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Part II. Analysis
Discuss the main idea of the poem and how that idea is effectively conveyed.

‘Mid-Term Break’ by Seamus Heaney

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’.
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.

to take something in stride - to calmly deal with something that is unpleasant; to accept
snowdrops - a plant that bears drooping white flowers during the late winter
poppy - red

Guiding questions
• What is the significance of the ‘box’ and its size? What is the situation in this poem? 
• How do the speaker, his father, and his mother react in such situation?
• Are there any words with connotation? What meanings do they convey?
• Is there any imagery that stands out in this poem?
• How is the title of the poem in contrast with its story?
• Is the speaker’s tone of voice appropriate to the situation he is facing?
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Model answer for “Mid-Term Break” by Seamus Heaney:

‘Mid-Term Break’ by Seamus Heaney recounts the situation that happened during one 

midterm break of the speaker while he was still in college. The speaker was the eldest son of the 

family, and he had been away in college for six weeks then since the semester began. The speaker 

was apparently sick (he was staying in the college’s “sick bay” or infirmary) when he received the 

news of the death of his younger brother who got hit by a car. The title ‘Mid-Term Break’ is in contrast 

with the story because midterm vacation  is supposed to be an enjoyable time but the speaker had to 

deal with his own sickness and his brother’s death. The word ‘knell’ has connotation of the bell that 

tolls for the dead, so the “bells knelling” foreshadow such unfortunate event in the poem. He was 

driven back home by his neighbours. At home, his father was crying but his mother showed no sign of 

outward grief except anger. It’s rather strange because the father was supposed to be strong while 

the mother should be the one crying. The father used to accepted death calmly (“He had always taken 

funerals in his stride”) but this time he cried because it was “a hard blow” to lose his young son. Other 

people were also present at the speaker’s house to offer condolences to his family. “The baby cooed 

and laughed” because the baby was innocent and didn’t know what death was. The baby was not 

aware of the funeral. Maybe the speaker’s younger brother who had died didn’t know what death was 

too since he was only four years old. But death took his life no matter what. This is the main idea of 

the poem, that death comes to us all—young or old, big or small. 

 At ten o’clock (maybe at night but the poem didn’t say when) the ambulance brought the dead 

boy to the house. The speaker waited until next morning to go up to the dead boy’s room to see him. 

It’s strange that he didn’t want to see his younger brother right away. Maybe he was too sick to grieve, 

or maybe he was not ready to accept such loss. Also, the reader had not seen him cry once. The tone 

of this poem is definitely sad and gloomy, but not in a tearful way because the speaker only recounts 

the outward events and situation but rarely shows us what he feels or how he feels inside. In the boy’s 

room, the visual imagery suddenly became prominent: “snowdrops” on the bedside and “poppy 

bruise” on the head of the boy. Red and white, colours of corpse and blood. The word “snowdrops” 

also connotes winter or death while “candles” connotes human’s short life. The dead boy himself, 

whom the speaker had not seen for six weeks, was “paler now.” Everything else about him remained 

almost the same because the car accident didn’t leave any big wound on him except for a “bruise on 

his left temple” (left side of his head). Simile technique is employed as the speaker compares the 

“box” or the coffin that the boy slept in to the “cot” or the small bed. To the speaker, it was as if his 

younger brother didn’t die but was only sleeping. The word “poppy” also connotes sleepiness or 
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drowsiness because this red flower is used to make a medicine that can induce sleep. “A four-foot 

box” in the last line symbolizes the short life of the speaker’s dead brother. (Also, the “box” or coffin 

can be said to be a metonymy since it represents the dead body of the boy which lies inside.) He was 

getting taller by one foot for every year in his life. He was only four feet tall or four years old, and his 

coffin was so small. He was only a small boy when he died. 
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Part II. Identification and analysis

Choose ONE of the following poems to write about. You should be able to identify the 
dominant technique in the poem. Also, explain how the technique(s) helps to reinforce the 
main idea of the poem.

“Bloody Men” by Wendy Cope

Bloody men are like bloody buses -       (bloody - damned)
You wait for about a year
And as soon as one approaches your stop         (stop - bus stop)
Two or three others appear.

You look at them flashing their indicators,             (indicators - sign showing the bus’ route)
Offering you a ride.
You're trying to read the destination,
You haven't much time to decide.

If you make a mistake, there is no turning back.
Jump off, and you'll stand there and gaze
While the cars and the taxis and lorries go by
And the minutes, the hours, the days.
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Model answer for “Bloody Men” by Wendy Cope:

 The poet uses simile (“like”) to compare our decision to get on a bus with our decision to 

choose a life partner. Once in a while, the ‘seemingly’ right person comes into our life—like the bus 

that approaches our bus stop to offer us a ride and take us to our destination. But we can never be 

sure since we have not much time to decide. The “indicator” of the bus which shows the bus’ route 

and destination can be unclear or sometimes misleading, just like a lover whom we thought at first to 

be our soulmate but soon we know he or she is not right for us. Our decision to start a relationship 

with someone is always full of risks and many possibilities, but we have to take our chance or we may 

never know if he or she is the right one. We have to grab the opportunity when it comes, or else we’ll 

lose it and it may not arise again for a long time. 

 The poet also warns that if we make a wrong choice of life partner, it’ll be like getting on a 

wrong bus—we’ll never reach our destination and our goal in life. We can not turn back and start over, 

since our time has been invested and wasted on a wrong person. All we can do is to get off that bus—

to end the relationship with that person. But even that too comes with a consequence: we will be left 

dumbed in the middle of nowhere regretting the wrong decision we have made while watching other 

people or couples (“cars,” “taxies,” “lorries”) keep on with their lives and relationships. We will be left 

alone, dreaming what our life would be like if we made the right choice got on the right bus, while time 

(“minutes,” “hours,” “days”) keeps passing by in front of us. 

 The “bloody buses” are also like other major decisions in our life, not just our choice of 

partner. We have to choose our field of study in college, and later on we’ll have to choose our career 

path. The best we can do is to take as much time as possible to make a plan, even though in reality 

we are always forced to make a certain decision within a certain limit of time. 
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“Valentine” by Carol Ann Duffy

Not a red rose or a satin heart.

I give you an onion.
It is a moon wrapped in brown paper.
It promises light
like the careful undressing of love.

Here. 
It will blind you with tears 
like a lover.
It will make your reflection
a wobbling photo of grief.

I am trying to be truthful.

Not a cute card or a kissogram.

I give you an onion.
Its fierce kiss will stay on your lips,
possessive and faithful
as we are,
for as long as we are.

Take it.
Its platinum loops shrink to a wedding-ring,
if you like.

Lethal.
Its scent will cling to your fingers,
cling to your knife.
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Model answer for “Valentine” by Carol Ann Duffy:

 The speaker uses an onion as a symbol for the love she has for her man. She says that on 

Valentine’s day she’ll not give him a red rose, but she’ll give him an onion instead—it’s a sincere and 

truthful symbol for the love that she has for him. The speaker uses metaphor in comparing an onion to 

the moon. Moonlight, unlike the strong sunlight which comes with heat, is more gentle and comforting. 

She may signal that her love, unlike other kind of love which is governed by passion alone, is more 

“careful” or profound. The “careful undressing” of an onion that finally reveals “light” may signal her 

kind of love which has stood the test of time, unlike the “red rose” (l. 1) that symbolizes the power of 

passion at the beginning of love. The love she has for him not only promises happiness but will 

sometimes involve tears. She wants to be truthful and realistic by not giving him an empty promise 

that there won’t be time of sadness down the road. Or the “tears” which she refers to may mean the 

tears of joy. 

 The “fierce kiss” or the hot and strong flavor of an onion will never fade away from his mouth, 

unlike the sweet smell of rose which lasts only briefly. She promises that she will be “faithful” to him 

like the strong smell of an onion. Also, when he chops the onion, he will be presented with an onion 

ring which resembles the platinum wedding-ring. She vows to keep all her promises to him with this 

onion-wedding-ring. She will always “cling” to him no matter what, like the smell of an onion (which is 

very hard to clean or wash off completely) that clings to a knife. 

 However, there are many words with negative connotation in this poem: “blind,” “grief,” 

“fierce,” “possessive,” “”lethal,” and “knife.” So we may argue that the kind of love which she has for 

him is possessive, jealous, destructive, or even a sick kind. 
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