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POETIC TOOLS OF CREATING SPATIAL IMAGES
IN S. HEANEY’S WORKS

Seamus Heaney, an accomplished Irish poet and writer, is credited for his
powerful ability to capture the essence of rural life in Ireland with vivid imagery.
Through his works, readers experience the awe-inspiring depth of emotion that
only a masterful writer can stir. Heaney’s poetic voice delves into themes of
identity and history while beautifully integrating elements from the natural world
into his writing (Sharif et al., 2023). Seamus Heaney’s poetry contains many
sources of excellence, but perhaps the most striking is his skill in creating vivid
spatial images to represent different emotional states. In this article, we will
examine the poetic tools Heaney employs to create spatial images in his works,
focusing on the techniques and devices that contribute to their evocative power.

Imagery is central to Heaney’s poetry, and he is particularly adept at using
metaphors to create vivid spatial images. In “Death of a Naturalist,” for instance,
Heaney describes a scene from his childhood in rural Ireland: All year the flax-dam
festered in the heart / Of the townland; green and heavy headed / Flax had rotted
there, weighted down by huge sods. / Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun.”
(Heaney, 2009). The language Heaney employs in this stanza is concrete and
sensory, allowing the reader to visualize the setting and experience the sun’s
oppressive heat. Metaphors like the flax-dam festered and sweltered in the
punishing sun evoke a sense of decay and discomfort, which contribute to the
poem’s overall atmosphere (De Leo, 2019). Similarly, in “North,” Heaney uses the
metaphor of a shipwreck to describe the Irish landscape: | returned to a long
strand, / the hammered curve of a bay, / and found only the secular / powers of the
Atlantic thundering (Heaney, 2010). In this excerpt, the hammered curve of a bay
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serves as a spatial image that conveys the raw power of the natural world, while
the metaphor of the shipwreck imbues the landscape with a sense of history and
loss.

Heaney also employs symbolism and allusion to create spatial images in his
works. In “Digging,” Heaney utilizes symbols to explore the concept of balance
and harmony in the natural world. 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 (Heaney, 1966). Though the
passage does not mention the spirit level explicitly, the imagery and symbolism in
the poem convey a sense of equilibrium and harmony, reflecting the poem’s
broader thematic focus on balance in the natural world. In “The Tollund Man,”
Heaney alludes to the myth of the bog people, ancient corpses preserved in the peat
bogs of Northern Europe, to create a powerful spatial image: Something of his sad
freedom / As he rode the tumbril / Should come to me, driving, / Saying the names /
Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard, / Watching the pointing hands / Of country people,
/ Not knowing their tongue (Heaney, 1972). In this excerpt, Heaney lists the names
of several famous bog bodies, such as Tollund Man and Grauballe Man,
discovered in the peat bogs of Northern Europe. By mentioning these specific
individuals, Heaney alludes to the historical and cultural significance of the bog
people, adding depth to the poem’s spatial imagery and inviting the reader to
explore the hidden layers of meaning beneath the surface (Jie, 2021).

Sound and rhythm are essential elements of Heaney’s poetic toolbox, as they
contribute to creating spatial images by evoking a sense of movement and place. In
“Death of a Naturalist,” Heaney employs alliteration and assonance to create
asense of rhythm and musicality in the poem: Bubbles gargled delicately,
bluebottles / Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell (Heaney, 1966). The
repetition of the “b” and “g” sounds in bubbles and gargled, as well as the “s” and
“w” sounds in strong and wove, create a sense of onomatopoeia, allowing the
reader to hear and feel the movement of the natural elements described in the
poem. This use of sound contributes to the poem’s spatial imagery by situating the
reader within the landscape and immersing them in the natural world’s sights,
sounds, and textures. In “Digging,” Heaney uses sound and rhythm to emphasize
the connection between his craft of writing and his father’s labor as a farmer
(Jabarouti, 2021). The cold smell of potato mold, the squelch and slap / Of soggy
peat, the curt cuts of an edge / Through living roots awaken in my head (Heaney,
1966). The use of consonant sounds such as “s” and “1” in words like squelch and
slap, coupled with the sounds of “c” and “t” heard in words such as cuts and curt,
establish a sense of onomatopoeia, allowing readers to physically experience the
movement of cuts through the soil using their auditory senses. Serving as
contributing factors towards spatial imagery employed within the poem, this use of
sound facilitates reader immersion into the surroundings, prompting them to
visualize tactile characteristics that make up rural landscapes. The use of sound and
rhythm in “Digging” not only evokes a sense of place and movement but also
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creates a parallel between the physical labor of his father and the mental labor of
his writing, emphasizing the importance of ancestry and tradition in shaping his
poetic identity (Quement et al., 2016).

To conclude, the rich spatial imagery of Seamus Heaney’s poetry helps
readers to get fully immersed in the locations of his poems and feel the emotions
he is trying to express. Heaney’s poetic landscapes are rich in detail and resonant
with the reader on several levels due to his masterful use of imagery, metaphor,
symbolism, allusion, sound, and rhythm. The reader may better understand
Heaney’s poetic mastery and the lasting impact of his contributions to the world of
literature by analyzing the many tools and strategies he utilizes in his poems.
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