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Focusing on a detailed reading of 
‘Punishment’ in its contexts, Luke 
McBratney considers the variety and 
invention of Seamus Heaney’s love poetry

Perhaps the most surprising thing about Heaney’s 
New Selected Poems is how frequently he uses the 
form of the love poem to explore other themes. 

Opening with an overview of Heaney’s love poetry and 
how it reveals preoccupations other than love, this article 
proceeds to consider a single poem to show just how far 
the genre of the love poem can be extended and with 
what disturbing effects.

Love and marriage
The tender ‘Poem’, dedicated to his wife, Marie, was 
written soon after their marriage and published in 
Death of a Naturalist (1966). Concluding with imagery 
of togetherness and the ring of marriage, it is clearly a 
love poem to his wife, but even this relatively simple 
and direct early poem might also be read as being about 
something other than love. In this case it is work, or 
specifically the work of writing poetry, to which the 
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speaker is dedicating himself with an increased sense of purpose 
as a married man. He will retain the ‘child/ who diligently 
potters in [his] brain’, but that child, which is the playful, child-
like spirit of invention and poetic creation, will be perfected by 
the addressee. 

Heaney’s love poems also change according to the historical 
and biographical moments in which they are written. Together, 
many of these chart the peaks and troughs of desire and 
disappointment within marriage. For example, ‘The Wife’s 
Tale’ from Door into the Dark (1969) ostensibly explores 
a companionable marriage, but has also been read as an 
exploration of gender roles. ‘Summer Home’ from Wintering Out 
(1972) explores a temporary falling out, evoking the ill feelings 
through a putrid image of decaying flies. ‘A Dream of Jealousy’ 
from Field Work (1979) is a dreamy sonnet that articulates 
feelings of jealousy and adulterous desire, but has been read 
by some critics to allegorise the poet’s powerful attraction to 
his muse rather than a living woman. Finally, one of Heaney’s 
most inventive love poems, ‘The Skunk’ from Field Work (1979), 
manages to turn an animal known primarily for its revolting 
smell into a vehicle of beauty and playfulness to express the 
depth of his love.

Disturbing and inventive
The poems mentioned above give a sense of the inventiveness 
and variety of Heaney’s love poetry. But the poem on which 
the rest of this article focuses takes invention and variety to 
new levels. Indeed, this poem takes the form of the love poem 
to breaking point by — among other things — mixing genres, 
locations, time periods, subjects and feelings. It is perhaps the 
most controversial poem written by Heaney and it comes from 
his most controversial collection, North (1975). 

This collection was written after some of the worst years 
in Northern Ireland, and ‘Punishment’ is a disturbing poem 
that deals with three types of love. The first two are forms of 
forbidden love, both of which are punished: adultery in the 
Iron Age and a relationship between a Catholic woman and a 
Protestant (most likely a soldier) in 1970s Northern Ireland. The 
final type is the love of the speaker towards his subject. These 
types of love are met with different types of punishment, which 
are disturbingly blended in the poem. One is private and inner, 
a kind of self-flagellation to which the speaker subjects himself; 
the others are public acts that not only punish the wrongdoer 
but also serve as warnings to the wider community. 

From close reading to contexts
The title North refers to both the Jutland (the north European 
peninsula that includes Denmark) and Northern Ireland in 
the mid 1970s, and this collection marked a departure in 
Heaney’s work. While he rejected acting as a spokesperson for 
political views, he could not ignore events and, as the conflict 
escalated, Heaney’s poetry ‘moved from being simply a matter 
of achieving the satisfactory verbal icon to being a search for 
images and symbols adequate to our predicament’ (Heaney 
1984, p. 56). 

Note the terminology being used: The Verbal Icon is the title 
of a famous book of New Criticism written by W. K. Wimsatt 
in 1954. Heaney is saying that he is going to move from an 

approach of writing perfectly crafted artistic poems that are self-
contained and reward the practices of practical criticism (also 
known as close reading) to ones that reach out to engage with 
broader contexts. 

While we could study and appreciate a poem such as ‘Poem’ 
from Death of a Naturalist (1966) simply by using close reading 
strategies, ‘Punishment’ is incomprehensible without engaging 
with historical contexts. Heaney is fascinated by bogs, and in 
particular the bog bodies of Iron Age people that had been 
exhumed, perfectly preserved, from peat bogs in Denmark 
and exhibited in museums and written about by P. V. Glob, the 
archaeologist who discovered them. 

Taking these bog bodies as inspiration, Heaney is able to 
present two overlapping narrative strands that blend in the 
poem’s boggy settings. The first is historical: the Iron Age 
punishment of hanging and drowning for adultery. The second 
is contemporary: a punishment ordered by the Irish Republican 
Army (IRA). The IRA was the main terrorist organisation that 
wanted to end British rule in Northern Ireland (since 1972, the 
province had been ruled directly from London), to have British 
troops leave Northern Ireland (they had been sent in to secure 
peace in 1969) and for Northern Ireland to be united with the 
rest of the island of Ireland. 

To control their areas, terrorists used summary justice. For 
example, in Catholic areas, women who fraternised with or 
became romantically involved with British soldiers or members 
of the security forces were punished by being covered in tar 
and feathers. In Heaney’s poem, the woman in question has 
her hair shaved and is subjected to public humiliation — the 
punishment happens outside, where she is probably chained to 
railings and displayed as an example to others.

Heaney took inspiration 
from the bog bodies of 
Iron Age people
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Still a love lyric
While noting the poem’s engagement with violence and 
sectarianism, let’s not forget that it is written in the form of 
a love lyric. This is a major cause of its disturbing power. 
The first person is used straight away, and there is an intense 
identification with the subject. It is as if the speaker is there in 
the moment, speaking words of love to a woman at the point 
of being murdered. He doesn’t describe what he sees; he evokes 
what he imagines she feels:

I can feel the tug 
of the halter at the nape  
of her neck, the wind 
on her naked front. 

(ll. 1–4)

Note the loving and intimate tone, with the short lines 
emphasising the feelings and the body parts involved. The 
nape of the neck is an erogenous zone, and the movement 
of the wind is a debased form of loving caress: ‘it blows her 
nipples/ to amber beads’ (ll.5–6). And the first two quatrains 
use a familiar technique in love poetry, the blazon, as the 
speaker moves down the loved one’s body — in this case, the 
nape of the neck, the front, the nipples and the ribs — in a 
poetic, and in this case disturbingly sexualised, cataloguing of 
beautiful features. 

The bog context
After Heaney’s first two quatrains, the perspective shifts. From 
seeing small intimate details, the speaker takes a broader view 
and describes what he sees, not what she feels. The woman is 
dead: he ‘can see her drowned/ body in the bog’ (ll. 9–10). It’s 
worth remembering the bog context. Bogs have featured in 
Heaney’s poetry since at least Door into the Dark (1969) and are 
usually emblematic of Ireland. And, for Heaney, a bog can often 
be an erotic place. 

In his essay ‘Mossbawn’, collected in Preoccupations, his 
first volume of prose, Heaney writes how boggy places hold 
an ‘immediate and deeply peaceful attraction’; it is as if he 
is ‘betrothed to them’. He believes this ‘betrothal happened’ 
when he and another boy ‘bathed in a moss-hole, treading 
the liver-thick mud, unsettling a smoky muck off the bottom 
and coming out smeared and weedy and darkened … [and] 
somehow initiated’ (Heaney 1984, p. 19). 

Certainly, in ‘Punishment’, the bog has an erotic charge as 
the punished Iron Age woman surfaces almost as part of the 
landscape. She is ‘a barked sapling’ (l.14), has ‘oak-bone, brain-
firkin’ (l.16) (a firkin is a small cask or barrel), and the remnants 
of her hair are like ‘black corn’ (l.18).

Moral complexities
As the poem progresses, the speaker moves closer to the 
woman, but there is something uncanny in how typical images 
of love are twisted and muddled with those of violence and 
death. A ring — a typical symbol of togetherness, love and 
marriage — becomes the noose that hangs her in a cruel 
reminder of her crime of adultery, used, as it is, to ‘store/ 
the memories of love’ (ll.21–22). The speaker’s tone is that 
of a lover. He uses soothing, flattering and tender words, 

addressing the woman directly: ‘Little adulteress’, ‘your tar-
black face was beautiful’ (l.23; ll.26–27); ‘My poor scapegoat,/ 
I almost love you’ (ll.28–29). 

Many readers find this disturbing; he is, after all, addressing 
a dead body. But to call this scopophilia, or necrophilia as some 
critics have done, is, perhaps, to miss the point. Heaney is using 
the love poem in this strange and disturbing way to address 
disturbing and morally complex events. When he was awarded 
the Nobel Prize, the awarding committee praised Heaney’s 
‘works of lyrical beauty and ethical depth’ (The Nobel Prize in 
Literature 1995 — Press release). If the first half of ‘Punishment’ 
manages the ‘lyrical beauty’ part, the last section certainly 
achieves ‘ethical depth’. 

Yet it is often argued that the poem implies that the same 
atavistic impulses that were at work in the killing in Iron Age 
Denmark are felt by those in 1970s Northern Ireland: these 
things have always gone on and, while we might shift the time 
and the place, we are powerless to shift human nature. 

Self-punishment
Such accusations, though, are not entirely fair. Rather than 
being an apologist for Republicanism, Heaney’s speaker tries to 
understand it. As he does so, the most hurtful criticism is turned 
on himself. Through a biblical allusion to John 8, he implicates 
himself: not only has he no right to cast a stone at the victim, 
but also in standing idly by he commits a sin that makes him 
complicit in the acts of punishment. 

He also acknowledges he is an ‘artful voyeur’ — and there 
is something distasteful about the aesthetic pleasure he has 
drawn from viewing the body of the victim. Yet, if by the artful 
process he has formulated an image or a symbol ‘adequate to our 
predicament’, perhaps this has been justified. As he said in 1974 
in ‘Feeling into Words’, ‘the question, as ever, is “How with this 
rage shall beauty hold a plea?” And my answer is, by offering 
“befitting emblems of adversity” (Heaney 1984, p. 57). 

Seamus Heaney in the 1970s. As a 
poet, he could not ignore the conflict 
in Northern Ireland at that time
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The poem’s final lines might suggest that the title refers less to 
the retribution meted out to the sacrificial Iron Age victim or the 
young Catholic woman, but to the self-punishment of the poet. 
He punishes himself by admitting feelings that many might have, 
but which few are brave enough to voice, that he would both 

…connive  
in civilised outrage 
yet understand the exact 
and tribal, intimate revenge. 

(ll. 41–44)

Note how Heaney uses subtle aural effects to draw our attention 
to the complexities: ‘connive’ has an echo in ‘civilised’ and 
‘outrage’ half rhymes with ‘revenge’. 

Forcing us to think
While it brought a great deal of punishment to its author from 
journalists and literary critics, the poem is strong enough to 
take such criticism and to support alternative views. Exposing 
complexities and ambiguities is the point of the poem and 
there is real bravery to the way in which Heaney explores the 
feelings that a Catholic might have when probing deeply into 
their response to an act of violence. His twisted love poem has 
a lyrical beauty that disturbs as it attracts and repels, but, it 
ultimately forces us, its readers, to think about a difficult issue 
with ethical depth.

1 Using ‘Punishment’, one or more other poems from the post-1900 
selection and your pre-1900 comparative set text, answer the 
following question. 

Compare how the authors of two texts you have studied present 
suffering that comes as a consequence of love. (25 marks, AQA-style)

2 ‘Poets are at their most moving and engaging when they write 
about history rather than simply their personal experiences.’ In 
response to this view, explore connections between the ways in 
which Heaney and Sheers write about history. Analyse at least two 
poems in detail from each set text. (60 marks, WJEC-style)

Practice exam questions 

Check your answers at  
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreviewextras
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