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EN402: BRITISH POETRY – II  

UNIT-28  

 

Seamus Heaney: ‘Death of a Naturalist’ 

 

                                                 An analysis by Amzed Hossein 

 

 

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. 

Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles 

Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell. 

There were dragonflies, spotted butterflies, 

But best of all was the warm thick slobber 

Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water 

In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring 

I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied 

Specks to range on window sills at home, 

On shelves at school, and wait and watch until 

The fattening dots burst, into nimble 

Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us how 

The daddy frog was called a bullfrog 

And how he croaked and how the mammy frog 

Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was 

Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by frogs too 

For they were yellow in the sun and brown 

In rain. 

 

    Then one hot day when fields were rank 

With cowdung in the grass the angry frogs 

Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through hedges 

To a coarse croaking that I had not heard 

Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus. 
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Right down the dam gross bellied frogs were cocked 

On sods; their loose necks pulsed like sails. Some hopped: 

The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some sat 

Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting. 

I sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime kings 

Were gathered there for vengeance and I knew 

That if I dipped my hand the spawn would clutch it. 

A Short Bio-note 

Seamus Heaney was born on 13 April 1939 in Northern Ireland. He grew up in his father’s 

farm called Mossbawn till he was fourteen. Then the family moved to another farm inherited 

by his father from his uncle.Heaney invokes the rural atmosphere and experiences of this 

farm in the poemsof his first major book of poems called Death of a Naturalist (1966), 

particularly  in poems like ‘Digging’ and the title poem of the book. He was awarded the 

Nobel Prize in Literature in 1995. He died on 30 August 2013. 

 

Word-notes  

Flax-dam: Flax is a kind of plant with blue flowers, grown for its stem that is used to make 

thread and its seeds are used to make linseed oil. Flax-dam is a swampy water body where 

bundles of flax stems are kept submerged to rot and become soften so that the flax can be 

cleaned and made into threads. It is just as in Bengal jute stems are made to rot in a water 

body.  

 

https://www.google.co.in/url?sa=i&url=https://vinhanley.com/2017/10/22/a-brief-analysis-of-seamus-heaneys-poem-death-of-a-naturalist/&psig=AOvVaw3cxKIHHj4y6Q5XX3Cv-On8&ust=1586442206146000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNCVsPiD2egCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAv


3 
 

Bluebottles: large flies with blue body; dragon-flies: insects with long thin body, often seen 

over water; there were also ‘spotted butterflies’. All these flies and insects made peculiar 

noise over the rotten water.  

Slobber: dribbles of saliva. Frogspawn: an almost transparent substance that looks like jelly 

and contains the eggs of frogs. 

Fields were rank with cow-dung: rank: having a strong unpleasant smell.  

I ducked through the hedges: duck: move one’s head or body downwards.  

Bass chorus: low sound of many frogs croaking together.  

Gross-bellied frogs cocked on sods: cocked: a part of their body raised; sods: lumps of 

earth.  

Heads farting: as if air from the bowels coming out through the head. 

The great slime kings: refers to the frogswith body covered with slime, i. e. any unpleasant 

liquid substance. 

Title: ‘Death of a Naturalist’: naturalist: a person who studies animals, plants, birds and 

other living things.  

The poem begins with a description of the flax-dam. The first ten lines give this vivid 

description. The flax-dam ‘festered’ (like an infected wound) in the centre of the ‘townland’ 

under the hot sun. Flax had rotted there. Bubbles could be seen rising. Insects were flying 

around. The ‘warm thick slobber /Of frogspawn grew …. In the shade of the banks. 

The frogspawn reminded the narrator that during his schooldays he would put the frogspawn 

in a pot and kept it on the window-sills at home or on the shelves at school to ‘watch’ how 

tadpoles (young form of a frog) would come out from the spawn. His teacher Miss Walls 

would explain the reproduction system of frogs. The tone of the narration indicates that he 

loved all this activity very much, and the classroom experiment was a delightful experience.  

The second stanza, however, gives a completely different experience. On another hot day he 

heard the loud and coarse croaking of the frogs. It seemed to him that the frogs were angry 
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and had ‘invaded’ the flax-dam. He went there to see what the matter was. Some frogs 

‘cocked on sods’; some leaped around; some ‘sat poised like mud grenades’.  

The sight terrified (‘sickened’) him. He turned and ran away. He felt that the big frogs were 

threatening to punish (vengeance) him as he used to fill the pots with frogspawn every 

summer. He was sure that if he again put his hand to collect the frogspawn, it would surely 

clutch his fingers. 

So at the end of the poem there is a kind of new knowledge about nature. The amateur 

naturalist dies. The boy becomes aware of the mystery in nature. Neil Cocoran thinks that this 

has similarity to the boat stealing episode in Wordsworth’s The Prelude, Book I. In that 

episode the act of stealing the boat gave the boy a troubled pleasure; but soon it was followed 

by his terror of the huge cliff – he imagined that  

  …huge and mighty forms, that do not live 

Like living men, moved slowly through my mind 

By day, and were the trouble of my dreams.  

[See Neil Corcoran, The Poetry of Seamus Heaney: A Critical Study (London: Faber, 19980, 

5-6.] 

Take a look at this beautiful painting [Angela Harding: Frogs and flax dam / 

pinterest.com]: 
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