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ISC CLASS XI  •  ENGLISH LITERATURE 

Text-based revision • Complete line-by-line paraphrase • Exam practice 

 

AT A GLANCE KEY FACT 

AUTHOR Seamus Heaney (1939–2013) 

GENRE Autobiographical / reflective lyric; narrative poem 

PUBLISHED Included in Death of a Naturalist (1966) 

CORE IDEA Childhood delight turns into fear when nature becomes 
unfamiliar and threatening 

 
Prepared by Paul Masih from the four-page textbook extract for the lesson (source text book pages 16–19). 
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STUDY ROAD MAP 

• 1. About the poet and textual context 

• 2. The poem at a glance and full explanation 

• 3. Line-by-line two-column master paraphrase (all 33 lines) 

• 4. Vocabulary and contextual meanings 

• 5. Themes, title, structure, tone and poetic devices 

• 6. Important characters, images and symbols 

• 7. ISC-style extract-based and analytical questions 

• 8. Twenty-five MCQs, answer key and explanations 

• 9. Short answers, longer model answers and HOTS 

• 10. One-page Ready Reckoner + 15-minute revision plan 

1 | ABOUT THE POET AND THE POEM 

Seamus Justin Heaney (1939–2013) was an Irish poet, playwright and translator. The supplied 

textbook states that he studied at Queen’s University, worked at St Joseph’s College in Belfast, 

served in senior academic positions at Harvard and Oxford, and received the Nobel Prize in 

Literature in 1995. 

His first major collection, Death of a Naturalist (1966), contains 34 poems. As the textbook 

introduction explains, many of them reflect childhood, family relationships, rural life and the 

development of adult identity. The title poem is a first-person recollection of a boy who gathers 

frogspawn at a flax-dam, learns from his teacher Miss Walls, and is later overwhelmed by the 

sights and sounds of adult frogs. 

Exam pointer: Do not say that the narrator dies. The “death” is metaphorical: his 

innocent, confident fascination with nature is shattered. 

2 | QUICK PLOT AND CENTRAL CONTRAST 

At first the flax-dam is smelly, rotting and noisy, but it fascinates the child. He collects jars of 

frogspawn, places them at home and school, and eagerly watches the eggs turn into tadpoles. 

Miss Walls teaches him simplified facts about frogs. On another hot day, the grown frogs seem 

to have seized the dam. Their hoarse croaking, swollen bodies and sudden movements frighten 

him. He imagines them as an angry army seeking revenge and runs away. 
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The physical setting barely changes; what changes dramatically is the child’s perception of it. The same natural 

world once welcomed his curiosity and now appears menacing. 

Stanza-by-stanza gist 

STANZA WHAT HAPPENS MOOD 

Stanza 1 (lines 1–21) Decay and sensory richness at the flax-dam; 
collection of frogspawn; classroom learning from 
Miss Walls. 

Curiosity, wonder, delight; 
with an uneasy undertone. 

Stanza 2 (lines 22–33) A mass of adult frogs seems threatening; the boy 
imagines an attack and flees. 

Fear, disgust, menace, 
panic. 

 

3 | COMPLETE LINE-BY-LINE MASTER PARAPHRASE 

The original lines below follow the uploaded textbook (printed pages 18–19). The right column 

gives simple English with contextual notes. The two stanzas contain 21 and 12 lines 

respectively. 

Stanza 1 | Childhood fascination (lines 1–21) 

ORIGINAL TEXT + LINE SIMPLE PARAPHRASE AND NOTE 

1. All year the flax-dam festered in the heart The flax pool remained foul and decaying throughout 
the year. “Festered” suggests unhealthy rot and quietly 
foreshadows later disgust. 

2. Of the townland; green and heavy headed It lay in the centre of the local rural area, surrounded by 
flax plants with large, drooping heads. 

3. Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge 
sods. 

The flax plants had decomposed beneath large masses 
of turf or earth. This gives the setting a heavy, stagnant 
quality. 

4. Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun. The pool grew unbearably hot in the harsh sunlight. 
“Punishing” personifies the sun. 

5. Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles Bubbles made gentle gurgling sounds; blowflies 
gathered there. The sound seems almost attractive 
despite the unpleasant place. 

6. Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell. The flies created a continuous buzzing that surrounded 
the foul smell, as if sound were a gauzy fabric. Sound 
and smell overlap. 

7. There were dragonflies, spotted butterflies, Other insects added movement and colour to the place. 
The child notices beauty even amid decay. 

8. But best of all was the warm thick slobber What fascinated the boy most was the warm, thick, 
slimy substance. “Slobber” is a deliberately physical, 
unpleasant word. 
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9. Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water That substance was frogspawn, resembling thickened or 
curdled water. The simile is tactile and visual. 

10. In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring The spawn accumulated in the sheltered water beside 
the banks; the child returned every spring. 

11. I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied He collected whole jam jars full of the jelly-like frog 
eggs. This shows enthusiasm and habitual investigation. 

12. Specks to range on window sills at home, He arranged the jars on windowsills at home so he could 
observe the eggs. 

13. On shelves at school, and wait and watch until He also kept jars at school and watched patiently for 
signs of change. 

14. The fattening dots burst, into nimble The dark embryos inside the eggs grew until they 
hatched into lively young creatures. 

15. Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us 
how 

These creatures were tadpoles, swimming quickly. His 
teacher, Miss Walls, also taught the class about frogs. 

16. The daddy frog was called a bullfrog In the teacher’s child-friendly vocabulary, the male frog 
was called the “daddy” or “bullfrog.” This is classroom 
language. 

17. And how he croaked and how the mammy frog She explained the male frog’s croak and referred 
affectionately to the female as the “mammy” frog. 

18. Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was The mother frog produced many eggs; the teacher 
explained what the egg masses were. 

19. Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by 
frogs too 

The jelly-like mass was called frogspawn. She also 
connected frogs with weather signs. 

20. For they were yellow in the sun and brown According to the teacher’s account in the poem, frogs 
appeared yellow in sunlight and brown ... 

21. In rain. ... when it rained. This ends the first stanza’s secure 
world of childhood instruction. 

 

Stanza 2 | Fright, disgust and flight (lines 22–33) 

ORIGINAL TEXT + LINE SIMPLE PARAPHRASE AND NOTE 

22. Then one hot day when fields were rank One hot day marked a turning point. “Rank” means foul-
smelling or overgrown. 

23. With cowdung in the grass the angry frogs Cow dung made the fields smell bad; the boy now 
perceives the frogs as angry and hostile. 

24. Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through 
hedges 

He imagines that the frogs have taken over the pool. He 
pushes through hedges toward the unfamiliar noise. 
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25. To a coarse croaking that I had not heard The croaks sound harsh and rough, unlike the sounds 
that once delighted him. 

26. Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus. A deep, loud mass of frog voices fills the air. “Bass 
chorus” suggests a threatening collective sound. 

27. Right down the dam gross bellied frogs were 
cocked 

Across the dam, large, swollen-bellied frogs seem to be 
positioned as if ready to attack. 

28. On sods; their loose necks pulsed like sails. 
Some hopped: 

They perch on sods, while their loose throats expand 
and contract like sails catching wind; others leap. 

29. The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some 
sat 

The sounds of jumping frogs seem vulgar and 
threatening to the boy; fear distorts his interpretation. 

30. Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads 
farting. 

The frogs look like grenades made of mud, poised to 
explode; their calls seem like flatulent bursts. 

31. I sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime 
kings 

Overcome with revulsion, he turns and runs. “Slime 
kings” is his fearful metaphor for the frogs. 

32. Were gathered there for vengeance and I 
knew 

He imagines the frogs gathering to avenge the 
frogspawn he had taken. This is not a literal frog motive. 

33. That if I dipped my hand the spawn would 
clutch it. 

He even imagines the frogspawn seizing his hand if he 
reaches into the water. The final image makes his fear 
vivid. 

 

4 | FROG LIFE CYCLE: THE CHILD’S OBSERVATION 

 

The boy collects frogspawn (clusters of eggs), observes the developing embryos and sees them hatch into 

swimming tadpoles. The diagram extends the observation to froglets and adult frogs as a biology aid; the poem 

itself does not describe the intermediate froglet stage. 
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5 | IMPORTANT WORD MEANINGS IN CONTEXT 

WORD / PHRASE MEANING WHY IT MATTERS 

flax-dam A water-filled pit or pool associated 
with soaking/rotting flax 

Setting for the child’s observations 

festered Decayed unpleasantly; became foul Hints at disease and disgust 

townland Small rural district, especially in 
Ireland 

Establishes Irish countryside 

heavy headed Having large, drooping seed heads Dense, weighed-down plants 

flax Plant cultivated for its fibre Traditional agricultural setting 

sods Chunks of turf or soil Heavy material covering flax 

sweltered Suffered from intense heat Dam in the hot sun 

punishing Harsh, severe Sun seems aggressively hot 

gargled Made a bubbling or gurgling sound Bubbles in dam 

bluebottles Large buzzing flies Sound and smell of decay 

gauze Thin, loosely woven material Metaphor for veil of buzzing 

dragonflies Long-bodied insects with large 
wings 

Colour and life near water 

slobber Saliva or slimy drool Child’s tactile description of spawn 

frogspawn Masses of frog eggs in jelly Object collected by the boy 

clotted Thickened into lumps Water comparison for eggs 

jampotfuls Quantities filling jam jars Child’s collecting habit 

jellied Jelly-like Texture of the spawn 

specks Tiny spots or marks Developing embryos in the eggs 

range Arrange in rows or positions Jars on sills and shelves 

fattening dots Embryos growing inside eggs Expected transformation 

nimble Quick and agile Swimming tadpoles 
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croaked Made the rough sound of a frog Teacher’s account, later menace 

mammy Childlike term for mother Informal, affectionate instruction 

rank Offensively strong-smelling; foul Cow-dung-filled fields 

cowdung Cow excrement Adds unpleasant smell 

invaded Entered in large numbers as though 
attacking 

Frogs seem like hostile troops 

ducked Moved quickly with head/body 
lowered 

Boy moves through hedges 

coarse Rough and unpleasant New frightening croaking 

bass chorus Mass of deep-pitched voices or calls Loud collective croaking 

gross bellied Large, swollen-bellied Physical appearance of frogs 

cocked Set or raised in an alert position Frogs poised on sods 

obscene Offensive, indecent or shocking Child’s disgust at movement/sound 

poised Ready for action; positioned Grenade image 

grenades Small explosive weapons Militaristic simile for frogs 

vengeance Revenge for a supposed wrong Boy imagines retaliation 

clutch Grab and hold tightly Impossible, imagined danger from 
spawn 

 

6 | THEMES AND INTERPRETATION 

Loss of childhood innocence 

The pupil moves from untroubled collecting to uneasy awareness that nature is not always 

gentle or controllable. The title names this symbolic loss. 

Human beings versus the natural world 

The boy believes he may take frogspawn freely, but later imagines the adult frogs reclaiming 

control. Nature appears independent and powerful. 

Fear and imagination 

The adult frogs have not actually declared war: the child interprets their calls as threats and 

imagines revenge. The poem captures subjective fear. 
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Beauty and ugliness existing together 

The first stanza includes dragonflies and butterflies amid rot, smell and slime; the same physical 

world can be fascinating and repellent. 

Learning and the limits of simple knowledge 

Miss Walls’ friendly explanation makes frogs appear knowable. A direct encounter with them 

reveals sensory complexity beyond comfortable classroom language. 

Memory and growing up 

An older speaker recalls a defining childhood episode; the change of tone reflects psychological 

development rather than a literal death. 

Significance of the title 

A “naturalist” is a person who observes and studies living things and their surroundings. In the 

opening stanza, the boy behaves like an amateur naturalist, collecting frogspawn and watching 

its development. When the mature frogs appear threatening, his curiosity gives way to dread. 

The “death” refers to the collapse of that innocent way of seeing nature—not the death of a 

person or of the frogs. 

Speaker, setting and structure 

• Speaker: first-person narrator (“I”), looking back at a childhood experience. 

• Setting: an Irish rural flax-dam and its surrounding fields; the child also keeps jars at home 

and at school. 

• Two unequal stanzas: 21 lines of observation and learning, followed by 12 lines of 

disturbing confrontation. 

• Form: free verse, without a regular rhyme scheme. 

• Movement: frequent enjambment produces natural, flowing observation; short clauses near 

the end (“I sickened, turned, and ran”) accelerate the retreat. 

• Tone: fascinated and vivid → apprehensive → disgusted, alarmed and panicked. 

7 | POETIC DEVICES WITH TEXTUAL EVIDENCE 

DEVICE TEXTUAL EXAMPLE EFFECT 

Personification “punishing sun” (line 4) The sun appears able to punish, 
sharpening the harsh climate. 

Personification / military 
diction 

“the angry frogs / Invaded” (lines 
23–24) 

The boy projects anger and army-
like intent onto animals. 

Simile “like clotted water” (line 9) The spawn resembles thickened, 
lumpy water. 

Simile “their loose necks pulsed like sails” 
(line 28) 

Frogs’ throats swell and move like 
sails catching wind. 
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Simile “Poised like mud grenades” (line 30) The frogs look ready to explode; 
fear turns them into weapons. 

Metaphor “warm thick slobber / Of frogspawn” 
(lines 8–9) 

Eggs are described as slime or 
saliva, foregrounding texture. 

Metaphor “The great slime kings” (line 31) Frogs become powerful rulers in 
the child’s imagination. 

Onomatopoeia “gargled”; “slap and plop” (lines 5, 
29) 

Words imitate bubbling and 
splashing noises. 

Alliteration “wait and watch” (line 13) Repeated initial w sound 
underlines patient fascination. 

Plosive consonants “slap and plop” (line 29) Repeated /p/ sounds sharpen the 
impact of the frogs’ sudden 
movements. 

Sensory imagery — sound “bass chorus” (line 26) Creates the frightening impression 
of deep, mass croaking. 

Sensory imagery — smell “the smell”; “rank / With cowdung” 
(lines 6, 22–23) 

The setting is presented as 
strongly and unpleasantly odorous. 

Sensory imagery — touch “jellied / Specks” (lines 11–12) Conveys sticky, quivering 
frogspawn. 

Cross-sensory imagery “gauze of sound around the smell” 
(line 6) 

A fabric image describes sound 
enveloping an odour; senses 
intermingle. 

Contrast / tonal shift “best of all” (line 8) versus “I 
sickened” (line 31) 

Shows the move from fascination 
to repulsion. 

Enjambment “gargled delicately, bluebottles / 
Wove” (lines 5–6) 

Meaning flows beyond the line end, 
imitating continuous activity. 

Hyperbole / fearful imagination “the spawn would clutch it” (line 33) The child exaggerates danger; eggs 
cannot literally grasp a hand. 

Foreshadowing “festered”; “rotted” (lines 1, 3) The disturbing opening diction 
anticipates the later menace. 

 

Soundscape and tone 

First half: “gargled delicately” and the flies’ buzzing can be heard through curiosity. Second half: 

“coarse croaking”, “bass chorus”, “slap and plop”, and “farting” make the soundscape oppressive 

and even grotesque. Heaney does not merely tell us the boy is frightened; he makes us hear 

why. 
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Symbolic images 

IMAGE POSSIBLE SIGNIFICANCE 

Frogspawn Fascination with beginnings, growth and the vulnerability of 
life. 

Jampots Childlike collecting, attempts to possess and organise nature. 

Adult frogs The independent, powerful aspect of a natural world that 
resists easy mastery. 

Mud grenades The fear-driven transformation of harmless-looking creatures 
into imagined weapons. 

Clutching spawn A final image of imagined retaliation and loss of control. 

 

8 | IMPORTANT CHARACTERS / PRESENCES 

WHO / WHAT ROLE 

Child-narrator Observant, curious and eager to learn; later frightened and 
repelled. The poem centres on his change of perspective. 

Miss Walls A teacher who introduces frogs using accessible, affectionate 
language. She represents the child’s safe framework of learning. 

Adult frogs Ordinary animals depicted through the frightened child’s 
imagination as angry invaders and rulers; not human villains. 

Flax-dam The dominant setting; initially a source of exciting discoveries, 
later a place of danger in the child’s mind. 

 

9 | EXTRACT-BASED PRACTICE (ISC STYLE) 

The brief excerpts are taken from the supplied poem. Each set is followed by model answers; 

wording can vary if meaning and textual support are accurate. 

EXTRACT A — Setting and atmosphere 

“All year the flax-dam festered in the heart / Of the townland” 

Q1. Where is the scene set, and what is a flax-dam? 

Answer: In a rural townland, at a water-filled area where flax had been left to rot or soak. 

Q2. What does “festered” suggest? 

Answer: Ongoing decay, stagnation and an unpleasant smell. 

Q3. Explain one reason the opening seems disturbing. 
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Answer: The words “festered” and later “rotted” sound unhealthy and prepare us for the 

frightening ending. 

Q4. Why is the first-stanza atmosphere more complicated than merely unpleasant? 

Answer: The child also sees dragonflies and butterflies and delights in frogspawn despite the 

rot. 

EXTRACT B — Childlike scientific curiosity 

“I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied / Specks” 

Q1. What are the “jellied specks”? 

Answer: The masses of transparent frog eggs, with small dark embryos inside. 

Q2. Where does the narrator keep the jars? 

Answer: On windowsills at home and shelves at school. 

Q3. What transformation does he observe? 

Answer: The embryos develop and hatch into agile swimming tadpoles. 

Q4. What do the jars reveal about the narrator? 

Answer: He is inquisitive, attentive, patient and enthusiastic about living things. 

EXTRACT C — The threatening soundscape 

“The air was thick with a bass chorus.” 

Q1. Which animals produce the “bass chorus”? 

Answer: The many adult frogs croaking at the dam. 

Q2. What does “bass” mean here? 

Answer: Deep-pitched, low-frequency sound. 

Q3. Which changes of diction signal fear? 

Answer: “coarse croaking”, “angry”, “invaded” and “obscene threats” replace the earlier lighter 

attention to insects and tadpoles. 

Q4. How does the sound support the poem’s central contrast? 

Answer: The child once enjoyed the dam’s noises; he now experiences the calls as overpowering 

and hostile. 

EXTRACT D — The final fear 

“The great slime kings / Were gathered there for vengeance” 

Q1. Identify the figure of speech in “slime kings”. 

Answer: Metaphor: the adult frogs are imagined as powerful rulers. 

Q2. Why does the boy imagine “vengeance”? 
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Answer: He fears the frogs may retaliate for his earlier collecting of their spawn; this is his 

imagination, not literal fact. 

Q3. What does he do immediately before this thought? 

Answer: He feels sickened, turns around and runs away. 

Q4. Explain the closing image of frogspawn clutching his hand. 

Answer: It represents exaggerated fear and his feeling that nature might seize or punish him. 

10 | MULTIPLE-CHOICE PRACTICE — 25 MARKS 

Choose ONE correct answer for each question. [25 × 1 = 25]  •  Answers with explanations 

appear after the questions. 

01. The poem’s speaker is primarily recalling 

(a) a childhood encounter with frogs 

(b) a scientific debate on amphibians 

(c) a journey from Ireland to England 

(d) a teacher’s retirement 

02. The flax-dam is located in the heart of the 

(a) townland 

(b) city square 

(c) school playground 

(d) seashore 

03. The word “festered” most strongly suggests 

(a) healthy growth 

(b) ongoing foul decay 

(c) a sudden flood 

(d) a fresh spring breeze 

04. What attracted the boy most to the dam? 

(a) The bluebottles 

(b) The huge sods 

(c) The frogspawn 

(d) The cow dung 

05. The “jampotfuls” were used to 

(a) feed the adult frogs 

(b) carry mud grenades 

(c) store butterflies 

(d) collect frogspawn 

06. The “fattening dots” become 

(a) tadpoles 

(b) butterflies 
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(c) bluebottles 

(d) reeds 

07. Miss Walls mainly contributes to the poem by 

(a) warning students never to approach the dam 

(b) teaching the children about frogs 

(c) helping the narrator run away 

(d) destroying all the frogspawn 

08. The child places his collected jars 

(a) only by the flax-dam 

(b) in a cupboard at home 

(c) on windowsills and school shelves 

(d) under the school floor 

 

09. Which feature best describes the poem’s stanza structure? 

(a) Two equal stanzas of 16 lines 

(b) Four regular quatrains 

(c) One continuous stanza 

(d) Two unequal stanzas 

10. Which phrase shows personification? 

(a) “punishing sun” 

(b) “jellied specks” 

(c) “spotted butterflies” 

(d) “window sills” 

11. “like clotted water” is an example of 

(a) irony 

(b) simile 

(c) apostrophe 

(d) rhyme 

12. The phrase “bass chorus” refers to 

(a) a marching military band 

(b) the wind among the hedges 

(c) the frogs’ deep collective croaking 

(d) students singing in a hall 

13. The description “mud grenades” mainly establishes 

(a) the teacher’s lesson 

(b) rural trade 

(c) frog anatomy only 

(d) a threat imagined by the frightened boy 
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14. The turning point is introduced by the words 

(a) “Then one hot day” 

(b) “every spring” 

(c) “You could tell the weather” 

(d) “There were dragonflies” 

15. In stanza 2, the word “invaded” is drawn from 

(a) musical terminology 

(b) military language 

(c) religious imagery 

(d) domestic vocabulary 

16. The phrase “slap and plop” especially uses 

(a) personification 

(b) allusion 

(c) onomatopoeia 

(d) oxymoron 

17. What is the narrator’s immediate response near the end? 

(a) He fills another jam jar 

(b) He starts a school experiment 

(c) He paints the frogs 

(d) He feels sickened and runs away 

18. The “slime kings” are 

(a) adult frogs imagined as rulers 

(b) the schoolteachers 

(c) local farmers 

(d) mythical fishermen 

19. At the close, the child fears that the spawn might 

(a) turn into a butterfly 

(b) clutch his hand 

(c) dry instantly 

(d) float away harmlessly 

20. What does the title’s “death” chiefly signify? 

(a) The destruction of all frogs 

(b) Miss Walls’ death 

(c) the loss of the boy’s innocent fascination 

(d) the physical death of the speaker 

21. Which pair best captures the poem’s tonal development? 

(a) Joy → triumph in battle 

(b) Indifference → amusement 

(c) Boredom → celebration 
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(d) Wonder → fear 

22. Which image is linked to cross-sensory description? 

(a) “gauze of sound around the smell” 

(b) “on shelves at school” 

(c) “little eggs” 

(d) “the daddy frog” 

23. Which sound dominates the second stanza? 

(a) Soft flute music 

(b) Coarse croaking 

(c) Birdsong at dawn 

(d) Silent water 

24. What most clearly indicates a free-verse form? 

(a) Every line ends in a perfect rhyme 

(b) Every stanza has four lines 

(c) No fixed regular rhyme scheme governs the poem 

(d) The poem uses a repeated refrain 

25. Which reading of the adult frogs is most defensible? 

(a) They actually hold a human council 

(b) They are magical animals 

(c) They really plan a military attack 

(d) Their hostility is mainly the boy’s interpretation 

11 | MCQ ANSWER KEY WITH EXPLANATIONS 

Q ANSWER EXPLANATION 

01 (a) a childhood encounter 
with frogs 

The speaker narrates a remembered childhood 
encounter with a flax-dam and frogs. 

02 (a) townland “Townland” identifies the rural district. 

03 (b) ongoing foul decay “Festered” connotes decaying, stagnant matter. 

04 (c) The frogspawn “Best of all” introduces frogspawn. 

05 (d) collect frogspawn The boy takes jars full of frogspawn. 

06 (a) tadpoles The dark embryos grow and emerge as 
tadpoles. 

07 (b) teaching the children 
about frogs 

Miss Walls explains frog reproduction and 
classroom observations. 

08 (c) on windowsills and 
school shelves 

Both home windowsills and school shelves are 
mentioned. 
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09 (d) Two unequal stanzas The poem contains a longer first and a shorter 
second stanza. 

10 (a) “punishing sun” The sun is given a human-like power to punish. 

11 (b) simile “Like” explicitly makes a comparison. 

12 (c) the frogs’ deep collective 
croaking 

The frogs’ deep calls combine like a chorus. 

13 (d) a threat imagined by the 
frightened boy 

The grenade comparison converts frogs into 
imagined weapons. 

14 (a) “Then one hot day” The second episode begins with the sudden 
“Then one hot day”. 

15 (b) military language “Invaded” likens the frogs to an army. 

16 (c) onomatopoeia These words imitate the sounds of frogs 
moving. 

17 (d) He feels sickened and 
runs away 

He feels disgust and flees. 

18 (a) adult frogs imagined as 
rulers 

The frogs are figuratively promoted to rulers. 

19 (b) clutch his hand The clutching of frogspawn is the child’s feared 
fantasy. 

20 (c) the loss of the boy’s 
innocent fascination 

The child’s confident naturalist curiosity gives 
way to alarm. 

21 (d) Wonder → fear The tone shifts from delight to disgust and fear. 

22 (a) “gauze of sound around 
the smell” 

“Gauze”, “sound” and “smell” mingle different 
senses. 

23 (b) Coarse croaking A deep, coarse mass of frog calls dominates. 

24 (c) No fixed regular rhyme 
scheme governs the poem 

There is no rigid end-rhyme pattern. 

25 (d) Their hostility is mainly 
the boy’s interpretation 

Threat and revenge are projected onto frogs by 
the boy. 

 

12 | SHORT-ANSWER QUESTIONS WITH MODELS 

Q1. Why does the boy visit the flax-dam every spring? 

Model answer: He enjoys collecting the jelly-like clusters of frog eggs, arranging the jars at 

home and school, and watching the embryos develop into swimming tadpoles. 
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Q2. Explain the importance of “best of all”. 

Model answer: The phrase contrasts the unpleasant, rotting setting with the child’s strongest 

excitement: frogspawn. It conveys youthful wonder in something an adult might find repulsive. 

Q3. How does Miss Walls influence the boy’s view of frogs? 

Model answer: Her simple explanation of “daddy” and “mammy” frogs makes them seem 

approachable, understandable and part of ordinary school learning; this later contrasts with the 

child’s fear. 

Q4. What is suggested by the “punishing sun”? 

Model answer: The sun is personified as harsh and oppressive. The heat intensifies the smell 

and decay, making the setting physically uncomfortable. 

Q5. How does Heaney use smell in the poem? 

Model answer: The smell of rotting flax and later cow dung gives the rural environment a vivid 

physical reality, linking fascination with decay and then disgust. 

Q6. Explain the effect of “the air was thick with a bass chorus”. 

Model answer: The metaphor makes the frogs’ low croaks seem dense and inescapable, 

producing an overwhelming acoustic atmosphere. 

Q7. Why are the frogs described as “mud grenades”? 

Model answer: The simile reflects the boy’s fearful imagination: their squat bodies and sudden 

movements seem as threatening as explosives. It is not a literal description. 

Q8. How does the poem depict the loss of innocence? 

Model answer: A child who once gathered eggs without fear suddenly imagines the adult frogs 

as avengers. His delight collapses into anxiety, showing that nature feels more complex and 

threatening. 

Q9. What is the function of “I sickened, turned, and ran”? 

Model answer: Three rapid verbs create a sudden pace, summarise his revulsion and show the 

decisive end of his delighted collecting. 

Q10. How does the final line support the title? 

Model answer: The notion of spawn clutching his hand reveals an imagination seized by fear. 

The curious young “naturalist” can no longer approach the pool with innocent confidence. 
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13 | LONG-ANSWER / ANALYTICAL MODEL RESPONSES 

Essay 1. Explain how the two stanzas contrast the child’s attitude to nature. (8 

marks) 

The first stanza presents an observant child absorbed by the activities of the flax-dam. Although 

the place “festered”, the narrator delights in dragonflies, butterflies and especially frogspawn. 

He keeps the eggs in jam jars and patiently watches them turn into tadpoles. Miss Walls’ 

reassuring classroom explanation helps create a manageable world of childhood knowledge. In 

the second stanza, the setting acquires a threatening power. “Angry frogs” have apparently 

“invaded” the dam and their “bass chorus” fills the air. The simile “mud grenades” turns animals 

into imagined weapons, while “slime kings” makes them seem dominant. The narrator runs 

away, believing even the spawn could seize his hand. Thus, the poem records a change of 

perception: delight becomes dread; nature is no longer an innocent object to collect. 

Essay 2. Discuss Heaney’s use of sensory imagery and sound. (8 marks) 

Heaney makes the flax-dam almost tangible through sensory language. Rotting flax, intense heat 

and foul smells establish a dense rural atmosphere. The flies seem to weave a “gauze of sound 

around the smell”, blending visual, auditory and olfactory effects. The “warm thick slobber” of 

frogspawn creates a tactile impression, while dragonflies and butterflies contribute colour and 

movement. In the later encounter, auditory images grow more threatening. “Coarse croaking” 

and a “bass chorus” convey the low, collective noise of adult frogs. “Slap and plop” imitate 

abrupt movement, and the grotesque “farting” heads intensify revulsion. These changing 

sensations make the boy’s emotional transformation audible and almost physical. Sound and 

imagery communicate fear without the poet having to announce it directly. 

Essay 3. How is the title Death of a Naturalist appropriate? (8 marks) 

The title is figurative. In the opening episode, the speaker acts as a young naturalist: he 

observes insects, gathers frogspawn, arranges jars for study and eagerly watches tadpoles 

develop. His teacher’s lesson deepens this innocent curiosity. But another encounter destroys 

his earlier confidence. The adult frogs seem to possess the dam, and the narrator imagines them 

as aggressive invaders, grenades and “slime kings”. His fear that the spawn could clutch his 

hand is a final sign that direct contact with nature has become disturbing. No one dies 

physically; rather, the child’s uncomplicated fascination with natural life suffers a symbolic 

death. The title captures a turning point in his understanding of nature and of himself. 

Essay 4. Nature in the poem is both attractive and repellent. Discuss. (8 marks) 

Heaney places images of beauty within a landscape of decay. The flax-dam “festered” and the 

flax “rotted”, yet dragonflies and spotted butterflies make the scene lively. The frogspawn is 

called “slobber” and compared to “clotted water”, descriptions that might repel an adult, but the 

child finds it “best of all”. The first stanza therefore makes fascination and ugliness coexist. In 

stanza two, unpleasant sensations dominate: cow dung, a “bass chorus”, swollen frogs and 

obscene-sounding movements. The child now perceives natural life as almost violent. The 

change does not prove that nature itself has become evil; rather, it reveals that natural 

processes can inspire contradictory emotions depending on experience and perception. 



PAUL ACADEMY  |  Powered by English Mines™ 

www.paulmasih.com   •   www.englishmines.com     |     19 

Essay 5. How does Heaney turn ordinary frogs into threatening creatures? (8 

marks) 

Heaney builds fear through diction, sound, comparisons and the child’s imagination. The frogs 

become “angry” and seem to have “invaded” the flax-dam, military language suggesting an 

assault. Their calls are a “coarse croaking” and a “bass chorus”, louder and deeper than the boy 

remembers. Their swollen bodies and throats are observed with exaggerated attention. “Poised 

like mud grenades” imagines their stillness as dangerous, while “slap and plop” becomes an 

“obscene” threat. The metaphor “slime kings” gives them authority and “vengeance” attributes a 

human motive to animals. The climax lies in the impossible fear that frogspawn might clutch his 

hand. These images dramatise the narrator’s subjective terror, not an actual attack. 

Indicative marking for an 8-mark analytical response 

COMPONENT MARKS 

Clear, relevant central argument 2 

Accurate textual references and explanation 3 

Literary methods, mood / themes and their effects 2 

Coherent organisation and language 1 

 

Accept alternative well-supported interpretations. Marks are indicative classroom guidance, not an official CISCE 

rubric. 

14 | HIGHER-ORDER THINKING QUESTIONS (HOTS) 

HOTS 1. Is the speaker’s fear caused by the frogs or by his interpretation of 

them? 

Suggested response: Both the frogs’ noise and physical presence trigger the response, but the 

idea that they seek “vengeance” is a human projection. The poem explores the mind’s capacity 

to turn ordinary events into threats. 

HOTS 2. Does the first stanza genuinely portray nature as innocent? 

Suggested response: Not entirely. “Festered”, “rotted”, “slobber” and “clotted water” already 

mingle discomfort with attraction. The frightening end develops an unease present from the 

opening. 

HOTS 3. How do the jam jars show both curiosity and control? 

Suggested response: They enable careful observation, but they also remove eggs from their 

habitat. Later the narrator imagines that the creatures resent his taking their offspring, creating 

a moral tension. 
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HOTS 4. How does classroom knowledge differ from firsthand experience? 

Suggested response: Miss Walls offers simple names and patterns; the later encounter is loud, 

strange and uncontrolled. Experience complicates simplified knowledge without making that 

learning worthless. 

HOTS 5. Does the poem suggest nature is cruel? 

Suggested response: The frogs are not proven cruel. The portrayal records a child’s fear of 

unfamiliar, powerful life. A perceptive response distinguishes natural behaviour from the child’s 

imagined motives. 

15 | QUICK SELF-ASSESSMENT (10 MARKS) 

1. State the number of stanzas in the poem. [1] 

2. Identify the poet and one major award mentioned in the textbook. [1] 

3. What changes do the “fattening dots” undergo? [1] 

4. Name the teacher mentioned in the poem. [1] 

5. Name the device in “like clotted water”. [1] 

6. Explain “bass chorus”. [1] 

7. Explain why “invaded” is important. [2] 

8. Explain the meaning of the title. [2] 

Self-assessment solutions 

1. Two. 

2. Seamus Heaney; Nobel Prize in Literature (1995). 

3. They hatch into tadpoles. 

4. Miss Walls. 

5. Simile. 

6. The deep collective croaking of many frogs. 

7. It is military diction (1), suggesting that the boy sees the frogs as hostile intruders (1). 

8. The “death” refers to the loss of childhood innocence and uncomplicated enthusiasm for 

studying nature (2). 

16 | READY RECKONER: ONE-PAGE REVISION 

REVISION POINT MUST REMEMBER 

Poet Seamus Heaney, Irish poet; Nobel Prize in Literature (1995). 

Poem / collection Death of a Naturalist; title poem in 1966 collection. 
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Speaker First-person adult recollecting childhood; “I”. 

Setting Rural flax-dam, nearby fields, home and school. 

Stanza 1 (21 lines) Decay + beauty; collecting frogspawn; watching tadpoles; Miss 
Walls. 

Stanza 2 (12 lines) Adult frogs appear intimidating; fearful flight. 

Key contrast Curiosity, learning, fascination → fear, repulsion, imagined 
revenge. 

Major themes Loss of innocence; ambivalent nature; fear; human 
perception; childhood learning. 

Devices Simile, metaphor, personification, onomatopoeia, rich 
imagery, enjambment. 

3 essential quotations “like clotted water”; “Poised like mud grenades”; “The great 
slime kings”. 

Title Metaphorical ending of innocent enthusiasm; not literal death. 

Crucial exam caution Frogs’ wish for revenge is the boy’s projection, not a stated 
fact. 

 

15-minute final revision strategy 

• Minutes 0–4: Retell the two stanza narratives and the change of mood aloud. 

• Minutes 4–8: Revise six key images and the effects of their devices. 

• Minutes 8–12: Practise the title question and one extract question. 

• Minutes 12–15: Answer five MCQs, then explain your answers from the text. 

FINAL TAKEAWAY: The poem is not about evil frogs. It is about a growing child 

discovering that the natural world can be strange, independent, overwhelming and 

frightening. 

TEXT BASIS: Seamus Heaney, “Death of a Naturalist”, as reproduced in the textbook, pages 18–19. Biographical and introductory notes adapted 

from the text, pages 16–17. The explanatory responses and questions in this pack are original classroom material. 
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