
“Digging” — by Seamus Heaney (from Death of a Naturalist, 

1966) 

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. 

Detailed Analysis of “Digging” 

1. Introduction 

“Digging” is the opening poem of Seamus Heaney’s first major collection Death of a Naturalist 

(1966). It serves as both a declaration of artistic purpose and a statement of identity. The poem 

portrays the poet’s relationship with his father and grandfather—both farmers—while he chooses 

a different tool and trade: the pen. Through vivid imagery, rhythm, and metaphor, Heaney 

explores themes of heritage, work, identity, and the continuity between manual and creative 

labor. 

2. Structure and Form 

“Digging” is a free-verse poem consisting of nine stanzas of varying length. It lacks a fixed 

rhyme scheme, reflecting both the natural rhythm of speech and the spontaneity of memory. Yet 

Heaney’s control of sound, internal rhyme, and alliteration gives the poem musicality and 

coherence. The opening and closing stanzas repeat the same image—“Between my finger and 

my thumb / The squat pen rests”—creating a circular structure that mirrors the continuity 

between past and present, manual and intellectual labor. 

The rhythm shifts from the crisp, staccato sounds of the pen to the heavy, earthy rhythm of 

digging, effectively imitating the physical and emotional transition between observation and 

memory. 



3. The Opening Image: The Pen as Spade 

The poem begins with a self-reflexive image: 

Between my finger and my thumb / The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 

This simile—“snug as a gun”—is striking and multifaceted. On one level, it conveys the 

firmness of Heaney’s grip, his readiness to “work” with his tool. On another, it carries a subtle 

undercurrent of aggression and power. In the context of Northern Ireland’s political tensions, the 

pen becomes both a weapon and a tool of creation, suggesting that writing, like digging, is an act 

of resistance, preservation, and discovery. The poem thus immediately situates the act of writing 

in a world of inherited labor and conflict. 

4. Memory and Observation 

From the vantage point of his window, the poet looks down and hears the “clean rasping sound” 

of the spade. This sensory cue triggers a chain of memory that spans generations. The act of 

digging becomes a metaphor for memory itself—each recollection is a spadeful of soil unearthed 

from the depths of the mind. 

When Heaney writes: 

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds / Bends low, comes up twenty years away 

—he collapses time into a single gesture. The father’s motion in the present moment recalls his 

younger self, digging in the potato fields decades earlier. This interplay of time reflects Heaney’s 

belief that the past is always latent within the present, waiting to be unearthed through the 

imagination. 

5. The Celebration of Rural Labor 

In the middle stanzas, Heaney’s tone becomes reverent, almost elegiac. His descriptions of his 

father’s and grandfather’s work are infused with admiration: 



By God, the old man could handle a spade. / Just like his old man. 

This line acknowledges the skill, rhythm, and dignity of manual labor. The verbs—“rooted out,” 

of artistry. Heaney portrays his father and grandfather not as simple laborers but as craftsmen 

whose gestures and tools embody generations of tradition. 

The tactile detail—“Loving their cool hardness in our hands”—connects the physical act of 

harvesting potatoes to the poet’s own sensory memory, reinforcing his kinship with their world 

even as he chooses a different vocation. 

6. The Grandfather and the Bog: Depth and Heritage 

Heaney’s recollection of his grandfather cutting turf on Toner’s bog adds a mythic dimension. 

The bog, a recurring symbol in Heaney’s later poetry (North, Bogland), represents both the 

literal soil of Ireland and the deep layers of history and ancestry embedded within it. 

Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods / Over his shoulder, going down and down / For the 

good turf. 

The repetition of “down and down” suggests both physical and metaphysical depth—the descent 

into the earth mirrors the poet’s descent into memory and cultural identity. The grandfather’s act 

of cutting turf becomes emblematic of a lineage of labor, endurance, and continuity with the 

land. 

7. The Shift: From Spade to Pen 

The turning point of the poem occurs when Heaney admits: 

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

This line expresses both humility and separation. Heaney recognizes that he cannot continue his 

ancestors’ physical labor, yet he refuses to abandon their example. Instead, he redefines 

“digging” as a metaphor for poetic labor: 



Between my finger and my thumb / The squat pen rests. / I’ll dig with it. 

This final declaration transforms the poem into a poetic manifesto. The pen becomes a symbolic 

spade; writing becomes the act of delving into the past, culture, and memory. The metaphor 

unites manual and intellectual work, suggesting that poetry, like farming, requires patience, 

rhythm, and respect for the material—whether soil or language. 

8. Imagery and Sound 

Heaney’s mastery of sensory imagery gives “Digging” its visceral power. The poem is rich with 

the sounds and smells of rural life: 

The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap / Of soggy peat... 

The alliteration (“squelch and slap”) and onomatopoeia recreate the very soundscape of digging, 

while the “cold smell” evokes the earthy reality of work. Such imagery blurs the boundary 

between memory and physical sensation, making the act of recollection tangible and immediate. 

9. Themes and Symbolism 

Key themes in “Digging” include: 

 Heritage and Continuity: The poem celebrates the unbroken chain of labor linking three 

generations. 

 Identity and Artistry: Heaney’s acceptance of writing as his mode of “digging” 

reconciles his creative identity with his familial and cultural roots. 

 Work and Dignity: The poem elevates manual labor to an art form, affirming the 

spiritual and aesthetic value of craftsmanship. 

 Language and Memory: The act of writing becomes an excavation of self, history, and 

language—a form of cultural archaeology. 

10. Conclusion 



“Digging” is more than a simple tribute to Heaney’s forebears; it is an allegory of artistic 

vocation. Through the extended metaphor of digging, Heaney situates his poetic practice within 

a lineage of honest, skillful labor. The poem inaugurates many of the concerns that define his 

later work—place, history, identity, and the redemptive power of language. 

By equating the spade with the pen, Heaney bridges the gap between tradition and modernity, the 

physical and the intellectual, affirming that both types of work spring from the same human 

impulse: the desire to connect with the earth, to uncover what lies beneath, and to give it form 

through one’s craft. 
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