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“Death of a Naturalist”
By Seamus Heaney 

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.

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.

Title: Upon first reading the title, I believed that the title would reflect the events of the poem.  Perhaps a naturalist would be examining the environment and die by the very elements he is studying.

Paraphrase: First, the speaker is describing a bog in the middle of town and all the transformations that occur within the bog.  Bubbles and rotted flax cover the surface along with bluebottles, dragonflies, and butterflies.  What catches the speaker’s attention is the frogspawn, clotted in the water.  The speaker then explains how every spring, he would fill jars with the frogspawn and watch the birth of tadpoles.  Miss Walls would teach the students about the mom and dad frogs.  She would also explain how the speaker could tell the weather by the color of the frogs.  Then the swamp gets gross with poop, and the frogs were angry.  The speaker ran through the hedges, frightened by the croaking and distempered frogs.  Every sound appeared to be threatening.  The speaker got grossed out and ran away, for he knew that if he dipped is hand in the spawn, they would clutch it.  

Connotation: 
Diction- Initially, naturalistic diction such as “heavy-headed flax” “huge sods,” and “strong gauze” of woven bluebottles create the speaker as a poetic environmentalist.  However, the diction quickly becomes childish such as “jampotfuls,” “fattening dots,” “daddy frog,” and “mammy frog,” portraying the speaker’s innocent fascination with the frogspawn.  He was intrigued by the “jellied specks” that burst in to “nimble-swimming tadpoles.”  Nature was captivating; from the “dragon flies” and “spotted butterflies” to the “warm thick slobber” of the frogspawn, the speaker was in awe of everything.  However, after learning more of the frogs in class, the speaker begins to speak of the frogspawn with disgusted diction.  He was afraid of the “angry,” course croaking,” and “gross bellied” frogs.  The “mud grenades” and “obscene threats” inspired fear.  The “great slime kings” had gathered for “vengeance” within the “cow dung.”  The diction shows the change in the speaker’s opinion of the frogs from awe to fear.  In addition, it portrays the speaker as a mere child who loses his innocent wonder of nature.

Imagery- The imagery in the poem also reflects the speaker’s change of heart.  At first, “bubbles gargled delicately” and “warm thick slobber of frogspawn…grew like clotted water in the shade of the banks.”  Fattening dots burst into nimble-swimming tadpoles” as “bluebottles wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell.”  Suddenly changing, the speaker describes the bog as a field “rank with cow dung” where “gross-bellied frogs were cocked on sods; their loose necks pulsed like snails… some sat poised like mud grenades.”  All of this loathing imagery portrays the rapid change in the speaker’s opinion of the frogs.

Personification- In the first six stanzas, the author personifies nature, such as the “punishing sun,” and gargling bubbles, weaving bluebottles, and festering flax-dam.  Interestingly, personification only occurs within the first few stanzas, making the writing much more poetic and descriptive.  Perhaps the first stanzas are written in a naturalist’s style, describing the bog with immaculate detail.  If so, this creates another shift in the poem, from naturalist to childish curiosity to fear and disgust.

Symbolism- when the speaker’s tone is one of fascination, the tadpoles are nimble- swimming tadpoles.  The frogspawn is young and uncorrupted as well.  However, with the change of tone, the frogspawn develops into “angry frogs” and are no longer the “fattening dots” or “nimble-swimming tadpoles.”  This suggests that as the speaker matures and loses his innocence, so do the frogs.  Perhaps the frogs are symbolizing the human life cycle.  Both start innocent and full of curiosity, and then both lose their innocence.

Attitude: The speaker’s attitude, or tone, fluctuates throughout the poem.  The first six stanzas portray the speaker as a naturalist who loves the bog, from the “punishing sun” to the “spotted butterflies.”  However, the tone then changes to that of an intrigued child, thoughtfully watching the miracles of the environment.  With both attitudes, the speaker is excited by nature and enjoys exploring the bogs.  The diction and imagery in previous paragraphs prove the speaker’s curious and excited tone.  Following the teacher’s lesson, the speaker’s attitude suddenly changes.  The attitude grows to be disgusted and scared of the “bass chorus” of “gross- bellied frogs.”  The tone rapidly changes from naturalistic interest to childish awe to sickened fear.  

Shift: 
As shown in previous analysis, the speaker’s tone changes, by the fluctuation in diction, imagery, use of personification and syntax.  At fist, extremely descriptive details portray the speaker as a naturalist.  Later the diction, imagery, and syntax become more simplistic and curious, were portraying the speaker as a child.  When the child is describing nature, many of the stanzas are strung together without punctuation, like a child babbling.  For example, when he speaker describes Miss Walls’ lesson, his explanation is one long sentence: “Miss Walls would tell us how daddy frog we called a bullfrog and how he croaked and how the mammy frog laid hundreds of little eggs and this was frogspawn.”  Not only is the description a babbling sentence, but it also portrays the cycle of a frog in a very simplistic way, similar to the mind of a child.  The poem is split, however, into the two major tones.  The first paragraph is that of the innocent child; the second, a disgusted educated adult.  No longer is the bog beautiful, nut now it is “rank with cow dung.”  The syntax is also complete and shorter, accurately describing the scene with pessimism: “The air was thick with bass chorus.  Right down the dam gross-bellied frogs were cocked on sods.”  The shift in diction, syntax, and imagery suggest the change in tone.  All of this shows the change in the speaker’s attitude and his loss of curiosity and interest in nature.

Title: The title shows how a child lost his interest in nature.  Awe changed to disgust.  Rather than the child- like fascination of the past, the speaker “sickened, turned and ran” from the frogspawn, signaling the Death of a Naturalist.

Themes: 
1) Childlike innocence and fascination with the world is corrupted by discovery and education.

2) Maturing often results in changes in outlook and opinion.

