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Introduction: what you can find here

We begin the discussion of each poet with brief chronologies of the poets’ lives, leading 
up to the publication of Field Work and Skirrid Hill, careful to avoid too much emphasis 
on context. The texts and the poetry come first, but always with the requirements of the 
exam assessment in mind. Accordingly, the headings under which the texts and poems 
are examined are closely linked to the assessment objectives of Unit 2. So, chronology 
is followed by a section on themes, ideas and attitudes (AO1), then effects, how 
meanings are created (AO2) and contextual influences (AO3). The discussion of both 
texts concludes with connections (AO4). From this approach it might appear that the 
books are to be studied separately. Instead we suggest from the start that the reader 
would benefit from linking poems by the two poets. As these are two carefully organised, 
coherent single texts, not selections as with some of the pairings on this paper, it makes 
sense, for example, to compare how each poet begins and ends his book, and to consider 
what poems they put at its heart.

For each assessment objective addressed here, the details are only suggestions to get 
you started. It is important that you become an autonomous reader and explore the 
poetry for yourself.

Seamus Heaney: Field Work (Faber)

Chronology

1939 Seamus Heaney born at Mossbawn Farm, Co. Derry, to Patrick and Margaret 
Heaney, first of nine children.

1944-51 Attends Anahorish primary School.

1951-7 After passing scholarship exam, goes to St. Columb’s College, Derry, boarding 
school. Outstanding in English and Latin.

1954 Family move to an inherited family farm near Bellaghy village, Co Derry.

1957-61 At Queen’s University Belfast, graduates with first class honours in English, 
begins publishing poems.

1961-62 Trains to be a teacher in Belfast, appointed to the Intermediate school, St 
Thomas’s, Belfast.

1963 Appointed Lecturer in English at St Joseph’s College of Education, published 
more widely.

1965 Marries Marie Devlin.

1966 Publishes his first book, Death of a Naturalist, becomes lecturer at Queen’s, 
first child, Michael, born.
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1968 Second son, Christopher, born. Attends protest marches and meetings as 
Troubles grow; becoming well-known as speaker and reader, wins Somerset 
Maugham and Geoffrey Faber Awards.

1969 Second book, Door into the Dark published.

1972 Wintering Out published. Bloody Sunday shootings in Derry and Bloody Friday 
bombings in Belfast. (Triptych III probably recalls participation on a march in 
Newry.) Leaves Queens’ University and moves to Glanmore Cottage in Co. 
Wicklow, Republic of Ireland, where his daughter Catherine is born. Meets and 
befriends Robert Lowell.

1974 Visits Dove Cottage, Grasmere, Wordsworth’s home.

1975 North published, becomes lecturer in English at college of education in 
Dublin. His cousin Colum McCartney is a victim of sectarian killing by Loyalist 
paramilitaries.

1976 Family leave Glanmore and move to Sandymount, Dublin.

1977 Gives the Address at the poet Robert Lowell’s memorial service in London.

1979 Field Work published.

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

The poems are organic, not driven by single issues, so themes overlap; ‘A Postcard from 
North Antrim’ includes friendship, loss, political violence and music at least. The same 
poem can be grouped under a range of themes. Some of the themes or areas which you 
might consider:

Political violence Particularly the group of three poems, ‘The Strand at Lough 
Beg’, ‘A Postcard from North Antrim’ and ‘Casualty’ and the 
final poem, ‘Ugolino’; but already present, hovering over the 
book from the beginning, in the ‘Triptych’ poems especially ‘I’ 
and ‘III’, and in ‘The Toome Road’.

Elegies, poems of loss ‘The Singer’s House’, ‘In Memoriam Francis Ledwidge’, ‘In 
Memoriam Sean O’Riada’, ‘Elegy’.

Marriage poems The presence of the partner, and affection for, becomes 
stronger in the later ‘Glanmore Sonnets’, especially ‘IX’; 
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then follow a number of personal, quite erotic, poems, ‘An 
Afterwards’ (being the wife of a poet), ‘The Otter’ and ‘The 
Skunk’, ‘Homecomings’, ‘A Dream of Jealousy’, ‘Polder’.

Farming Suggested in the title, of course; the burning of the stubble in 
‘Leavings’, harvest in ‘The Harvest Bow’, the swallows and 
tractors of ‘High Summer’, February ploughing in ‘Glanmore 
Sonnets I’.

Nature Field, wood, trees, the earth, creatures from skunks to 
maggots.

Places Irish place names abound but Rome, France, California, 
Tuscany, Holland remind us that Heaney travelled quite a lot 
in the seventies, often as a visiting poet or teacher.

Family poems ‘High Summer’ (his son Christopher), ‘The Harvest Bow’ (his 
Father) another elegy.

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

Language of the body The first poem, ‘Oysters’, begins with the mouth itself, 
‘tongue’, ‘palate’, ‘taste’, in a stanza full of liquidy ‘l’s. The 
tongue also has to do with speaking, with words. And this 
poem ends with the reminder this is a book of poems, of 
words, by emphasising the active part of speech, as the poet 
asks experience to ‘quicken me all into verb, pure verb’. (Can 
you find other references to the mouth, and language relating 
to the other senses?)

Density of consonants From the start, as in ‘Oysters’, ‘frond-lipped, brine-stung / Glut 
of privilege’. This thickness enriches the feel and taste of the 
oysters but also slows down reading, maximising language’s 
effects. (Can you find other similar examples? You might 
almost call them tongue twisters).

Language of land and 
water

As you might expect from Heaney’s farming background and 
the landscapes of his homes, especially his time in Glanmore. 
‘After a Killing’ isn’t far from the sea where ‘The heart lifts’ 
and you can buy ‘mackerel’. And the poem ends with the 
produce of the earth, ‘new potatoes, / Three tight green 
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cabbages, and carrots / With the tops and mould still fresh on 
them.’ (Why refer to fresh mould?)

Language of life In a book which describes many acts of violence and cruelty. 
The fourth poem is a sonnet called ‘A Drink of Water’ which 
recreates the ordinary collecting of water in close detail in 
a combination of alliteration and assonance; ‘The pump’s 
whooping cough, the bucket’s clatter / And slow diminuendo 
as it filled’. And at the poem’s end, the cup of water, lit by 
moonlight becomes an act of remembrance of life.

Use of active, alive 
openings

From ‘Triptych’, ‘There they were…’, ‘My tongue moved...’, 
‘On Devenish I heard a snipe…’. Other active openings, which 
seem to ensure the detailed descriptions of the poems are 
never static, include: ‘One morning early I met armoured 
cars’ , ‘A lone figure is waving...’; from ‘Glanmore Sonnets’, 
‘Vowels ploughed into other...’, ‘Sensings, mountings from the 
hiding places...’; and from the marriage poems, ‘When you 
plunged...’, ‘Up, black, striped…the skunk’s tail paraded the 
skunk’.

Words linked to earth, 
the ground and to 
water

So what is seen, heard, felt becomes words; the place and 
experience are pressed into poetry. Notice how most of 
the imagery comes from the natural world. First ‘Glanmore 
Sonnet’ begins, ‘Vowels ploughed into other: opened ground’, 
in which the vowels follow each other so quickly, on top 
of each other almost, language resembling the furrowed 
ground. The second Sonnet speaks of ‘Words entering almost 
the sense of touch / Ferreting themselves out of their dark 
hutches’, substance given to the idea by using imagery from 
someone familiar with country life. In ‘The Harvest Bow’, it 
is silence rather than words which is created by the produce 
of the earth: ‘As you plaited the harvest bow / You implicated 
the mellowed silence in you / In wheat’. (Can you find other 
examples of words represented by images from the natural 
world?)

Use of wider knowledge Such as the Classics, history, literature and music; consider 
the effects of references to Greek myths, Irish myths and 
stories. Look at ‘Oysters’, ‘Sibyl’, ‘The Strand at Lough Beg’, 
‘Glanmore Sonnet X’.

Wide range of forms The many sonnets, but also rhyming stanzas, four- and five-
line stanzas, brief lyrics and longer narratives. Look at the skill 
with sounds in ‘The Harvest Bow’. Most of the rhymes in its 
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Contexts

(AO3 = 20 marks)

(Advice: contextual influences should be used to illuminate the text, to add to the 
understanding of meanings and effects. This should always be supported by close reference to 
the text and quotation.)

• The political situation, especially the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland, effects on family 
and friends

• The experience of living at Glanmore near Dublin in a small rural cottage

• The deaths of family and friends; elegies

• Heaney’s relationship to the Irish countryside and history

• The influence of other poets, especially Dante and Lowell

stanzas are near-rhymes, almost-rhymes, linking things subtly 
without the over emphasis or stridency of clear rhymes. So, in 
the last stanza just as peace is quiet, so is the rhyme, ‘peace/
device’, and as the life in the corn is slight, so is the rhyme, 
‘corn/warm’. (Consider the use of rhyme in this poem and in 
the poem next to it, ‘In Memoriam Francis Ledwidge’).

(Advice: avoid making assertions, such as ‘the sensuous language here shows Heaney’s love of 
nature’. Support your point with a relevant quotation. Engage with it and analyse the effects of 
language and imagery.)

Owen Sheers: Skirrid Hill (Seren)

Chronology

1974 Born in Fiji, see poem ‘Stitch in Time’.

Grows up near Abergavenny in South Wales, close by the landscape of the 
Skirrid hill.

1986 Attends King Henry VIII School in Abergavenny.

1993-98 Reads English at New College, Oxford; followed by MA in Creative Writing, 
University of East Anglia.
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1999 Eric Gregory Award for poetry from Society of Authors.

2000 Publishes first book, The Blue Book (poetry), shortlisted for Wales Book of the 
Year.

2004 Publishes first book of prose, The Dust Diaries, set in Zimbabwe, part fiction, 
part travel book (see ‘Drinking with Hitler’) which wins Wales Book of the 
Year 2005, and is shortlisted for the Ondaatje Prize. Appointed Writer in 
Residence at The Wordsworth Trust. Selected as a Poetry Society’s Next 
Generation Poet.

2005 Publishes second book of poetry, Skirrid Hill.

2006 Wins Somerset Maugham Award for Skirrid Hill.

Themes, ideas and attitudes

(AO1 = 30 marks)

Country life Occupations like ‘The Farrier’, ‘Late Spring’ and ‘The 
Fishmonger’, poems in which the closely observed activities 
are as important as the characters.

Family Especially the relationships with parents and grandparents; 
what is inherited and what can be lost. These include moving 
poems like ‘Farther’ and ‘On Going’. (How important to the 
relationships in these poems are the landscapes in which they 
are set?)

Place The area around Abergavenny in which the poet grew up and 
went to school. Poems often structured around looking back, 
like ‘Hedge School’ and ‘Border Country’ and the two Hill 
Fort poems. Places in which history and human memory are 
deeply embedded, and awakened in the reader by activities 
of walking and riding. (Consider the use made of walking, for 
example, in shaping these poems).

Love Being in love, the difficulties of love. There is a group of 
poems pages 4-9 that explore the complexity of love, its joys 
and its sufferings, the power of desire. Consider the different 
attitudes to the partner in these poems. How is the woman 
represented? Is bird imagery important to Sheers? (Look at 
‘Winter Swans’ and ‘Song’. How are the birds used to create 
the relationships in these poems?)
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Wales But also other countries. What is the poet’s attitude to Wales 
in ‘Flag’ and ‘Steelworks’? Do these poems and the poem, 
‘History’, suggest Wales had a stronger identity in the past?

(Advice: select words and lines relevant to the key words in the questions. Avoid working 
through poems from first line to last.)

Effects, the ways in which meanings are created

(AO2 = 30 marks)

Similes Those with or without ‘like’, are prominent. There are often 
visual comparisons, so a shoulder blade is seen as a ‘china 
plate’ and a skull as a ‘broken bird’s egg’ in the second stanza 
of ‘Mametz Wood’. Sheers’s visual imagination is seen later 
in the poem, too, as an observation per line uncovers a 
‘danse-macabre’. Similes can be sharp and surprising, such 
as when the hair of a customer in ‘Service’ is seen as ‘neatly 
parted as a book open at the centre page’. In the same 
poem a visual aspect of the scene is used to make clear a 
behaviour less tangible, in ‘a flute of champagne, one stream 
of bubbles threading its core, delicate and finely strung as 
their conversation’. (Consider in ‘Farrier’ the ways in which 
similes made of precise visual scenes are used to bring alive 
the farrier’s work and his love of it).

Looking As though the poet is a camera. Sometimes directly as in ‘Cut 
to us, an overhead shot…’ that begins ‘Four Movements in 
the Scale of Two’. ‘Valentine’ consists of a series of camera 
shots.  There are poems about the photographer Robert 
Capa and a Hollywood star. The conditions of seeing are ever 
present, so the couple’s situation in ‘Night Windows’ depends 
on ‘the hall bulb bright, / sending one bar of light into the 
living room, / so we could see’ but so they can also be seen 
from outside.

Extended comparisons Look at ‘Swallows’, how the comparison to writing develops 
from the first verse, with the bird’s movement described 
as ‘italic’, to the last verse’s rich elaboration of the image; 
‘their script of descenders, / dipping their ink to sign their 
signatures / across the page of the sky’. ‘Keyways’ is another 
poem in which the comparison of the lovers’ relationship to 
lock and key is ingeniously developed.
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Stories as poems, 
poems as stories

Stories of characters like the tailor in ‘Stitch in Time’, the 
artist in ‘Shadow Man’, the woman in ‘Amazon’. The story of 
the restaurant in ‘Service’, with its short lines and lists, brief 
observations, conveying the bustle and activities of the day.

Walks and journeys Poems shaped around walks and journeys. These walks are 
often linked to the Abergavenny landscape itself as in the Hill 
Fort poems, ‘Farther’ and ‘Skirrid Fawr’. They give us not 
so much nature itself, as the human experience of nature. In 
‘Hedge School’, it is on ‘the walk home from school’ that the 
boy learns ‘how dark he runs inside’. (Consider what, in ‘Flag’ 
on ‘A rail journey westwards’, the poet learns about the state 
of Wales, ‘about the dreams of what might have been’).

Contexts

(AO3 = 20 marks)

(Advice: contextual influences should be used to illuminate the text, to add to the 
understanding of meanings and effects. Should always be supported by close reference to the 
text and quotation.)

• Childhood near Abergavenny on the Welsh border

• The landscape of the Skirrid and related farming activities

• Welsh history and society

• Travels in the USA and Zimbabwe

• Literary influences such as Thomas, Eliot and Heaney

Connections

(AO4 = 30 marks)

(Advice: connections should always be supported by relevant quotations. Use the quotations to 
explore, through detailed examination of language (AO2), the different attitudes and feelings of 
the poets.)

Land and 
landscapes

The very titles link the texts. Field Work suggesting rural, farming life, 
the time the family spent in the Glanmore cottage (the cover of the 
first edition was based on a map of the land around Glanmore Castle 
and fields); Skirrid Hill, the landscape around Abergavenny. (Why are 
the Glanmore Sonnets and the Hill Fort poems at the centre of the
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books? How are these places linked to personal experiences and 
memories?)

Rural and 
farming life

Perhaps compare ‘The Farrier’ or ‘Late Spring’ with ‘The Harvest 
Bow’. Notice the use of details. Consider the poets’ attitudes and 
feelings towards what they see.

Love 
relationships

Consider the ways in which both poets use creatures to write about 
their relationships; Heaney in ‘The Otter’, for example, and Sheers in 
‘Winter Swans’. How both poets use extended analogies in different 
ways to develop and explore their feelings and relationships in ‘The 
Skunk’ and ‘Keyways’.

Their countries History, national politics and issues are prominent in both texts. 
Some questions to ask might be: are the poems, in any sense, political 
poems? Are people and relationships more important than country?

Loss Both texts have been called elegiac. Both poets write about the loss 
of friends and family. (Consider to what extent the identification with 
place and the natural world is used to create those that have been 
lost.)

Violence and 
cruelty

The depth of violence and cruelty differs in these texts. But WW1 
appears significantly in both. Compare ‘Mametz Wood’ and ‘In 
Memoriam Francis Ledwidge’. (Which poem is the more personal? 
In what ways are Wales and Ireland represented in these poems? Can 
you find other ‘war’ poems?)

Other writers Both poets are aware of and influenced by other writers. Both are 
aware of a wider literary world. How important are Dante and Robert 
Lowell to Heaney? Early on, in his book, Sheers references T.S. Eliot, 
R.S. Thomas and Chaucer. (Can you see connections between these 
references and the poems?)

Two questions

1. Heaney begins Field Work with the poem ‘Oysters’; Sheers writes about oysters in his 
restaurant poem, ‘Service’. Could this be a useful area of comparison? Sheers speaks 
of ‘stories’, writes in short lines and makes striking use of similes. Heaney’s language 
appeals strongly to our senses. What do the different presentations of oysters tell us 
about the different voices and attitudes of these poets?

2. Would you agree that music and song are important to both poets? But is the sound 
of language more important to one of them? Both poets make use of a variety of 
forms, but how often does Sheers make use of rhyme?


