Eavan Boland

Children/childhood:

Throughout her poetry there is a concern for children, sometimes her own, sometimes children in general. There is a strong sense of the vulnerability of children, a sense of the dangers they are open to.  Child of Our Time is dedicated “for Aengus”, one of the victims of the Dunlin bombing of 1974. There is a sense of outrage that this violent death could happen to a child: “our times have robbed your cradle”. “Our idle talk” (political slogans?) has indirectly caused this death. Instead we should be telling stories to children (“Tales to distract, legends to protect”).  The absence of children, through infertility, is the issue in Famine Road. This is seen as a bad thing as she conveys the sense of loss: “never to know the load/of his child in you”. Pregnancy is a reality in Shadow Doll (“quickenings”), though the poet seems unhappy that such experiences of women are kept “under wraps”. In This Moment there is the cosy love when “A woman leans down to catch a child/who has run into her arms”. There’s a similar moment in The Pomegranate when the mother finds the daughter after searching for her “at bed-time”, but this time the vulnerability of the child is highlighted more – the danger of her getting lost. And it’s not the only danger – in the Ceres/Persephone myth the daughter is lost to the underworld “a daughter lost in hell”), and in the present she is to be lost to the poet-mother by moving into adulthood. She could try to fight this (“I could warn her”) but rejects the idea because adulthood is inevitable and can be seen as a gift: “If I defer the grief I will diminish the gift”.  The child’s vulnerability is also evident in Love – the danger of death, which comes close: “We had two infant children one of whom/was touched by death … and spared”.  Childhood is also an issue when she remembers things from her own childhood:  “a child in exile in/a city of fogs” – in this sense she can identify with the lost daughter Persephone, whereas elsewhere she identifies herself with the mother in the story – Ceres. Much of this material could be used discussing the theme of motherhood. 

Women’s Issues:

Specifically female issues concern her – pregnancy , inability to conceive, being a wife, being a mother, being a woman in society. Perhaps she sees herself as giving women a voice. This is most obvious in Shadow Doll where she seems unhappy about women’s experiences (“visits, fevers, quickenings and lusts”) being kept “under wraps”. The glass dome on the doll and the other symbols of repression (e.g. “hoops”) suggest women being stifled, and not just in the Victorian past represented by the doll – she worries about these things “on the night before” her own wedding.  Outside History* seems to deal with this also, suggesting again that women’s experiences have been excluded from history: “they have always been/outside history”. Similarly, but more strongly, she resents the condescending and insensitive attitude to women shown by the doctor who speaks down to the woman about her infertility in The Famine Road: “take it well woman … keep house, good-bye” even comparing this to the harsh attitude of the authorities to the starving Irish during the famine.  It’s not clear that men are the problem, though a woman doctor is hardly likely to speak as in that last quote above, and the “villain” in the famine analogy is a man. But she doesn’t go deeply into this, in fact the causes might be in society in general, even in women’s attitudes to themselves. (is she saying for example that women are not worth much if they can’t bear children?). Also there is a positive male figure in Love – the husband that she loves and wants to be her hero. In this poem she very much sees herself in the role of wife: “I am your wife”, but does want to recover the intensity of the young lover. 

The mother/daughter relationship is central in The Pomegranate. The mother fears losing the daughter as a child (“our heart-broken searching”), and also dreads losing her to adulthood (“I could warn her”).  But there is sense of acceptance/resignation at the end – she will make the best of it and will be able to have the daughter on a more equal footing where they can now share common experiences: “If I defer the grief I will diminish the gift/ The legend will be hers as well as mine”.  Motherhood is also implied in This Moment, with a similar idea of protectiveness: “A woman leans down to catch a child”.  The mother/daughter relationship is also touched in The Black Lace Fan My Mother Gave Me*, though that is mainly about the relationship between her mother and father. 

Myth/Story:

Stories are obviously important to her. As a poet she is a storyteller herself, but also she enjoys them, and can see in old myths and legends resonances for today, for her own life.  The Pomegranate is the best example of this: “The only legend I have ever loved is/ the story of a daughter lost in hell. And found and rescued there”. She can relate to the different aspects of the legend “I can enter it anywhere” – at times she can relate to the daughter Persephone (“I was an exiled child”) and at times to the mother (“I was Ceres then”). The legend/myth carries the theme of loss and relationships.  She taps into a different story in Love – that of Aeneas in the underworld. Communication seems to be the main issue here – Aeneas can’t communicate with his comrades (“their mouths opened and their voices failed”), and while it’s not that bad between the poet and her husband (“We hear each other clearly”), she is worried or feeling the lack of the deep communication they used to have: “the words are shadows and you cannot hear me”.  In Child of Our Time stories are seen as entertaining and protective, especially for children: “Tales to distract, legends to protect”.  

Time/History:

This issue is obviously related to the myths and legends, which come from the past. The Famine Road looks into Ireland’s past and finds an analogy for today. The Shadow Doll looks back into Victorian times, again to make a point about the present (and past) state of women. In Love she looks back on her own past – “We had two infant children … It was years ago” and finds it more intense than the present. In The Pomegranate she remembers her childhood (“A child in exile in a city of fogs”).  She looks back on her parents’ past in The Black Lace Fan My Mother Gave Me*  – “It was the first gift he ever gave her”.  In Outside History*  she speaks of people who are excluded from history (perhaps the women of the past) – “There are outsiders always”. 

Time also features in a different way – a focus on key moments in time. This is most obvious in This Moment where she captures a particular moment – “A neighbourhood./At dusk.”. The significance of the moment isn’t that clear – perhaps it has to do with the woman embracing the child, a moment of security and safety. Child of Our Time focuses on a particular incident in the present – the death of the child in the Dublin bombing in 1974. In a sense it’s a defining moment for society: “our times have robbed your cradle”.  In The Famine Road there’s that crucial moment when the doctor speaks to the woman about her infertility.  There’s that time, that night before her wedding when the poet contemplates the marriage (the mention of the “clocks” might be significant in this context). This moment links to the moment when the Victorian woman sees the shadow doll. In Love there are at least two key moments: when their child nearly dies, and when she sees her husband “on the bridge of the Iowa river”. In The Pomegranate there’s that decisive moment when the mother imagines/foresees that the daughter has picked or will pick the fruit and be lost to innocence, and that earlier moment “in a summer twilight” when they find the daughter. In fact dusk/twilight figures strongly in other poems also: in Love “Dusk has hidden the bridge in the river”; it is “At dusk” in This Moment; it is “an airless dusk before thunder” in The Black Lace Fan My Mother Gave Me*. 
Communication/Language:

She is concerned with the use of language, how it can be harmful or hurtful. She deals with communication and failures of communication, and of course as a poet she is in all poems a communicator, whether she is communicating a mood (e.g. This Moment) or a message (e.g. Child of Our Time). 

In Child of Our Time she is concerned that “our idle talk” has cost a child’s life, and believes we must find a new way of speaking, of communicating,  “a new language” that will give more hope for the future.  We should be communicating with our children in stories (“legends to protect”) instead of having to make up laments for their deaths. We should be providing them with suitable “idiom”, or way of speaking for later life.  The way we speak to each other is central to The Famine Road, where again she is critical – the doctor speaks condescendingly and insensitively to the woman (“keep house, good-bye”), as the authority figures in the famine speak dismissively of the Irish (“Idle as trout in light … these Irish”). In Love she questions the quality of communication between herself and her husband. It may not be quite as bad as in the Aeneas story (“their mouths opened and their voices failed”): “We hear each other clearly” (doesn’t sound very warm emotionally), but she is worried: “the words are shadows and you cannot hear me”.  She chooses not to communicate the dangers of adulthood to her daughter in The Pomegranate: “I could warn her … I will say nothing”. Ironically this may lead to better communication between them: “The legend will be hers as well as mine”. 

Other Issues:

Relationships – communication , mother/daughter, poet/husband/ men/women, doctor/patient

Symbolism/Imagery – the shadow doll, the famine road, bridges, the pomegranate/fruit, the  myths/legends

Tone/Mood:  critical (COT, FR, SD), uneasy/uncertain/hesitant (L, P) content (TM), admiring, sense of loss (P, L, COT, FR), stifling (SD, OH), empathic (FR, COT, SD). 

The Poet: wife/lover/mother/social commentator/voice for women/child/daughter (LACE*)/feminist; critical, indignant, understanding, fearful, concerned, socially aware, interested in the past and stories.

