation.org) and Poem Hunter (www.poemhunter.com). 

Andrew J. Zwerneman is president of Cana Academy. Visit our website at 
www.canaacademy.org.   
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Seamus Heaney, 1970, photograph uploaded to WikiCommons by user SiGarb, 
November, 2008. Used under Creative Commons License 3.0.

Potato drill, photograph created by and uploaded to WikiCommons by Richard Croft, 
May 16, 2006. Used under Creative Commons License 2.0. 
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