A Christmas Childhood by Patrick Kavanagh
Religious Themes and Images:

This poem will ring a bell with anyone who has happy memories of Christmas childhoods. The religious aspect of Christmas doesn’t get short changed here: there are the “Mass-going feet”, the “Three Wise Kings” are brought to mind by three “whin bushes” on the horizon, the cow-house reminds the poet of the stable of Bethlehem: “The light of her stable-lamp was a star/And the frost of Bethlehem made it twinkle”. And in the imagination of the child “The light between the ricks of hay and straw/Was a hole in heaven’s gable”.

Such use of light, common in religious poetry, also figures strongly elsewhere in the poem – the “stars in the morning east”, “the winking glitter of a frosty dawn”. Music mightn’t have figured strongly in the original Christmas story (apart from the angels singing), but it is prominent here – from the actual music of his father who “played the melodeon”, to the metaphorical “music of milking” and the sounds from the paling-post: “the music that came out was magical”. 
But it’s not just a poem of happy memories – some deeper philosophical issues are touched on. There is a sense of the sin that has taken the poet away from childhood innocence, and there is that link with knowledge and the Garden of Eden: “O you, Eve, were the world that tempted me/To eat the knowledge that grew in clay/And death the germ within it”. He can recover innocence, in a way, by memory (“Now and then/I can remember something of the gay/Garden that was childhood’s”) and the poem ends with a flower image suggesting innocence: “And I had a prayer like a white rose pinned/On the Virgin Mary’s blouse”. 

Perspectives:

There is a double perspective in the poem, making it a richer experience. Mostly there is the child’s view – but it’s the child’s view as the adult remembers it (“I can remember something of the gay/Garden that was childhood’s”). There is also a hint of the adult view, aware of lost innocence. 

The adult view (mainly, if not entirely, in the first section):  “the world that tempted me”, “To eat the knowledge that grew in clay/And death the germ within it”. There is joy in remembering childhood, but a bleak view when considering lost innocence. 

The child’s view (very strong in the second section, which has, appropriately, a more cheerful bouncy rhythm): e.g. “I nicked six nicks on the door-post”, “we put our ears to the paling-post”. The reference to “my child poet …” emphasises the childhood imagination – e.g. imagining the three whin bushes to be “The Three Wise Kings”.

Links/Comparisons:

Like the other poems there is a rural background (e.g. “Cassidy’s hanging hill”), but this time the atmosphere is mostly positive as he has fond memories of “a Christmas Childhood”. Once again there is a strong sense of time and place, and once again there are other people populating the background – e.g. “Lennons and Callans”, the father and mother, “the old man passing”. Unlike Inniskeen Road, and to a lesser extent Shancoduff) there’s a sense of closeness, neighbourliness – e.g. the passing man’s compliment at the gate. The poet is much more isolated in those other two poems.

The cold was a strong presence in Shancoduff (“sleety winds”) and it felt unpleasant, but here it’s a more crisp pleasant cold, the kind we associate with traditional Christmas scenes e.g. “the winking glitter of a frosty dawn”.

As in Inniskeen Road and Shancoduff, Kavanagh reflects on being a poet. In those poems he felt isolated as a poet, here in A Christmas Childhood he lets us know he had a poetic imagination from a young age, and celebrates his poetic imagination – “My child poet …”. 
As in Shancoduff (Lot’s wife) there is a Biblical reference – to Eve. 
Music is central to this poem (e.g. the music that came out was magical”), but was only hinted at in Inniskeen Road (the dance). 
Colour: this poem starts (and ends) with “white”, whereas Shancoduff starts with “black”. This is indicative of the contrasting moods in these poems. 

Light is an issue in each poem – In Shancoduff the problem seems to be a lack of light (“My black hills have never seen the sun rising”), while in this poem the light is heavenly – like “a hole in Heaven’s gable”. It is only implied in Inniskeen Road – the reference to shadows. 

