Child of Our Time by Eavan Boland
Contrasts:
There is a striking contrast between the images of death and destruction and those of normal childhood. On the one hand there are references to “murder”, “final cry”, “broken images”, “robbed ... cradle”; and these co-exist with more pleasant references like “lullaby”, “rhymes”, “legends to protect”,  “the animals you took to bed”.  The child should have all these features of normal childhood, but has been deprived of them by murder. 

Paradox:

Significant parts of the poem are based on paradox - apparent contradictions. This poem is a sort of lullaby for a child that can’t hear it (“you cannot listen”). The reason for the writing of the poem is the very lack of reason in the death (“unreasoned end”). For the poem a rhythm has been derived from a very fragmented situation – “it’s rhythm from the discord of your murder”.  The child has something to teach us even though he is dead: “must learn from you, dead”. The child’s “final sleep” has woken adult society from its complacency - a wake up call. 

Imagery:

Images themselves are an issue. The dead child is described as a “broken image” - the idea of what the child should be like at this age is broken. It may also refer to her seeing the picture or image of his dead body in the newspapers.  She also refers to “our broken images” - the bombing has shattered what we thought the world and its children should be like.  There are also the touching images of the empty cradle (“robbed”) and the stuffed toy “animals you took to bed”. There is some musical imagery – the “lullaby” reference, her description of the poem as “this song”. 

Communication:
In relation to children society should nursery rhymes (“rhymes for your waking”), lullabies (“rhythms for your sleep”), stories and legends that would “distract” and “protect”. Later in life we should provide them with a positive “idiom”, “a new language” or way of communicating. Instead we have provided careless talk (perhaps rabble rousing nationalist rhetoric) and this has proved fatal for the child – “whose life our idle/Talk has cost”. 

Mood/Tone:

Boland described her poem as “one among many other statements of outrage”. One can sense this outage in the poem – “your unreasoned end … the discord of your murder”. There’s a related sense of communal guilt  - “our times have robbed your cradle”. Yet there’s hope for the future as lessons are hopefully learned – “you have taught me …”, “… must learn from you dead”.  There’s hope of “a new language” and a hope that society can “rebuild” fragments into better images for the future. There’s also a tenderness and gentleness in her attitude to the child – especially in the middle verse which features many cosy images of normal childhood. 

Irishness:
The poem is inspired by an event in Ireland, a bombing in Dublin, no one would know that from the poem itself. This gives the poem a universal appeal – applying to any situation where young and innocent people are sacrificed to a cause. 

Links: 

Once again there is a child in the poem. In Love the child had a brush with death but survived.  This time the child died, violently. This time it’s not the poet’s own child, but she is moved and outraged by it -  “your unreasoned end”.  In Pomegranate there was also a fear of losing the child - to adulthood. 

The myths and legends figure again in this poem, though they are not as central this time.  They are seen as safe, protective, cosy - telling such tales to children is what we ought to do and normally do, unlike the abnormality of the killing - “Tales to distract, legends to protect”. 

Communication was a big issue in Love - the quality of their communication concerned the poet (“you cannot hear me”), though it was good once (“We hear each other clearly”).  In Pomegranate she is tempted to communicate the dangers of the adult world to her daughter, but decides not to - “I will say nothing”).  In Child of Our Time the child is dead and so “cannot listen”.  The adults should be communicating security through tales and “rhymes for your waking”, and as the child got older providing it with “an idiom”, a way of communicating in the adult world.  Now, partly due to “our idle /Talk” (political slogans, clichés, rabble rousing talk), our abuse of communication, we must find “a new language”, a way of speaking that is not harmful, that can make some sense of what has happened.  

