Poetry 8
Fourth year-Second Semester
      
The 7th lecture:                                                                                                                                          د.حصة

‘Digging’ by Seamus Heaney: what is the significance of this poem? When was it published for the first time? It was published in 1966. It was the first poem in his first collection of poems, called “Death of a Naturalist’. 
What is the significance of this poem? You cannot read Seamus Heaney without reading ‘Digging’, why?
He himself once wrote commenting on ‘Digging’ as finding his poetic voice. It was the first time that he came to know that he had an identity through writing. If you read the poem itself, you will find a lot of details that connect him directly with his land and people. When you read the poem, generally speaking, you will find a piece of his own memory concerning his childhood and his relation to his family as a whole/ the generation (the son who is Heaney himself and the father and the grandfather). So, it is the chain of his own family. So, it deals with a child memory which is always in some kind of control over his life. This is one thing in the first place and then the family ties. They are working together and having the same activity. It is his own relation to the family and to the land and to something more important for him as an Irish writer. The main point in ‘digging’ is the relation of the poet/ the speaker with his land and the people working and living on it. This leads us to a kind of asserting his identity telling that I know this place very well, I know its history, and I have relation to the people living on this place and to the activity taken on this place. We started saying that Heaney is coming from an agricultural background/ society. Being a farmer means that you have a close relation and sometimes it is an intimate relation to the land. This piece of land and the smell of the soil mean a lot to you. You know the importance of water running on this land. Mixing between water and sand makes a kind of a mud. It is always similar to the texture of the people living on the land. All the details are of number a important to Heaney himself and he is using these details to show his love and his relation and to assert his identity as an Irish man. What is the issue of being an Irish man? You know the Irish Question. What is the Irish Question? We studied the issue of reviving history, the Celtic culture, the Gaelic language and writing on the history of the land with Yeats. So, it is being occupied. There is this disturbed relation with Britain/ with the British people. It is a question of independence. This effort taken for independence used to be some kind of violent action. The actions taken were violent. It was through violence which means fighting. I do not know if we have come across ‘Easter 1916‘ by Yeats. It is talking about the bloodshed and that so many people killed at that time and giving names and titles and places where people were killed and how they were killed and who was killed by whom. So, here ‘Digging’ is part of the effort for independence but it is peaceful one, not aggressive one. It is not through fighting with the gun/ with the sword; it is fighting with pen. It is logic to start from the land to speak about his identity. He starts by asserting his relation to the place and the people living on the place. And then he moves to assert a close relation to the language used giving names sometimes of places. ‘Digging’ was an early poem by him. It was the early years when he started to use his poetry in defense of his own country. The subject matter of ‘Digging’ reset on him the use of simple of that language. Where he shows to be really very keen in asserting his identity is the use of certain images. He is using a lot of sensuous images. In this poem we can trace him giving details about the place where he is living and describing. While doing so he is inviting us to share him the same experience with the smell of the land, with the sound of the soil that has a lot of rocks and with the feeling of fresh potatoes cut into parts and the wetness that you can touch and smell. Here the way he is describing the potato invites us to smell and to fell the touch of the potato/ the juicy side of the potato. What is more potato is giving. This is only a sign of the soil itself when it is planted. When it is planted, it is only a week or so and then it starts to flourish; one gives ten. It is prolific/ giving. He is not praising the potato; he is praising the soil/ the Irish land. The sensuous images are of a great influence on our standing of the poem and appreciating of his own relation to the land. But there is something earlier than this description; it is the metaphor ‘digging’. How do you understand the word digging metaphorically speaking? We dig sometimes monuments and sometimes precious things. So, we are digging for hiding something to keep it. While you are digging, you may bring about something has been preserved in this land for long time. That is what they are doing. In the Irish culture or according to Heaney in some of his poems, we do not find him referring to digging but referring to history that has been brought from the land/ from the fossils. Whenever they are digging and turning the land, they come with these fossils which tell about the history of this place. You can tell this pace belongs to this period. You find solid stones with certain inscriptions and writings on them telling that they are belonging to this culture or that/ to this civilization or that. There are sometimes pieces of human body/ skulls. In one of his books, a skull has been used as a cover page. This skull is said to be one of the ancient Vikings/ the Irish people B.C. ‘Digging’ is a reference to turning the land for searching for a history, planting the land to bring things that have been buried for long time or to bury things. In both cases, it is an act of preserving. What is better than the land/ the womb and the act of being pregnant or a delivery is only an act of digging (either to plan or to bring out). So, the land (the mother land) is said to be the womb where we come from and we go back to. We have been created from the mud of this and we are to back to mix with the mud of the same land. This is the place where our memory can be preserved for centuries as it is here in the Irish land. So, ‘digging’ here has been used metaphorically in so many ways. First of all, it is the actual digging of land for farming. The act of digging can be done by the spade to turn the land which is tool used in agriculture/ in farming. Metaphorically speaking, you can dig with the pen searching the history through writing on the history of people, encouraging people to go back and search for history/ the history that has been preserved in the culture equally as it is preserved in the land/ deep in the womb of this land. 
A student: searching for the roots.
The doctor:   yes, searching for the roots culturally speaking or actually. Actually, it is by turning the land and coming to certain fossils that tells about the history of certain people and certain land. That is what it is very painful to find old places destroyed. Sometimes they are telling about our own cultures as Muslims and sometimes it tells about the culture of those who used to live on the peninsula. So, it is part of the culture that has been preserved. 
In Palestine, they are destroying part of the mosque in Jerusalem. It is systematically destroyed and it is being destroying. It is destroyed nowadays step by step to obliterate the history of the people they used to live on. So, you cannot tell that I used to life here.
Here in ‘Digging’, his family was digging for potatoes. They were farming the land. When they are farming, they may come across certain fossils which happen. And it happens here in our country. It is only less than three years (maybe a year and a half) that part of a city has been found in الراكة while they were digging for a bridge to be built. Digging is an act to come across or to reach to the roots/ to the history of people and of the land/ a history that cannot be discussed which is always definite and beyond discussion.  His own family was digging for planting the land. How is he describing this activity? He is speaking about the relation between these people (his father and his grandfather). In fact he is looking at his father and remembering his grandfather )the relation of these two generations to the land). He shows the love/ the keenness and the patience in turning the land to the extent that his father and his grandfather used to stop for a while only to drink a cup of milk and go directly to work. They show passion towards what they are doing/ towards the land. It is love relation and patience. That is what we get from the description he is giving that they are really having an intimate relation to the land/ they have a passion for what they are doing/ they are patient enough to work for hours. It is as if they are lowering their backs to smell the land and to go back fresh and ready to give more. This is the keenness of the speaker’s use of sensuous images and description that gives us a chance to be watching them being part of the scene that he is describing.
Now he is describing these people and we know that they are in close relation to their land. They have this intimate relation and passion to what they are doing and patience. They fulfill their duty. What’s about him? What is his relation? He is different. According to him, his is different from them. I cannot use the spade in the same skillful way as they are doing. He is an educated person. He is young. He used to spend part of his life away from the land/ from this agricultural activity. He appreciates what they are doing but he admits that he cannot do what they are doing. So, he is different from them. He is not better than them but he is different. But he has alternative tool which is pen. They are very skillful in controlling this tool named spade and he is skillful to use the other tool which is called the pen.

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

What are the tools that have been mentioned and what is the relation between these tools? How has he developed his own poem from this first line which is referring to these three tools towards what we have come through (a relation to the land/ a love)?
They are using either pen as for the speaker who is the poet or the spade which is being in use by the father and the grandfather for turning the land and farming and the third tool is the gun which is used to be used by soldiers to defend their land. When you keep enclosed relations, you are only preserving its history. In the 18th century, the romantics were warning against conservative nature which is part of the countryside. In ‘The Waste land’, people running and they are unaware of each other/ they are being closed.
So, a relation to a place is part of the identity. And that is what they are doing by farming by using the spade. Being farmers is part of their identity/ part of their character. The writer admits this relation to farming. He is an extension of these people/ his family. He needs to develop an identity through a relation to this land. But he cannot use the spade as tool to show his identity. He is capable of showing his identity and his relation to the land through pen. All these three tools are used to protect land.
Farm for them is a ritual. This activity is known for long time and people used to show skill in doing so. These cultural activities are obliterating by time and they need to be detected unless they will be forgotten ones. These activities are part of their identity. In some festivals we used to wear our own customs to show where we are coming from. In peninsula, there is this variety of customs. You can tell in a festival show that these people are coming from the south, those are coming from the middle of the peninsula and these are coming from the Eastern Province. Now we rarely see these customs which means that part of the identity has been obliterated with the absence of these customs. We can know our customs and the culture where come from through food/ dishes. There are certain dishes made only in الحجاز. We know them, we taste them and we accept them but they are not ours. And there are a lot of traditions from the south, the east, the west and the middle. So, people are their tradition. This is part of your identity. Moving the country from the countryside is belittling the importance and making people lose part of it and forget it. You know Vikings. They used to put a mask of the face of dead person telling that he is belonging to them and to create a passion towards this dead person. This is part of the rituals.

Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 
     
There is no reference to the spade. He has a passion to a pen. He used to use it. It is easy to hold it. And the idea of a gun is there as a metaphor of defense defending the land. But it is alternative. It is easy to use and it is more useful.
We have a poet  أبو تمام))saying >>> السيف أصدق أنباء من الكتب .... في حده الحد بين الجد واللعب 
Mahmoud Darwish is saying >>> لو كانت هذه الكلمات محراثاً بين يدي فلاح
There is this affinity between the pen, the gun and the spade when it comes to defending one’s land. That is what he is referring to. The spade is not being mentioned in the first line but it is the main tool described in almost all the poem until we come to the last line where he is saying the pen is between my hand and I will dig with it; I will use the pen like a spade. In using these two tools by him and by his family (different generations), he is only fulfilling a promise that used to be fulfilled only through gun and that is defending the land. In the past, there were a lot of attacks taken against the British authority. The choice of some cultured men like Heaney was to fight with pen instead of a gun and this is the choice of someone like Mahmoud Darwish or سميح القاسم . In both cases, they are defending their lands. As for Heaney, he is aware of his fate which is to keep and defend the land and there is his own tool which is the pen.   
The squat pen rests. 
I’ll dig with it. 
So, he will do the same activity of searching the land for history with the pen, not with spade, and he managed to do it. He won Nobel Prize for what he has done/ for asserting the importance of writing when it comes to asserting an identity, defending one’s land and talking peacefully to others.  
I want you to write short note on sensuous images he used in this poem ‘Digging’. He has manipulated all the skill that he has to write his poetry. Writing descriptive passages or lines are written in a wonderful way with these sensuous images. And what is more is the use of the language (when he is speaking about the spade crushing against this greedy land/ the sound of the spade crushing against the soil which is greedy {greedy means it has stones}). It is not easy land to work on. In spite of that they were very keen to do so and showing love. So, the sounds/ the language use to help in giving his meaning when it comes for showing a passion for the land and describing and giving details of the land (the smell of things/ the soil/ the potatoes/ the was potatoes have been sliced and planted/ the shape of his grandfather while farming, turning to drink milk and going back to continue his action). So, you feel you are just part of the whole scene. What is left is to hold the spade and to work with it. He was very keen and this is only through simple and direct language to describe things as they are. We should not forget that he is a modern writer and the directness is one of the characteristics of the modern writer. So, write short note of 5 to six lines on the sensuous images used in this poem ‘Digging’.     
 (After the holiday we will have the introduction to American poetry from >>> Norton Anthology of American Poetry. The exam will be in the same day that we will have Elizabeth Bishop).

Now let us back to your presentations.

-‘Funeral Rites’ is a reference to the rituals that used to be taken by Irish people when they are burying the dead persons. This poem ‘Funeral Rites’ is very long; it is three sections. The first part is nine stanzas.

A student:  Seamus Heaney’s poem “Funeral Rites” emphasizes social awareness, especially in its overt references to the violent "Troubles” between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland.

The doctor: -Here he is also referring to the outcome of the action of the gun which has been referred to and never been a choice. Even in ‘Digging’, it’s never been a choice. He is aware of the presence of this violent tool but he has avoided it altogether though he mentioned it. Here this is the outcome of the use of this tool which is the gun. It is the violent actions that they have been exposed to taken by them or taken against them.

A student:  Within his poem Funeral Rites,there is a silent and tense struggle for validation of those killed in battle, where the fight doesn’t seem to end on the home front, but rather transforms into a personal war for the Irish people.

The doctor: it turned to be personal war. People are being killed. Who killed them? It started first as a kind of revenge avenging these killed people which is a chain that will never end and that will destroy their culture. 

The student: The poem is in three sections. In the first he talks about his own experience of funerals. In the second section he talks about the troubles.

The doctor: In fact he was attending a funeral and he was part of these who are carrying a coffin and paying homage or regards his respect to the dead person. From this direct experience, he started to remember and imagine things (remember other rituals and imagining if these rituals to come back).

The student: The first stanza shows that he took involvement in funerals as a coming of age, as he “shouldered a kind of manhood”. The lifting of the coffin is then a metaphor for adulthood. He is “stepping in” – the idea of replacing – where they have gone, he has to take their place in these rites.

The doctor: carrying something on your shoulder means that you are carrying responsibility.


The student: He described the rooms as “tainted” which is ambiguous – they are darkened because of the mourning, but the word also carried negative connotations of being sullied/corrupted/damaged. There is a further description and the hands of the deceased are said to be “shackled in rosary beads”. Again this is ambiguous. The beads are wrapped around their hands as if prayers were being said – but the word “shackled” carried with is connotations of being a prisoner, being in chains and irons.

The doctor: they are prisoners in the history of this violence. They have been marked with this aggressive action used to be taken during the 60s. This is like a chain in their hands. They are being trapped in this problem. A chain is poisoning them in the history. It is a chain not only in the hands of these deceased ones but even in the hands of the Irish people.
The student:   The description continues – with Heaney indulging his taste for words resonating with each other: assonance of “puffed knuckles”, “brown shroud”, “quilted satin cribs”.

The doctor: he is describing the coffin and the place where the coffin has been placed and they way he has been laid out. 

The student: He looks upon it positively – “admiring” it. Despite the fact it is death and the rites of death, he appreciates how it looks in the candle-light. He says “wax melted down/and veined the candles” – ‘veined’ linking perhaps with the body. As the wax is in parallel with the dead, the flames are in parallel with the living – “the flames hovering/ to the women hovering” behind me. The words “behind me” stand out at the start of a stanza. It echoes the “manhood” of the start – where he has moved from the women and children bracket into the men of the community.

The doctor: so, here he is referring to all the members of the community. He is referring to women, children and referring to man and manhood. He is referring to the whole community and consequently he is referring to the responsibility toward the community by manhood/ by that who is showing his manhood by carrying or shouldering the coffin on his shoulders and the woman and children are behind him. So, it is the presence of the whole community and it is the responsibility of adult man towards the whole society and consequently towards the culture of this society. 
The student: The “black glacier of each funeral pushed away”.  This image gives a sense that it is huge and moving almost imperceptibly slowly. The ‘glacier’ works will with the previous use of “glistening”, “gleaming” and “igloo” – and the sense of a penetrating cold comes through.

Another student: So from his past and general experience, he turns to the Troubles with the oxymoronic “neighbourly murder”. Nothing could be less neighbourly that that. He explains that when a murder happens they crave their rituals –

The doctor: 
They crave their rituals. In Palestine, if you are interested in watching their funerals, you find a celebration of a dead person who is killed which is part of their rituals. They called it العرس الفلسطيني. They are celebrating sending him to the second life with what they call زغرودة. When someone is dead, the cultured/ the rituals are coming back. Every time one is being killed, the rituals or the cultures are back.

The student: “we pine for ceremony” – each community needs to carry out the funeral rites for a familiar end to the unsettling events. They want “customary rhythms” – they want the beat to go on, but in a normal way, a familiar and comforting way.
The doctor: you remember ‘Riders to the Sea’ by Synge. You remember Maurya when she was mourning the death of her sons. This is an Irish Rhythm mourning the death of her sons. I always remember Maurya mourning the death her children with all the description of the place where the net was hanged behind her. So, it is a rhythm that is to be remembered forever. The Irish people are very keen in communicating in their literature, not only in poetry (where poetry is a perfect place to communicate rhythm or emotions in general). Even in drama the Irish people are very keen in dealing with their rituals in their ceremonies, including the rhythm of the ceremony; how they were repeating their feelings to the deceased person.

The student:  He describes the “temperate footsteps of a cortege” – that the passion and anger is not present at the time of burial – emotions are held in check, as perhaps a mark of respect for the “blinded” homes. He comes up with his suggestion – where he tries to rise above the present by looking back. He says: “I would restore/the great chambers of Boyne”

The doctor: Chambers of Boyne >> it is said to be a greedy place/ large stone near the river. It is like a chamber and they thought that there are Irish dead bodies being buried. With other researches and studies, they come to believe that it is like sun temple. They are obsessed in the idea of death. So many deaths have been taken on the land. So, they believe that this temple is containing deceased people.

The student: The great chambers of Boyne, I belive is an ancient burial ground at Newgrange – a burial ground that pre-dates all of the sectarian tension in Northern Ireland – not to mention the Pyramids! He goes on to describe an imaginary cross-community mass funeral for the dead of the conflict – where they all come together to bury the dead on common ground – going back far enough to find their shared humanity.

The doctor:  to find their shared humanity   >>> they are coming from the same background. This is the message of Seamus Heaney that makes him one of those elected for Noble Prize, speaking for humanity and belittling the differences and assuring the possibility of asserting one’s identity.
The student:  he says the “purring” cars “nose into line” as the “whole country” tunes to the “muffled drumming”. So from all the streets there is a vision of a quiet coming together.  He imagines “ten thousand” engines -so it is a huge mass funeral he imagines. 
I wondered about the next stanza where the women are lift behind in the kitchens – but, apparently, that’s what happened, historically – that funerals in Northern Ireland are all male – linking back to the shouldering on manhood in the opening.            
So these women are left in a sleep like daze, imagining this mass cortege towards the megalithic mounds of Newgrange.
Now I will talk about the last part of the poem. 
    
The doctor: they are three parts. You need to know what every part is about. The first one is dealing with his own experience especially in the first stanza. In the second part he is referring to the culture and to the history of Irish people/ the history of their conflict and their relation to their land and how to avoid through referring to certain issues in the history, speaking of the masks that have been designed for the deceased people and speaking about certain places that the history has been left like the temple. In the last part, he is back to the Vikings. The Vikings are the old inhabitants of Ireland. They are warriors. They are wearing hats زي رؤوس الثيران made of mental. They are wearing certain Costume.  Vikings are descending from Norway but they have settled in Ireland.   

The student:  The place names are as they would have been in viking times, with references to fjords. The ethic of non-retaliation in brought in here. By burying them together – there are signs of peace – “arbitration of the feud placated”.
Reference is made to an ancient warrior “Gunnar” – and the imagery becomes positive and optimistic towards the end:
“…like Gunnar
who lay beautiful
inside his burial mound”
Gunnar is held up as an example here – the important part about Gunnar was that he was “dead by violence and unavenged” –
The only way to end a feud is to have someone unavenged - and this is the optimistic suggestion of the poet at the end, so that Gunnar was able to turn “with a joyful face / to look at the moon”.

 The doctor: unavenged= avenging is a chain that never end. This is part of their history. So, the last point is carrying his message.
  
The student: I want to talk about the themes of this long poem.

A look at how the language in Heaney's poem contemplates the futility of violence, past and present: This poem reveals the poet consciously seeking an answer to a modern-day problem on two distinct levels, his own remembered past and that of antiquity. It could be read as a cry for the return of traditional Catholic ritual and ceremony, eroded by modern-day life and not so greatly valued by Protestant tradition. It seems Heaney is trying to establish unity of some kind, between Catholic and Protestant belief from a much older tradition, that of stone-age religion.

The doctor: he is saying why we should quarrel now since we are sharing the same history on the same land! He is trying to lower the gap between them relying on the ancient history of these people. This is one of the ways he is depending on against never ended avenging that has been taken by both sides. 
Funeral Rites begins realistically and personally in the first instance, and is a memorial to Heaney's past, dead relatives. Since the poem compares the natural and consoling ritual of death in the past, it is, essentially, an historical insight, for example: "the dough-white hands / shackled in rosary beads" with the present day lack of ceremony, "the coffin lid / its nail-heads dressed / with little gleaming crosses."  The following lines: "Dear soapstone masks / kissing their igloo brows," are a reference to Eskimo culture and, also, to soapstone, which was a soft stone with a bluish tingue, used in Vikings times.
The Absence of Ritual: Further allusions in Part II include: "I would restore / the great chambers of Boyne, / prepare a sepulchre."  This is a reference to stone-age tombs, and Heaney seems to be hinting that society discourages the natural human need for ritual to help to allay grief. The Vikings knew better. For Heaney, no Christian ceremony would satisfy both Catholic and Protestant, so the dead must be offered up to an older deity than Christ. He remarks on the "purring family cars" and "muffled drumming” which evokes further associations of ritual.

The doctor: For Heaney, no Christian ceremony would satisfy both Catholic and Protestant, so the dead must be offered up to an older deity than Christ. >>>> rituals that have been used to be practiced before Christ. They are sharing the same history and they should not allow religion to divide them.

The student: From Futility to Resurrection: In Part III, the poet speaks of the futility of seeking vengeance: "the cud of memory / allayed for once, arbitration / of the feud placated." The final three stanzas refer to resurrection, as Gunnar, "who lay beautiful / inside his burial mound," and eventually  "...turned / with a joyful face."  Gunnar was a mythological hero, also known as "Gunther".  Through Gunnar, the poem, manages to combine Christian and Pagan resurrection, through a portrait of a hero joyful in death, unavenged yet happy. For both Gunnar and  Heaney, there is something great, fitting and, indeed, joyful, about an honourable ending.
A touching, historical insight has been spelled out for us, and tells us that revenge achieves nothing, only an endless cycle of violence. Humankind needs to seek beauty, as Gunnar sought beauty, and not revenge.

The doctor: whenever it is a reference to history part of this ritual, he is keen in referring to it and he is trying to avoid the idea of resurrection.  

They should avoid avenge or revenge because it is endless chain. This is the message.  

The student: And the last theme is theme of history........... .

The doctor: it is to be traced in all his poetry. Poetry is there supporting his main theme which is asserting identity and depending on his land. History is important in doing so.

The last student: I want to talk about the symbols used in this poem. "The symbols in the poem are also important to the meaning. The most significant symbol is the funeral procession itself. This procession has two meanings. Firstly, it represents the ritual that allows the real meaning of the violent events to be overlooked. Secondly, it represents the process of coming to understand and deal with the reality of the events. In the poem, the funeral procession leads to the river of knowledge and then to the grave site where the mythical figure Gunnar is invoked. Gunnar is a Viking hero who sacrificed himself to end a long fight. The reference to the violence in Ireland is clear, with Gunnar a symbol of sacrifice. The funeral procession as a whole, represents the path that needs to be followed for Ireland to return to peace. Just as a funeral procession leads to the acceptance of an individual's death, the funeral procession represents a process of coming to an understanding of the situation in Ireland and the way to overcome the violence and find the path to acceptance and forgiveness."
The doctor: this is one of the important symbols to be used in his poem (Gunnar). Gunnar is a symbol of sacrifice.
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