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Poetry Reading (1)

◦ I sat all morning in the college sick bay

◦ Counting bells knelling classes to a close.

◦ At two o'clock our neighbours drove me 

home.

◦ In the porch I met my father crying—

◦ He had always taken funerals in his stride—

◦ And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard 

blow.

◦ The baby cooed and laughed and rocked 

the pram

◦ When I came in, and I was embarrassed

◦ By old men standing up to shake my hand

◦ And tell me they were 'sorry for my 

trouble'.



Poetry Reading (2)

◦ Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,

◦ Away at school, as my mother held my hand

◦ In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.

◦ At ten o'clock the ambulance arrived

◦ With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the 
nurses.

◦ Next morning I went up into the room. 
Snowdrops

◦ And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him

◦ For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,

◦ Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,

◦ He lay in the four-foot box as in his cot.

◦ No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.

◦ A four-foot box, a foot for every year



Breakdown of the Poem

◦ The subject of this poem is the death of Seamus Heaney’s younger 

brother, Christopher who was killed by a car at the age of four. It is a 

tremendously poignant poem and its emotional power derives in 

large measure form the fact that Heaney is very muted and 

understated with respect to his own emotional response. He chooses 

to focus more upon the reaction of his parents in order to convey the 

shocking impact of the death of their little boy. Usually, we must 

careful not to assume the “I” in a poem is, in fact, the poet. In this case, 

though, we may be sure that Mid-Term Break is purely and intensely.



Analysis of the Poem

◦ This poem deals with the death of a young child, who is only 4 years old and how Heaney, as 

a child, reacts to this event.

◦ In the opening stanza Heaney, as a child, is waiting in the sick bay at school to be taken 

home. There is a sense of boredom as he counts the bells waiting for classes to end. It is as if 

he doesn’t really understand what is going on and would rather be in class.

◦ The second stanza finds Heaney back at home, seeing his father crying, which is surprising as 

‘he had always taken funerals in his stride’.

◦ ‘The baby cooed and laughed’ shows the lack of understanding, it seems it is the adults who 

are most upset and the baby, innocent of all knowledge, reacts normally, life goes on.

◦ Heaney, too, is embarrassed by the way ‘old men’ come to shake his hand and say they are 

‘sorry for my trouble’ showing his lack of comprehension.



Analysis of the Poem (2)

◦ There is a sense of quiet throughout, with ‘whispers’ ‘tearless sighs’ as a reverence 

for the dead. At this point it is still unclear who has died.

◦ In the fifth stanza the corpse arrives in an ambulance. It all seems quite clinical and 

emotionless here with the line ‘stanched and bandaged by nurses’ reflecting 

Heaney’s lack of emotion or understanding as a boy.

◦ In the sixth stanza he goes up to the room full of flowers and candles ‘snowdrops’ a 

white flower representing purity, which is appropriate given the age of the dead 

boy.

◦ We are finally given a sense of identity here with ‘him’ mentioned. Heaney describes 

him as ‘paler now’ than when he last saw him, six weeks previously.



Analysis of the Poem (3)

◦ The penultimate stanza describes him in more detail with a ‘poppy bruise on his left 

temple’ poppy a flower associated with the dead and the red colour accurately 

reflecting the colour of blood and a bruise. His bed is described using a simile ‘as 

in is cot’ to describe the bed like a child’s cot as it is so small and he is so young.

◦ It is likely that the boy is a young relative of Heaney’s, although this is not clarified. It 

could be a younger brother. We learn the cause of death is a road accident as ‘the 

bumper knocked him clear’.

◦ The final line emphasises how tragic the event is as the coffin is so small, showing 

the youth of the victim. The stanza is only one line and nine words long to place a 

clear emphasis on how tragic and shocking the event is.



Summary of the Poem (1)

◦ I spent the morning in the nurse’s office, counting the schoolbells as 

they announced the end of classes. At two in the afternoon, our 

neighbors picked me up and drove me back home.

◦ When I got home, I saw my father crying on the porch—even though 

he had usually been very composed at funerals. Big Jim Evans was 

there too, and he said it was an especially tough loss.

◦ The baby made little baby sounds and laughed and rocked back and 

forth in its carriage when I came into the house. I was embarrassed 

because the old men who'd come over to the house kept standing up 

to shake my hand.



Summary of the Poem (2)
◦ Those men said they were “sorry for my loss.” People whispered around me, saying that I was 

the oldest child in the family and had been away at boarding school. Meanwhile, my mother 

held my hand in hers.

◦ She wasn't crying, but let out rough sighs that sounded like coughing and were full of 

anger. At ten o’clock, the ambulance showed up with the body, wrapped in bandages by the 

nurses at the hospital.

◦ In the morning, I went up to the room where the body lay. There were snowdrop flowers and 

candles by the bed to make the scene more bearable. I looked at him for the first time in six 

weeks. He was paler now than he was the last time I'd seen him.

◦ He had a red bruise on the left side of his forehead. He lay in a four-foot long box, just as 

though he were lying in bed. He didn’t have any big, obvious scars. When the car’s bumper 

hit him, it knocked him out of the way of the wheels.

◦ His coffin was four feet long: one foot for each year that he lived.



Looking at the Poem



Looking at the Poem (2)



Looking at the Poem (3)



Structure of the Poem

◦ In stanza 5 there are instances of half rhyme (sigh/arrived) 

(corpse/nurses) however it is in the final two lines of this stanza that 

the poet uses the only full rhyme found in the poem.

◦ This helps bring closure to the poem and gives the ending a sense of 

finality, emphasising the theme of death.



Imagery



Poetic techniques

◦ Poetic Techniques: Onomatopoeia, Alliteration, Simile, Metaphor, 

Repetion.

◦ Repetion the word “foot” – emphasis on size.

◦ Onomatopoeia “bells knelling” – the sound of funeral bells. – Knelling 

is how we describe a bell ringing for a funeral.

◦ Alliteration “ a Four Foot” – emphases the small coffin.

◦ Simile– “ He lay in the foot four box as in a cot” – creates vivid imagery 

of a child asleep.



Themes within the Poem
◦ Childhood / Family– The poem involves the poet recalling an event 

from his own childhood.

◦ It involves Heaney’s family and the tremendous loss his family deals 

with.

◦ Death / Loss – The fact that the poem deals with the death of a child, 

encourages the reader and narrator to question the pointlessness of 

death.

◦ Memory – Poem recalls an event from the past and this links it to 

other poems in the collection that involve looking back in order to 

see the present and future clearly.



The Tone of the Poem

◦ The mood/tone of sorrow or sadness.

◦ The poem has a very sorrowful mood which is created by using a 

number of poetic techniques. "Mid Term Break" is about the death of 

his younger brother Christopher at which he was four years old when 

he was killed in a car accident. “ He lay in the foot four box as in a cot”



Questions (1)

1. What time did the neighbours pick the boy up? 

2. When he arrived home what was the boy’s father doing? 

3. When was the last time the boy had seen his little brother? 

4. What two items where beside the bed? 

5. What age was his little brother when he died?



Questions (1)
6. Describe the structure of the poem—its meter, rhyme scheme, and layout. How do Heaney’s 

structural choices influence the overall effect of the poem?

7. What event precipitated the scenes described in the poem? What clues in the poem build 

up to this revelation? What is the effect of this narrative structure?

8. How is the title ironic, and how does this irony relate to the overall tone and style of the 

poem? Discuss how other details of the poem contribute to this tone and style. (Some 

examples to consider: the double meaning of “hard blow” in line 6, the baby’s cooing and 

laughing, and the speaker’s descriptions of his own mental state.)

9. What does the “poppy bruise” (line 19) indicate (literally and figuratively), and why are there 

“no gaudy scars” (line 21)? What is the effect of the repetition of “four foot box” in lines 20 

and 22 and the detail “a foot for every year” (line 22)? From Wikipedia: “Poppies have long 

been used as a symbol of sleep, peace, and death: Sleep because the opium extracted 

from them is a sedative, and death because of the common bloodred color of the red 

poppy in particular. In Greek and Roman myths, poppies were used as offerings to the 

dead.” 

10.Discuss the rhetorical effect of the symbolism used in the poem. Cite specific examples.



Out Out by Robert Frost (1)

◦ The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the 
yard

◦ And made dust and dropped stove-
length sticks of wood,

◦ Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze 
drew across it.

◦ And from there those that lifted eyes 
could count

◦ Five mountain ranges one behind the 
other

◦ Under the sunset far into Vermont.

◦ And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled 
and rattled,

◦ As it ran light, or had to bear a load.

◦ And nothing happened: day was all but 
done.

◦ Call it a day, I wish they might have said

◦ To please the boy by giving him the half 
hour

◦ That a boy counts so much when saved 
from work.



Out Out by Robert Frost (2)

◦ His sister stood beside him in her apron

◦ To tell them ‘Supper.’ At the word, the saw,

◦ As if to prove saws knew what supper meant,

◦ Leaped out at the boy’s hand, or seemed to 
leap—

◦ He must have given the hand. However it was,

◦ Neither refused the meeting. But the hand!

◦ The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh,

◦ As he swung toward them holding up the hand

◦ Half in appeal, but half as if to keep

◦ The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all—

◦ Since he was old enough to know, big boy

◦ Doing a man’s work, though a child at heart—

◦ He saw all spoiled. ‘Don’t let him cut my hand 
off—

◦ The doctor, when he comes. Don’t let him, sister!’

◦ So. But the hand was gone already.

◦ The doctor put him in the dark of ether.

◦ He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath.

◦ And then—the watcher at his pulse took fright.

◦ No one believed. They listened at his heart.

◦ Little—less—nothing!—and that ended it.

◦ No more to build on there. And they, since they

◦ Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.


