
 

Storm on the Island by Seamus Heaney 

 
 

Background and Context 

 Heaney was from Northern Ireland.  

 He won the Nobel Prize for Literature on 1995 and died in 
2013. 

 The poem was published in 1966 at the start of ‘The 
Troubles’ in Northern Ireland. This was a period of deep 
unrest and violence between those who wanted to remain 
part of the UK and those who wanted to become part of 
Ireland. 

 The Northern Ireland Assembly is in Stormont, Belfast. The 
title of the poem may be a play on words: ‘Stormont 
Ireland’. 

 Heaney often wrote about nature and its power. 

Synopsis of the poem 

 A community prepares for the arrival of a storm, thinking it 
is well-protected. As the storm gathers strength and force, 
fear of what might happen grows.  

Form and Structure 

 Written in blank verse (5 beats in a line, no rhymes). This 
creates a natural, conversational rhythm to the poem. 

 Lack of rhyme could suggest the unpredictability of nature. 

 Poem begins: ‘We are prepared’ and finishes with ‘we 
fear’. This shows how the community loses confidence as 
the poem progresses. 

 There is a volta (change) in line 14: the monosyllabic ‘But 
no’ together with the caesura should a change as the 
storm takes hold. 

Vocabulary 

 Wizened – dried up 

 Stooks – bundles of a crop stacked together to dry out 

 Tragic chorus – in Greek theatre, the chorus sang a 
commentary on the events of the play  

 Pummels – repeatedly hits 

 Strafes – attacks repeatedly with gunfire or bombs, often 
from the air 

 Salvo – many guns firing at once 

Quotations 
‘We are prepared’: shows how the community has confidence that it is ready for the storm. Ironic as the 
rest of poem shows how it is not. 
‘The flung spray hits the very windows, spits like a tame cat turned savage’: simile shows that even if 
we think we can control nature (tame it), it can still become wild and attack. The force of nature should 
not be underestimated. 
‘we are bombarded by the empty air’: shows the force of the wind and, therefore, nature. Could also 
be a metaphor showing that the community is attacked because of words spoken by those in power 
‘Nor are there trees which might prove company’: highlights the lonely, isolated and barren nature of 
the island. 

Poetic Techniques 
 

 Semantic field of warfare used – pummels, exploding, strafes, salvo, bombarded. Shows how the community feels under 
attack. Suggests the power of nature and how it can be violent and destructive. 

 Oxymoron – ‘exploding comfortably’. In what way can something explode comfortably? Could suggest it causes no harm 
or hurt to that which has exploded (the sea) unlike a bomb, which would be ripped apart. 

 Conversational tone created by use of the pronouns ‘we’ and ‘you’ and extensive use of enjambment. 

 The storm could be a metaphor for The Troubles. 

 Use of ‘we’ suggests that the narrator speaks on behalf of others in the community, not just for himself. 

Links 
The Prelude 
London 
Exposure 

Tone 
Foreboding/ominous, dark, anecdotal 



 


