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enables appreciation of the dead bodies of women.  

 

Keywords  

The Male Gaze, Stereotypical Characterization, Sexual Objectification, Ecofeminism, Seamus 

Heaney, Bog-poems.  



 

3 
 

             

 “Bog Queen” and “Punishment” are two poems from Seamus Heaney’s poetry 

collection North from 1975. The poems relay the stories of ancient burials and the 

excavations of two female bodies in historical and contemporary times. This essay aims to 

argue how the two female characters, the narrator in “Bog Queen” and the young girl in 

“Punishment”, are subjected to the male gaze by the narrative perspective, stereotypical 

characterization, and the objectification of the female body. This essay uses ecofeminist 

theory to analyse female representation to answer how the male gaze is present in narration 

through the historical context of Ireland and its boglands, the female stereotypes of the 

mother, the virgin, the lover, and nature goddesses Mother Earth and Nerthus, and lastly the 

sexual objectification of women through an application of Martha C. Nussbaum’s list of 

‘Sexual Objectifications.’ The two poems were chosen because they are complementary, 

collectively named the Bog-poems; they convey opposite narrative viewpoints of victim and 

invader, respectively. Thus, this essay aims to express how the male gaze transcends the sex 

of the narrator and is present in both poems.        

 The representation of women in Seamus Heaney’s poetry has been debated by critics, 

where his fictional women have been interpreted to be subjected to excessive violence, 

stereotypical characterization, or sexual objectification. Henry Hart discusses how Heaney 

“speaks for and against the imperial colonizer” (Hart 405), where, by his analysis, Heaney’s 

language is intentional, and his message is bifurcated. At the same time, Patricia Coughlan 

argues that Heaney’s poetry falls victim to gendering, where the goal of the narrative, 

however unconscious, becomes to overthrow or subordinate the feminine in favour of the 

masculine self (“The Representation of Women” 200). Coughlan notes that maleness is 

apparent in Heaney’s poetry through his stereotypical characterization of women, where they 

are perceived as passive and submissive objects in their own narratives, whereas the men are 

the actors that plunder the land and the bodies of women (187). She notes that despite 

Heaney’s seemingly conscientious writing that “it remains very difficult for men, when they 

imagine self-formation as a struggle, to escape conceiving that […] as against the feminine” 

(200). Coughlan argues that men’s writing sometimes expresses that character development 

shuns feminine traits. Similarly, Stephanie Alexander, when faced with the female 

representation and the vocabulary used to depict it in Heaney’s North, asks the question of 

“[i]s there something subversive in such imagery? Is this imagery a space for potential radical 

resistance, or is it simply Heaney-as-male-poet, recycling an old trope of male/female?” 

(Alexander 221). Coughlan and Alexander are conflicted on whether Heaney’s poems merely 
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discuss the authority or agency of women or if his writing, as written by a male author, 

displays evidence of the male gaze.           

 The male gaze is a term used to describe how media is skewed towards depicting 

women in a way that presents women as objects for the pleasure of the heterosexual male 

viewer. The term was first coined by Laura Mulvey in 1975 in her essay “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema” (62). Literary critics have since claimed it as the concept transcends that 

genre of media. Mulvey explains that the female character in cinema sometimes is subjected 

to scopophilia, which Freud defined as where a person derives pleasure from viewing the 

human form and where bodies are viewed as erotic objects by the viewer (59). Scopophilia 

has thus been known as the basis of the male gaze. The notion of the male viewer and the 

woman as the object that is viewed stems from the patriarchal model of society (Tyson 97). 

Lois Tyson expresses that the male gaze is a vehicle for men to display power and where 

possession of valuable objects is impressive to other men and that women are often treated as 

such (97). Mulvey, too, expresses how she has interpreted women to be “the bearer of 

meaning, not maker of meaning” (Mulvey 58), where women in media written by men are 

used to convey a message and cannot present their narratives. The concept of the male gaze is 

in the essay used to describe the concluding view of this analysis, where the factors of the 

narration, the stereotypes, and the objectifying language create a full picture of an example of 

the male gaze.             

 Heaney’s narratives are heavily rooted in the historical context of Ireland; both the 

Viking Raiders’ arrival in Ireland and the Irish War of Independence against the English (Hart 

388, 402), as both “Bog Queen” and “Punishment” depict women being victims to 

perpetrators’ plundering and killings. At the time of the invasions, the Irish Bogs were 

plundered, as shown in “Bog Queen”, and the Irishmen were killed and entombed in the bogs, 

as depicted in “Punishment”. The historical context is essential for the narratives in both 

poems as it directly impacts the narrative aim of the poems and denotes the themes of female 

rage and vengeance depicted through the unjust treatment of the women in the poems and 

their response. Henry Hart compares Ireland and its marshlands to a tomb for its murdered 

people; he calls Ireland and the boglands of Heaney’s poems a ‘Femme Fatale’ (388). He 

defends this name by drawing connections between the feminized burial grounds and the 

supposedly festering vengeance with which it is pregnant (Hart 388). Vengeance is a theme 

used as a driving force for aims in many male narratives and is rarely present in the female. 

Arguably, the themes of female rage and vengeance enforce the male narrative of reclaiming 

Ireland rather than promoting justice for women. The female characters in the poems are used 
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as mediums to re-enact the Irish submission to the invaders; their passivity is more believable 

for the reader due to common female stereotypes. Features of common female stereotypes 

include submission and passivity; they enable an analysis of the power imbalances present in 

the events of the poems where men’s fantasies of dominating women are fulfilled on-page, 

through the superior invaders, while the women are left to enact vengeance on behalf of men, 

thus perpetuating the male gaze in the poems’ narratives.       

 Literary stereotypes for female characters are based on patriarchal gender roles; 

“[t]raditional gender roles cast men as rational, strong, protective and decisive; they cast 

women as emotional (irrational), weak, nurturing, and submissive” (Tyson 81). Ecofeminism 

expands on the discussion of gender roles by comparing how women are associated with the 

material, like nature, while men are associated with the rational and nonmaterial. (Garrard 

26). The feminine traits depicted within gender roles relate to the common female archetypes 

in fiction, where the mother, the saint or virgin, and the lover are depicted in Heaney’s two 

poems. The stereotype of the mother is closely connected to the idea of fertility, where the 

body parts of the woman and mother selflessly grow and nurture life. The virgin is young, 

passive, and submissive, and the lover is dutiful, and her physical appearance is her prime 

characteristic. Additionally, ‘The Feminine Principle’ can be defined as a stereotypical 

depiction, or blueprint, for the essential qualities of a woman. Its history can be traced back to 

the characterization of Mother Earth or fertility goddesses (Green 194). The stereotype 

establishes a ‘feminine essence’ that contains female characteristics that can take on human or 

inanimate shapes (Green 194); it applies to ecofeminism as it enables an analysis of gender 

roles as applied to nature and the connection between woman and land. Green explains that 

the characteristics of the stereotype are derived from the anthropomorphic qualities humans 

have applied to nature and that the apparent connection between woman and nature in myth 

has led to a fixed association that feminine traits mirror nature’s (194).    

 In Heaney’s two poems, the feminine principle takes the form of the land of Ireland 

(McGuinness 71), which is depicted through the two female characters, the narrator in “Bog 

Queen,” who is equated to Mother Earth, and the hanged girl in “Punishment” who is 

associated with a fertility goddess named Nerthus. Their shared tomb, the boglands, is the 

setting that communicates the character’s metaphorical message, where the character’s traits 

can also be applied to Heaney’s depiction of Ireland as a feminine entity. Cynthia Griffin 

Wolff expresses that “[t]he stereotypes of women vary, but […] in response to masculine 

needs” (207). Stereotypes thus perpetuate the male gaze as they are founded on a patriarchal 

system, where the woman’s characteristics are based on men’s needs and desires; the mother, 
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the virgin, and the lover adhere to men’s perception of women as their aims cater to men.  

 This illustration of the feminine principle relates to an area of ecofeminist criticism of 

sexual objectification. Fungibility, one of Martha C. Nussbaum’s perspectives on 

objectification, is a term used to describe how a person is treated as if they are 

interchangeable with other objects. In these poems’ case, the female characters are 

comparable to nature. Nature in the poems relates to the feminine principle as characters 

assume the role of Mother Earth, who is a personified deity. Through her, the characters 

become objectified by the transition from subject to personified object. The treatment of a 

character as a stereotype or an object, like nature, implies that they are instruments that help 

convey a message and not people with their own stories. Objectification, as a central part of 

feminist theory, refers to the sexual objectification of women’s bodies. Martha C. Nussbaum 

states that sexual objectification comes in seven forms (256), to which Rae H. Langton has 

added three (Langton 228-229), out of which six will be applied to the analysis of the poems 

in this essay because they define the multi-faceted, unjust treatment of the female characters 

by their physical, psychological restrictions, and explicit descriptions of appearance. Four 

terms are not applied to the analysis of the poems because of the lack of foundation for their 

appliance. The excluded terms are instrumentality, denial of autonomy, denial of subjectivity, 

and silencing. The first term applied to the analysis, violability is defined as treating a person 

as if they have no integrity, and inertness is defined as treating a person as if they lack 

agency, fungibility refers to a person’s treatment as if they were interchangeable with other 

items, in this essay’s case, nature (Nussbaum 257). Additionally, ownership discusses the 

treatment of another as if they are a commodity. Reduction to body considers a person’s body 

as identified with their body or its parts. Lastly, reduction to appearance relays the treatment 

of a person in terms of how they appear to someone else’s senses (Langton 229). The 

objectification in Heaney’s poems refers to the sexual objectification of women’s bodies and 

the reduction to body and appearance of the narrator in “Bog Queen” and the young girl in 

“Punishment”.             

 The narrative perspective of “Bog Queen” can be interpreted to show signs of the male 

gaze by the narrator’s storytelling and through the framing of a male narrative as a female 

one. The narrator of “Bog Queen” is a dead woman lying at the bottom of a bog. She speaks 

in first-person as she relays a story of her passivity in response to men as she is cut and 

robbed (41-44) and to nature’s conquest of her body as expressed on line 9-11, “through my 

fabrics and skins/the seeps of winter/digested me.” By the line “[m]y body was braille/for the 

creeping influences” (5,6) the narrator expresses how her physical body is being taken 
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advantage of while “[her] skull hibernated” (39). Like the bog she rests in, she is being 

molested by plunderers who come for her treasures. The narrator is without agency as she is 

being seized, and she cannot prevent the plundering of her belongings and other people’s 

access to her body as she is entombed “[b]etween turf-face and demesne wall” (2). Arguably, 

the first-person narration could allude to the female narrator’s agency against her perpetrators, 

but by the narrator’s physical tomb and her poor mental state, as interpreted by “[m]y brain 

darkening,/ a jar of spawn/ fermenting underground” (18-20), her narrative is restricted, and 

she is reduced to a victim instead of the poem’s actor. The narrator describes the assaults on 

her body in a detached and explicit manner that suggests a separation between mind and self. 

The agency she derives from narrating her story is undermined by her perceived loss of 

control of her body or belongings, as shown by her treatment by the poem’s actors who have 

patriarchal power. The notion of the woman as a passive and accepting being adheres to the 

male gaze, where the woman is watched and controlled by a man.     

 As interpreted by the narrator’s story, the theme of vengeance is present in “Bog 

Queen,” where the narrator, in the poem’s final stanza, rises from the dead to enact retribution 

on her abusers – “and I rose from the dark/ hacked bone, skull-ware” (53,54). The historical 

context of the poems reinforces the interpretation of the similarities between the narrator’s 

story and Ireland’s. Alexander expresses how “[t]here is, for Heaney, little to no separation 

between body and bog – or between Ireland and Irishman. Landscape becomes not just a 

metaphor for identity, but the vehicle for embodiment itself.” (223). The narrator’s story can 

thus be interpreted to symbolize the experiences of the Irish people who were entombed in 

their own sacrificial burial grounds and whose bodies were plundered by invaders. Arguably, 

the narrator portrays the role of the Irishman, fighting against the “small gleams”, or invaders. 

Thus, her vengeance can be interpreted to substitute a woman’s fight against her abuser for 

Ireland’s fight against invaders since it is a common theme of the masculine experience of 

war and strife. This argument is further enabled by the first-person perspective that allows 

readers to entertain a vengeful mindset, as shown by “I rose from the dark,/ hacked bone, 

skull-ware” (53,54). In this interpretation, the female narrator’s experiences as a victim are 

used as a medium to project someone else’s experience, where the explicit descriptions of the 

harm done to her enable her to portray the sexual object that furthers the message. Arguably, 

the narrative of the female narrator as a vindictive spirit, or a personification of nature, 

breaking free from the feminine imagery of her bog-tomb or captured and subdued Ireland 

projects a similar interpretation of substituting the feminine and passive for the active 

masculine. Mulvey describes this as “the presence of woman is an indispensable element of 
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spectacle […] her visual presence tends to work against the development of a story line, to 

freeze the flow of action in moments of erotic contemplation” (Mulvey 809). When applied to 

“Bog Queen”, it can be interpreted that the narrator’s presence in the story enables a man or 

country’s narrative in favour of her own.         

 The imagery of womanhood and fertility in “Bog Queen” adheres to the concept of 

stereotypical characterization, where the narrator is given traits that coincide with the 

archetypes of the mother, the saint, and the lover, which are all patriarchal idealizations of 

women’s identities (Tyson 85-86). In the poem, Ireland becomes ‘Mother Ireland’ (Cahill 

215), feminized and regal through the Bog Queen’s maternal characteristics. Body parts like 

the stomach, pelvis, and breasts are in the poem common references to the mother figure as 

they describe the body parts associated with fertility and motherhood. The characterization in 

the poem can be interpreted to be stereotypical due to the woman’s passive response to the 

probing and the tone of the descriptions of her body. Susan Cahill argues that Irish women are 

often characterized as “mother, reproductive guarantor of the future of the nation, […] or […] 

as an object, a representative of the nation” (214). The stereotypical mother is described to be 

selfless and to take the mother’s role before that of the woman or individual. Lines such as 

“the vital hoard reducing/ in the crock of the pelvis” (23,24) and “[t]he plait of my hair/ a 

slimy birth-cord/of bog” (50-52) both refer to the act of childbearing and the toll it takes on 

the, in this case, passive body. The child is described as ‘vital’ whereas the mother is reduced 

to the body parts that nurtured the child; her pelvis is ‘the’ pelvis, and her hair is a birth cord 

for the child. Alongside the disconnect between her body, its parts, and her agency, she is 

depicted as a selfless mother who is also subjected to the male gaze as her body and 

belongings are taken from her – “they robbed/I was barbered/and stripped” (41-43). She is 

taken advantage of by plunderers who abuse her passivity to loot and sexually assault her.

 The stereotype of the saint coincides with the depiction of the mother in the way the 

narrator is passive in her response to the abuse and the descriptions of her appearance and her 

garments. The symbol of the saintly virgin is suggested by the line “my skull hibernated/ in 

the wet nest of my hair” (39,40), where the nest of hair is her metaphorical halo. The 

descriptions of the narrator’s placement in the bog also allude to a saintly demeanour, as 

shown by its resemblance to John Everett Millais’ Ophelia, a classic work of art that depicts 

the drowned Ophelia in the river (See appendix 3). Both the narrator and Ophelia display 

compliance and passivity through the women’s body language that mirrors that of the 

illustrations of saints, with their corpses laid to rest in a body of water. The Bog Queen was 

buried with a diadem, a sash, a veil, and her hair in a braid (25,29,45,50). Arguably, such 
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iconography is like that of the saint or the virginal bride; the narrator is compliant and waiting 

for the arrival of the patriarchal husband, as interpreted by the line “I lay waiting” (1,16).  

 The line “I lay waiting” (1,16) is ambiguous as it can be assumed to have a sexual 

connotation as ‘waiting’ implies expectancy and eagerness in this interpretation where the 

‘influences’ are invited to touch her – “dawn suns groped over my head/ and cooled at my 

feet” (7,8). Thus, the lover stereotype can be applied as the narrator is expressed to be 

expecting the perpetrator’s probing. Arguably, the lover and the saint share characteristics of 

submissiveness and obedience, as shown by previous examples of ambiguous phrases that 

enable an analysis of their common aim – to accessorize men. The lover or mistress is often 

treated as a belonging to a man, where she is used for her services, disregarded, and then 

treated as a possession (Tyson 86). Debatably, the narrator’s characterization as a lover is 

asserted by the poem’s first stanza, “I lay waiting/ between turf-face and demesne wall/ 

between heathery levels/ and glass-toothed stone” (1-4), by the woman’s restricting location, 

where the word ‘demesne’ refers to land that someone owns, a part of a property. The use of 

the word in this context, alongside the “glass-toothed stone” (4), implies that the narrator is 

kept contained until she is needed by someone.  

 The unnamed narrator shares similar qualities with the stereotype of the nature goddess, 

Mother Earth, who too is resting and is pregnant with ‘a vital hoard that rests against her 

pelvis’ (23,24) - earth. Carlanda Green discusses how ‘the feminine principle’ adheres to 

Heaney’s bog poems where she explains Heaney to embody the principle as he “rejects the 

violence associated with her [Mother Earth] worship, yet he continues to see potential only in 

man’s union with her” (Green 199). Green argues that through the depiction of Mother Earth 

in Heaney’s poems, “man finds rejuvenation, increased sensitivity to life’s mysteries and self-

completion. Because of the potential fulfilment in such a union, life may become a productive 

continuum rather than a linear frustration.” (194). Furthermore, Green describes how the man 

uses the woman for his self-fulfilment, from which she becomes a stereotype that does not tell 

her own story but is a tool used to complement his. The strength of Mother Earth in “Bog 

Queen” is arguably not used for her purposes, but his, as supported by the narrator’s quest for 

vengeance in Ireland’s place. Additionally, Mother Earth can also be interpreted to be a 

personified object, ultimately connecting humanity and nature. Val Plumwood argues that 

racism and sexism have drawn strength from depicting ethnic or sexual differences as inferior 

by casting them as more animalistic or part of nature (4). In Mother Earth’s case in “Bog 

Queen”, her god-like, inhuman strength can be interpreted to suggest inferiority through 

objectification.              
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 This essay’s focus on ecofeminist criticism invites a layered analysis of objectification 

in Heaney’s work, as the female body is used as a tool to communicate both the aging, or 

decay, of the body, as well as the decay of nature, as the Bog Queen herself takes on the role 

of Mother Earth. In “Bog Queen,” both the treatment of the narrator by outsiders and the 

descriptions of her body display signs of sexual objectification. The plunderers treat the 

narrator’s body with a lack of care and where her inertness is an invitation for plundering her 

belongings, “I was barbered/ and stripped/ by a turfcutter’s spade” (42-44). She is 

simultaneously stripped naked as a person and hacked into, like dirt. The narrator’s grave is a 

literal tomb and a symbolical one as she describes herself to be “waiting/ between turf-face 

and demesne wall” (1,2). The use of the word ‘demesne’ in this context refers to that the 

narrator is not in possession of herself and is also considered property. To be laid to rest 

“waiting” that is repeated throughout the poem in a tomb that belongs to someone else implies 

a sense of sexual ownership that a man would have over a woman.    

 Fungibility is also found in the invader’s treatment of her body, where she and her 

resting-place is treated as if it were a treasure chest, “[w]hich they robbed./ I was barbered/ 

and stripped/ by a turfcutter’s spade” (41-44). Her personhood is being disregarded for the 

sake of the valuable objects, and her body is treated like an object as she is not handled with 

hands but with tools like she is a part of the ground they are excavating. The woman is treated 

to violability as her physical body is invaded and exposed to men’s plundering, “[m]y body 

was braille/ for the creeping influences” (5,6). The objectification of the narrator is thus 

twofold; she is sexualized and gazed upon by her plunderers and by nature. The descriptors 

used to describe the narrator imply that she, throughout her life and death, has been used as an 

object of sexual gratification, she has been ‘groped,’ ‘digested,’ and ‘nuzzled’ at while she 

lays, passive, “waiting/ on the gravel bottom,/ my brain darkening,/ a jar of spawn/ fermenting 

underground” (16-20). The picture drawn is of an assault, where the victim cannot protect 

herself and thus disregards it and escapes into herself; the narrator has no choice, so she 

represses it to protect herself.            

 The narrator is continuously described to be assailed by nature, as she eventually 

becomes part of it. Additionally, she is also reduced to an object by her subordination to being 

one with the bog, as shown by her retelling of the progression of time in her tomb; her body 

parts are still human, but they are being treated as objects “[m]y body was braille/ for the 

creeping influences” (5,6). Her body can be groped, digested, and nuzzled at, but also cut with 

a spade, and plundered, like the ground could, which depicts that she is perceived to be one 

with her surroundings at the same time as she is sexualized as a human body. The decay of 
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her body is communicated by lines such as “the illiterate roots/ pondered and died/in the 

cavings/ of stomach and socket” (12-15). She is dead, and nature is consuming her; therefore, 

her entombment is two-fold as both her tomb and her decay are preventing her from enacting 

vengeance on the gazing perpetrators. Time passing makes her brain ferment (18), which 

alludes to a vegetative state, which, arguably, indicates her regression from person to object. 

 Heaney’s second poem, “Punishment”, is told from the perspective of an unnamed 

narrator who observes the hanging of the poems’ victim – a young girl. The first-person 

narrator uses no pronouns to identify themselves, which enables the reader’s interpretation of 

their identity. It can be interpreted that the narrator is a man by the vocabulary used to 

describe the woman, “it blows her nipples/ to amber beads” (5,6) and “[m]y poor scapegoat/ I 

almost love you” (28,29), where the lines imply a physical appreciation for the dead woman 

and a possessive connection, which would imply a man’s patriarchal role of the caretaker. The 

narrator describes a hanging of a young woman who is then laid to rest in a bog: “I can feel 

the tug/ of the halter at the nape/ of her neck” (1-3). The discordance between the woman’s 

dead state and the narrator’s appreciation of her body feels improper for the reader. 

Intentionally, the narrator’s behaviour alludes to him as a personification of the male gaze. 

The line “I am the artful voyeur” (32) directly references the narrator’s perverse views of the 

dead woman’s body. The explicit vocabulary used by the male narrator in “Punishment” 

allows for an objectifying and sexualized view of a corpse. Within this context, the narrator’s 

examination and depiction of the dead girl’s appearance are uncomfortable to read for the 

sake of communicating a message; however, the graphic descriptions invite a different 

interpretation where the narrative and vocabulary used instead enforces the male gaze.  

 The narrator’s descriptions of the young woman’s body help infantilize her as a symbol 

in the narrative of the Irishmen’s fight against invaders. The woman’s frail and naked body, 

her verdict, and ultimately her faulty and unjust treatment after her death invites the 

interpretation of the young victim as a symbol of the Irish fight against invaders. The victim’s 

narrative as a young and innocent girl presents the Irish as submissive against the invaders 

and helps enhance their image as similarly innocent. The victim’s age and gender invite 

sympathy from the reader because she is shown to be frail and innocent (7,8). The reader is 

also incentivized to feel sympathy for the victim, “I can feel the tug/ of the halter at the nape/ 

of her neck” (1-3) because of the narrator’s use of the first-person perspective of her death, 

which also reveals the narrator’s sympathy for the young girl, but which is compromised by 

his sexual appreciation of her body “[i]t blows her nipples/ to amber beads,/ it shakes the frail 

rigging/ of her ribs” (5-8). The narrator’s sympathy for the victim is interpreted to be false or 
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perverse by the reader, which enables the interpretation of the narrator as the invader, as told 

by “I […] would have cast, I know,/ the stones of silence” (30,31) and “I who have stood 

dumb/when your betraying sisters,/ […] wept by the railings” (37,38,40), where his inactivity 

enables the murder of the young girl.  

 Lastly, the interpretation of the young girl as a symbol of the Irish also enables the 

reading of her as a symbol of Ireland by her affinity with the boglands. Alexander explains 

how “[t]he feminine body is exalted and becomes a vehicle for resistance, while at the same 

time it is never out of the control of men” (226). Even after her death, the young girl is still 

controlled and gazed upon by men, which is enhanced by the narrator’s invasive descriptions 

of her body, as previously mentioned. The symbolical stripping and hanging of Ireland in 

“Punishment” is presented as wrong by the voyeur’s narration, but by staying true to the 

contemporary reality, “the narrator seems helpless to do anything but re-enact the violence, 

again, wavering between his identification with the feminized bog and its contents and with 

his masculine desire to punish the “little adulteress”” (Alexander 232). Ireland is thus 

presented as the scapegoat that was punished and did not get the help when it needed it, but, 

again, the girl victim is a vehicle of narrative aim where guilt at the injustice and humiliation 

of a land transgresses the narrative of female victims. Ireland’s loss against invaders thus 

presents the country as passive and feminine as they were prompted to submit. The 

conclusion presents Ireland as a female stereotype, as demonstrated by its weaknesses in 

battle. The feminized body of the nation, the Irish motherland that is seen as vulnerable, is 

expected to be defended by the strong, male ‘sons,’ who are the ones allowed to claim her 

treasures is a nationalist idea that further perpetuates a male narrative at the expense of the 

female.               

 The descriptions of the dead girl by the narrator in “Punishment” adhere to the concept 

of stereotypical characterization, where the woman is given traits that adhere with the saint 

and the lover. The woman’s young age and innocence are conveyed by the narrator’s loaded 

descriptions of her body: “the wind […]/it shakes the frail rigging/ of her ribs” (3,7,8), which 

refers to her small stature and skeleton, and “you were flaxen-haired,/ undernourished, and 

your tar-black face was beautiful” (25-27). The saint or the virgin is often described as having 

angelic features (Tyson 85). Both the positions of a hanging and laying down in a bog face up 

are similar to the imagery of Jesus and the saints. The young girl is said to be innocent by the 

narrator, which is another similarity with Jesus, both having been persecuted despite their 

innocence, “[m]y poor scapegoat” (28) he calls her, which professes the power imbalances 

present in the story, where the narrator’s position of power is expressed through his 
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possessive language and his inaction.  In the young girl’s case, the difference between her as a 

victim and the perpetrators is explicitly communicated through her passive, naked state, and 

the narrator’s commentary – a direct reference to the male gaze.  

 Furthermore, the line between the iconography of the saint and the lover is muddled by 

the male narrative as he sexualizes the young girl, “I am the artful voyeur/of your brain’s 

exposed” (32,33). His descriptions of “her naked front” (4) nipples and ribs betray the 

comfortable barrier of the saint in a way that is uncomfortable for the reader, where the 

narrator professes his physical attraction to the dead girl. The lover’s role as a possession is 

communicated through the narrator’s descriptions of her body, where she is left exposed for 

him to see where he has the power to see straight through to her “darkened combs,/your 

muscles’ webbing/ and all your numbered bones” (34-36), which is an added explicit layer to 

the power imbalance that comes from being exposed. The effect of the intentionality of the 

male gaze as a narrative feature is arguable as the male narrative becomes more prominent in 

the attempt of enforcing the female one, where the situation the girl is put through and the 

detailed descriptions of her body transcend the conscious and instead reflect the male gaze.  

 Similarly, the male narrative’s presence in the stereotypical characterization of the girl 

is also conveyed through ‘The Feminine Principle’ and nature. Arguably, instead of Mother 

Earth, the dead girl in “Punishment” shares similarities with the nature goddess named 

Nerthus (Green 201). Green describes Nerthus to adhere to the Feminine Principle by her role 

as a fertility goddess of the bogs in Ireland; she is said to date back to the Bronze or Iron age 

(193). Nerthus’ symbol of a ring, circle, or noose refers to the cyclical rejuvenation of man 

when in contact or in union with a woman through marriage, which also applies to the fertility 

of crops (195). In “Punishment,” the girl’s connection to Nerthus is made by the descriptions 

of her body that associate with nature, “she was a barked sapling” (14) and “[h]er shaved 

head/like a stubble of black corn” (18), and lastly, the noose in which she is hung (20). Green 

emphasizes Nerthus’ distinct affiliation with a sexual union with men (195); this is displayed 

by the narrator’s sexual appraisal of the dead girl’s body (5-8). The narrator thus uses the 

male gaze to refer to the symbolic context of the goddess the dead girl represents. Arguably, 

the context of the sexualization of the goddess does not excuse the sexualization of the 

underage girl; instead, her stereotypical characteristics of a goddess dehumanize her as a 

young girl in favour of conveying a message.         

 In “Punishment,” the sexual objectification of the young woman is apparent in two 

ways; by the male narrator’s description of her body and by the drawn metaphors between her 

and nature. The narrator relays his story of witnessing the young woman’s hanging and burial 
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in the present tense. He describes how he can feel the tugging at her nape (1,2) and how “the 

wind/ on her naked front./ […] blows her nipples/ to amber beads” (3-5). His empathy is 

interrupted by his appreciation and sexualization of her body, which cheapens his empathic 

statement. The narrator uses possessive articles when he speaks of the girl – “[m]y poor 

scapegoat” (28), despite his apparent lack of familial or romantic connections to her, which 

appropriates ownership of the dead body. The narrator’s belittling comments on the girl’s 

physical appearance allude to that he enjoys observing her young naked body. Terminology 

like ‘little,’ ‘undernourished’ and the note of “the frail rigging/of her ribs” (7,8), along with 

his graphic descriptions of her body, implies that the narrator finds sexual pleasure in the 

girl’s appearance and her young age by reducing her to appearance. Similarly, the narrator 

expresses his enjoyment of her inertness by claiming that “I[…] would have cast, I know,/the 

stones of silence./ I am the artful voyeur/of your brains exposed” (29-33). He describes how 

he could have helped but how he chose to remain silent. The narrator implies that the girl was 

innocent in her charge of adultery by calling her a ‘scapegoat’ and saying that her sisters 

betrayed her (28,38). Instead of helping her, the narrator chooses to reduce her to appearance 

by describing her body parts in detail and standing silent as she hangs.  

 The girl is subjected to the effects of nature as she both personifies and is reduced to it, 

while she is subjected to the natural wheel of decay through fungibility. The narrator 

describes the appearance of the girl, before and after death, by reducing her to vegetation; 

“she was a barked sapling/ that is dug up/ oak-boned, brain-firkin” (14-16); the sapling 

illustrates a young, fragile growth and “like a stubble of black corn” (18) after her death. 

Through the subordination of the subject to that of a plant, an object, she is subjected to 

fungibility, which enables the narrator to disregard her as a person and justify the male gaze 

he enacts upon her. Peter Barry discusses how inequality sometimes is disguised as ‘natural’ 

when it is a product of a power structure (244). Arguably, in “Punishment,” the girl’s 

reduction to nature is not empowering but signifies power imbalances between the sexes, 

presenting the male as the stronger sex.          

 Both “Bog Queen” and “Punishment” relay the stories of women subjected to violence 

and the male gaze when laid to rest in their bog-graves. In both poems, the male gaze can be 

interpreted to be present in similar ways in the narrative perspective, the stereotypical 

characterization, and the objectifying language used to describe the characters. “Bog Queen” 

has a female narrator who tells the story of the events after her death, how nature helps her 

body decay, and how her inert state enables the abuse of her body and the plundering of her 

belongings. She, unlike the girl in “Punishment,” is an adult of higher social status, as 
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interpreted by her clothing and her regal title, but is treated similarly. “Punishment” has a 

male narrator who relays a female victim’s hanging and uses sexually objectifying language 

to do so. Thus, one could conclude that both poems reveal the truth behind violence against 

women, despite their age and status, from opposite sides – the victim and the perpetrator, 

respectively.              

 This essay has argued that the author’s attempt at using the male gaze to tell the truth 

behind women’s stories instead backfired and told men’s stories through male narratives and 

predominantly feminine stereotypes and objective language to display the Irish as subservient 

to their perpetrators. The poems’ attempt at telling a bigger story through metaphorical means 

is interpreted to have played straight into the male gaze, where women’s historically 

submissive role is used to infantilize Ireland as losing players, thus using stereotypically 

feminine traits as a reason for Ireland’s weakness. The theme of vengeance in “Bog Queen” 

and that of guilt in “Punishment” are in this analysis interpreted to be projections of a male 

narrative, similarly as to how both the female-led narrative in “Bog Queen” and the male-led 

narrative of “Punishment” is interpreted to exude the same willingness to detail the dead 

bodies of women. By this analysis, it would seem unlikely that a woman would similarly 

describe her body as a voyeur or invader would. Similarly, it is unlikely that stereotypical 

feminine characteristics would feature as to prove a person’s or country’s weakness if written 

by a woman. Additionally, the inclusion of the Feminine Principle in the shape of nature only 

helps to alienate women’s experiences and identity by their reduction to body, function, and 

object for men.            

 Consequently, this essay has presented one interpretation of the presence of the male 

gaze in Heaney’s poems, but some critics disagree with this analysis; Jonathan Hufstader 

claims that “[t]hose who find fault with Heaney’s attitudes in this poem [“Punishment”] 

suppose that the speaker believes both the Windeby girl and the Belfast women to have been 

guilty of the offences for which they are being punished.” (68). Hufstader goes on to claim 

that “[s]uch readings miss the point that the poet is identifying his position in the midst of 

sectarian violence” (69). This essay does not suppose the victims to be guilty but suggests the 

opposite. Additionally, the essay discusses how Heaney can convey an awareness of his 

position and involvement while his texts can display signs of the male gaze. Critics, and 

Heaney himself, have discussed the intent behind his bog poems; Henry Hart expresses his 

belief that Heaney’s explicit depiction of the dead women has a purpose, that Heaney 

mythologizes the women, and thus their legacy grows - “Heaney treats deity and victim as 

one, as if, having “died” into spiritual and sexual marriage with the goddess, the devotee 
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cannot be distinguished from the object of devotion” (Hart 404). What Hart communicates is 

that post-mortem, the woman is elevated to a godly position, which implies that they can 

overcome injustices, which is, in the poems, enhanced by giving them a voice. This 

interpretation is enhanced by the poems’ clear distinction between protagonist and antagonist, 

where the women are not implied to be villains. Hart proceeds to defend Heaney’s portrayal 

of women by claiming that it was the author’s intent to emulate the actions and reactions of 

the excavators that found the bodies to realistically depict the history of female victims (407). 

He does not interpret Heaney’s poems without the author’s intentions, which disrupts his 

interpretation. Hart’s interpretation enables the reading of “Bog Queen” to concern the matter 

of sexual assault on women as the dead woman is given a voice and is shown to tread the line 

between victim and goddess in order to gain revenge, while “Punishment” helps convey the 

injustices women have suffered throughout history by their lack of voice as they are silenced 

by perpetrators.              

 Hart problematizes the discussion with his bifurcated interpretation of the representation 

of women in Heaney’s text where he argues that it is possible for Heaney to do both - “as he 

elegizes he also accuses” (407), that he is able to recognize and convey women’s stories of 

oppression at the same time as he “implicates victim, victimizer, and himself,” Hart says. 

(407). According to Hart, Heaney’s voyeur in “Punishment” is multi-faceted; it is the police 

who found the girl and the author himself, who was idle during the punishments that were 

executed by the I.R.A (407). By this interpretation, Heaney’s primary objective is not justice 

for women but to relieve his own guilt by villainizing idleness. It is possible to convey 

women’s fight against oppression without refuting the male gaze. This essay has argued that 

as a possibility but has stated that using women’s stories as metaphorical tools to relay 

Ireland’s history does not amplify the message of women’s oppression but undermines it 

through the usage of women as narrative tools, stereotypes, and objects. The argumentation 

behind the interpretation of Heaney’s poems in this essay is strengthened by the analysis and 

Coughlan and Alexander’s evaluation of Heaney’s texts.      

 Patricia Coughlan, in her 2007 article, analyses Heaney’s response to the questions 

raised in her 1997 article where she refers to one of Heaney’s interviews where he stated that “I 

took the fire in the flint, the Yeatsian, dominant, metrical, affirmative, commanding strength as 

being opposite to the kind of passive waiting” (Heaney 53). Coughlan re-states, now with the 

author’s direct response, how the author discredits femininity in favour of an apparent coherence 

with the masculine, as shown in her essay on the author’s representation of women and is shown 

to do in his statement: “[s]howing a recurring impulse towards self-identification with a decisive 
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masculinity” (“The Whole Strange Growth” 29). Heaney, in the interview, goes on to discredit the 

areas under feminist critique in favour of authorial intent and, much like Hufstader, claims that 

readers missed the point (Heaney 60). Heaney’s affinity with ‘masculine’ writing enhances the 

essay’s interpretation of the themes of vengeance and relief of guilt as a man’s objective inhabited 

and enforced by a female actor. Consequently, while Hart is not directly negating the presence of 

the male gaze but suggesting that the choice was intentional as Heaney is negating the feminist 

interpretation of the subject, it enforces the presence of the male gaze, as this essay interprets it. 

By Heaney’s previous statement, it can be interpreted that the male gaze is present in the author’s 

work and that his unwillingness to interpret his work from a feminist perspective enforces the 

incentive of both Coughlan and this essay. Hart expresses how “Heaney’s persona feels this way, 

as if blinded by the feminine mystery, unpinning, and unwrapping her until she is finally naked. If 

he wants to examine the naked reality of Ireland, he is hardly dispassionate in his quest.” (Hart 

404), which enforces the interpretation of the presence of the male gaze.     

 By primarily analysing the male gaze through ecofeminist theory in this essay, several 

aspects of the poems were not discussed of which the theory enables a further study; Susan Cahill 

discusses the rise of hyper-masculinity following the Irish War of Independence, where 

Ireland, through its literature, wanted to expel the feminized weaknesses that were enforced 

by the British (214). The discussion of hypermasculinity is interesting for this essay’s topic of 

the male gaze as it enables discussion of a possibly revenge-focused narrative or an over-

compensation through the depiction of victim against perpetrator. Cahill, Hart, and Alexander 

all discuss how Heaney was inspired by Per Vilhelm Glob’s The Bog People from 1965, 

which led him to write North. An ecofeminist perspective of analysis would allow for a 

deeper discussion of possible symbols of nature goddesses and their implications in Heaney’s 

poetry and of nature as a character in “Bog Queen” and “Punishment.”    

 In conclusion, this essay’s aim was to explore how the male gaze is apparent in the 

poems’ narrative, stereotypical characterization, and objectifications. The presence of the 

male gaze in the narratives is concluded to depict masculine themes through feminine 

vehicles, which diminished women’s stories of violence and inequality in favour of depicting 

Ireland’s war against the English. The stereotypical characterization of women does not 

render strong characters but aids the male gaze by depicting Ireland as weak and submissive 

as communicated through female characters. Lastly, the intentional objectification of the 

victim by the perpetrator is twisted as her deification does not refute her status as an object in 

the eyes of perpetrators and diminishes her humanity for the reader, which thus enhances the 

presence of the male gaze. 



 

18 
 

Appendix 1 

 

Bog Queen 

  

1. I lay waiting 

2. between turf-face and demesne 

wall, 

3. between heathery levels 

4. and glass-toothed stone. 

 

5. My body was braille 

6. for the creeping influences: 

7. dawn suns groped over my head 

8. and cooled at my feet, 

 

9. through my fabrics and skins 

10. the seeps of winter 

11. digested me, 

12. the illiterate roots 

 

13. pondered and died 

14. in the cavings 

15. of stomach and socket. 

16. I lay waiting 

 

17. on the gravel bottom, 

18. my brain darkening, 

19. a jar of spawn 

20. fermenting underground 

 

21. dreams of Baltic amber. 

22. Bruised berries under my nails, 

23. the vital hoard reducing 

24. in the crock of the pelvis. 

 

25. My diadem grew carious, 

26. gemstones dropped 

27. in the peat floe 

28. like the bearings of history. 

 

29. My sash was a black glacier 

30. wrinkling, dyed weaves 

31. and phoenician stitchwork 

32. retted on my breasts' 

 

33. soft moraines. 

34. I knew winter cold 

35. like the nuzzle of fjords 

36. at my thighs--- 

 

37. the soaked fledge, the heavy 

38. swaddle of hides. 

39. My skull hibernated 

40. in the wet nest of my hair. 

 

41. Which they robbed. 

42. I was barbered 

43. and stripped 

44. by a turfcutter's spade 

 

45. who veiled me again 

46. and packed coomb softly 

47. between the stone jambs 

48. at my head and my feet. 

 

49. Till a peer's wife bribed him. 

50. The plait of my hair, 

51. a slimy birth-cord 

52. of bog, had been cut 

 

53. and I rose from the dark, 

54. hacked bone, skull-ware, 

55. frayed stitches, tufts, 

56. small gleams on the bank. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Punishment 

1. I can feel the tug 

2. of the halter at the nape 

3. of her neck, the wind 

4. on her naked front. 

 

5. It blows her nipples 

6. to amber beads, 

7. it shakes the frail rigging 

8. of her ribs. 

 

9. I can see her drowned 

10. body in the bog, 

11. the weighing stone, 

12. the floating rods and boughs. 

 

13. Under which at first 

14. she was a barked sapling 

15. that is dug up 

16. oak-bone, brain-firkin: 

 

17. her shaved head 

18. like a stubble of black corn, 

19. her blindfold a soiled bandage, 

20. her noose a ring 

 

21. to store 

22. the memories of love. 

23. Little adulteress, 

24. before they punished you 

 

25. you were flaxen-haired, 

26. undernourished, and your 

27. tar-black face was beautiful. 

28. My poor scapegoat, 

 

29. I almost love you 

30. but would have cast, I know, 

31. the stones of silence. 

32. I am the artful voyeur 

 

33. of your brain's exposed 

34. and darkened combs, 

35. your muscles' webbing 

36. and all your numbered bones: 

 

37. I who have stood dumb 

38. when your betraying sisters, 

39. cauled in tar, 

40. wept by the railings, 

 

41. who would connive 

42. in civilized outrage 

43. yet understand the exact 

44. and tribal, intimate revenge.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

20 
 

Appendix 3 

 

 

Millais, John Everett. Ophelia. 1851-1852. Tate Gallery, London. 
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