Advent by Patrick Kavanagh
Religious Themes

Advent is a sort of mini-Lent, a time of fasting before the feasting of Christmas. Thus we have the “dry black bread” and the “sugarless tea”, symbols of the self-denial that can make us spiritually fit for Christmas (hinted at in imagery like “stables where time begins”). And there is a reward – the recovery of innocence and freshness. 
The need for repentance is clear: “We have tested and tasted too much”. There is a sense that the poet has overindulged, has become satiated with experience, like a person who feels uncomfortably bloated after too much food or fizzy drink, and so needs to cut back. But Kavanagh is concerned more with inner well-being: “penance will charm back the luxury of a child’s soul”. And then there will be a change of perspective, once again he will be able to see things as he did when he was a child, he will rediscover “the newness that was in a every stale thing”, for example “the spirit-shocking/ Wonder in a black slanting Ulster hill”. 
Towards the end of the poem Kavanagh opts for an experiential approach to religion, rather than one that is too analytical/intellectual. He wants to experience God and His creation with the heart rather than the head: “we shall not ask for reason’s payment … Nor analyse God’s breath in common statement”. (though he rejects another kind of experience – that of sin)
He might seem to have a thing against knowledge, but he seems to be reacting against his own over indulgence, negative experiences, knowledge of sin: “The knowledge we stole but could not use”. It’s not too much of a jump to see a link with the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden. Now the “wages” of sin are to be “thrown into the dust-bin” so that Kavanagh can move spiritually refreshed into Christmas and the new year: “Christ comes with a January flower”.  

Imagery

Line 1:
testing and tasting an image for experience – over-indulgence in this case.


The “lover” mentioned might be a real lover, or an image for his soul. 

2-3:
chink of light in the darkened room – image for the wonder of things being rediscovered through a narrowing or limiting of experience.

5: 
the idea of charming back innocence through the Advent rituals

7:
metaphor of the stealing of knowledge, as in Garden of Eden story – knowledge of sin, forbidden knowledge.

9-10:
rediscovering the wonder (“spirit-shocking”) in familiar things

14:
“stables where time begins” – biblical image reminding us of the stable in Bethlehem, and acknowledging that we measure our calendar time from then. 

16:
probably the most difficult image in the poem – might mean the “difference” between the way things looked before (dull, foolish, boring, familiar) and the new way they look after the rediscovery of childhood innocence. 

21:
the pouring idea might suggest the water of baptism (stronger in the canal bank poems)

22:
financial imagery – but referring to spiritual richness, continued later in the poem – “reason’s payment”, “clay-minted wages” – the “wages” of sin, a richness that’s overdone.

25:
“analyses God’s breath” – image for an over analytical or academic or intellectual approach to religion.

26:
“into the dust-bin” – image for the rejection of sin

28:
“the January flower” – image for innocence and hope for the new year. 

Links/Comparisons

As in Inniskeen Road and Shancoduff there is a strong sense of place - his local landscape figures strongly – eg “black slanting Ulster hill”. This time the attitude seems more positive as he finds (or re-finds) “newness” and “wonder” in the place. Advent is much more celebratory in tone than the others. However all is not perfect – the hills are still “black” as in Shancoduff, and there’s the ambiguity of the “heart-breaking strangeness in dreeping hedges” – not a completely pleasant image, reminding us of the “heart … badly shaken” in Shancoduff. 
Like the other two poems this one is set at a particular place and time of year, this time Advent (could be late Nov or anytime in December up to Christmas). But January also gets a mention in the context of hope for the future. Like the other poems this one features other people in the background – in Inniskeen Road it was the young people going to the dance, in Shancoduff  it was “the cattle-drovers” who comment on his “hungry hills” and here it’s the old fool with the “tedious talking”, “the village boys” and the “simple decent men” who work in their gardens. There is much less a sense of loneliness because of this. 
Christmas and the preparation for it link the poem with A Christmas Childhood. In that poem there is a reference to the Bethlehem story – “The light of her stable lamp was a star/And the frost of Bethlehem made it twinkle”, while in Advent “stables where time begins” suggests Bethlehem more subtly. The wonder (“spirit-shocking”) in ordinary things is a theme as it was in that poem  – “the potato-pits …how wonderful”; “any common sight the transfigured face/Of a beauty that the world didn’t touch”.  The chink of light in Advent is like “The light between the ricks of hay” in A Christmas Childhood. As in that poem (“the gay garden that was childhood’s” - childhood is like the garden of Eden), in Advent there is a more subtle suggestion of the garden of Eden story (“the knowledge we stole” – like Eve eating the forbidden fruit from the tree of knowledge. In A Christmas Childhood also there is loss of innocence (“you, Eve, were the world that tempted me”) because of involvement in stolen knowledge (“the knowledge that grew in clay/And death the germ within it”, like “the knowledge we stole but could not use” in Advent. Advent and A Christmas Childhood end in a similar way, with the image of a flower suggesting innocence “I had a prayer like a white rose” (A Christmas Childhood) and “Christ comes with a January flower” (Advent). 

