Patrick Kavanagh

Religion/Spirituality: 
In Advent, with its redemption theme, there is a positive approach. He needs to get away from sin and over indulgence.: “We have tested and tasted too much lover”,  “the knowledge we stole but could not use”, “the clay-minted wages/Of pleasure”. He needs to do penance ("dry black bread and sugarless tea"), as a way of recovering childhood innocence - "charm back the luxury/ Of a child's soul". He wants unquestioning faith in God and mystery: "we shall not ask for reason's payment." He wants an unselfconscious approach to religion – to get away from “the conscious hour”.

In Canal Bank Walk this is taken up again: he wants to "pray unselfconsciously with overflowing speech". Again there is the idea of getting cleansed of sin: "pouring redemption for me" (see also line 21 of Advent). This is a kind of Baptism image. Again he has the strong faith idea, a desire for an unquestioning faith: "arguments that cannot be proven" (like line 23 of Advent). Like his dissatisfaction with his sinfulness in Advent he feels a need here too: "this soul needs to be honoured......". Also he wants to do “The will of God”, as the bird does (“gathering materials for the nest for the Word”), which he sees as embracing the ordinary: "wallow in the habitual, the banal". 

A Christmas Childhood also has religious themes and imagery – the idea of the forbidden knowledge from Advent is taken up again – “To eat the knowledge that grew in clay/And death the germ within it”. Childhood innocence features again (“the gay/Garden that was childhood’s”) and this idea of innocence is implied also the idea of “a beauty that the world did not touch”. Like Advent the focus is on Christmas – this time the enjoyment of it rather than the preparation for it. Advent has its Bethlehem reference (“old stables where Time begins”) as does ACC –“The light of her stable lamp was a star/And the frost of Bethlehem made it twinkle”. While many poems feature Kavanagh’s personal spirituality, there is also a community dimension in this one – “Mass going feet”. There’s a reference in Shancoduff to “Glassdrummond chapel”. 

Nature: 


 Advent is positive in its treatment of the landscape: "the spirit-shocking/ Wonder in a black slanting Ulster hill", the "decent men..../Who barrow dung". Note that dung promotes growth (see also CBW – “Grow with nature again as before I grew”).

In the CBW  there is a also celebration of the joys of Nature. The landscape (a cityscape) is different, a nature oasis in the city. (Any significance in the fact that a canal is a man made construction?). Note the extravagant use of language to convey his joy: "Leafy-with-love banks" (contrasting with the banks in IR (Inniskeen Road) – “banks and stones and every blooming thing”), "fabulous grass", "wallow", "eloquently", "overflowing", "tremendous", "fantastic", "enrapture", all expressing strong emotion, expressing his awe and wonder at the ordinary things in nature. (Around this time he had just got out of hospital after a serious illness, which might be part of the reason why he has this heightened appreciation of life). The attitude to nature is more ambiguous in IR – the last phrase could imply both admiration of nature or bitterness at his isolation in the landscape – “I am king/Of banks and stones and every blooming thing”. Of all the poems studied Shancoduff is the most negative (though he still shows some pride – “They are my Alps”) – it’s a cold, black and hungry landscape – “black hills … sleety winds … them hungry hills”. It’s also cold in ACC but it’s a more pleasant coldness – “One side of the potato pits was white with frost - /How wonderful that was, how wonderful!”. 

Nature is also used for symbolism and imagery – e.g. the “January flower” symbolizing innocence and hope in Advent, the “white rose pinned/On the Virgin Mary’s blouse” in ACC, “every blooming thing” in IR. 

At times Kavanagh seems possessive towards nature – “my black hills”, “my Alps”, “I am king”, 

Wonder and the Ordinary: 

In many poems he embraces the ordinary things of life, finding wonder in them – In Advent  he values “Wherever life pours ordinary plenty” – e.g “the spirit shocking/Wonder in a black slanting Ulster hill”, the “heart-breaking strangeness in dreeping hedges”, the wisdom “among simple decent men”. This wonder in the ordinary can be found by penance, by narrowing experience – “through a chink too wide there comes in no wonder”. Ordinary things can be transformed into wonderful things – “”any common sight the transfigured face” (ACC). A similar idea is picked up in CBW – “wallow in the habitual, the banal”. In Lines Written on a Seat he just wants something ordinary like a seat to be his memorial. In the areas he frequents, whether rural or urban, he can find mysteries in these ordinary places. There’s the “half-talk code of mysteries” and the “secrecies of stone” in IR, the “mythologies” from ordinary Athy in LWS. 
Life as a Poet:

He concentrates on the isolation of the poet in IR, whether self-imposed or imposed by others. Either way he dislikes it and believes all poets do, despite what they say – “I have what every poet hates in spite/Of all the solemn talk of contemplation”. A negative image of the poet also surfaces in Shancoduff – again he is upset with the isolation, and this time the cold and poverty (material? spiritual? aesthetic?) – “  ‘A poet? Then by heavens he must be poor’ /I hear and is my heart not badly shaken”. There’s a more positive image of the poet in ACC as he recalls happy childhood memories: “”My child poet picked out the letters/On the grey stone,/In silver the wonder of a Christmas townland”. Poetic inspiration features in LWS ​“No one will speak in prose/Who finds his way to these Parnassian islands” – the place is so beautiful that prose couldn’t do it justice, it has to be poetry. 

Language: 


Extravagant, elaborate, emotionally charged language in the canal bank poems and Advent particularly. See above, but e.g. "fabulous", "fantastic", "eloquently", "overflowing", "tremendous". Sometimes he makes up his own new words (neologism), as if conventional words aren't sufficient to capture his meaning: "Leafy-with-love"(CBW),  “greeny” (LWS), "spirit-shocking" (ADV).  These are mostly combinations of existing words so perhaps he is tame enough in his neologism. On the other hand he may figure he has gone far enough to capture his meaning; also most new words that poets make up have some relation to existing language, otherwise how could we possibly attach any meaning to them? 

Sound:


There's the bird  "abandoned to its delirious beat" in CBW ;  there is much music, real and metaphorical,  in ACC – “My father played the melodeon”, “my mother/Made the music of milking”. Other sounds also figure e.g. voices: the "tedious talking/ Of an old fool" and the "whispered argument" in ADV; the cattle drovers in Shancoduff commenting on his “hungry hills”; in CBW the "eternal voices" and the very Word of God (i.e. Jesus); the desire to "pray unselfconsciously" also in CBW; . All these references point to the importance of speech specifically and communication in general to Kavanagh. 

Irishness:

Many of the poems have a distinctly Irish flavour – most obvious when he uses place names e.g. Shancoduff, Armagh, Rocksavage, Glassdrummond, Inniskeen, Ulster hill, Dublin, Athy. These are specifically Irish locations. Also the names of people have an Irish flavour – “Billy Brennan’s barn”, “his melodeon called/To Lennons and Callans”. “Cassidy’s hanging hill. In The Hospital (not studied) he talks about the importance of naming things: “Naming these things is the love-act and its pledge”. He also deals with what might be called familiar Irish concerns – e.g. rural isolation (Inniskeen Road); bleak rural life, with accompanying poverty (Shancoduff – “them hungry hills”); the central role of religion in the cultural context (Advent, A Christmas Childhood, Canal Bank Walk). 

Sense of Place and Time:

As seen in the previous paragraph Kavanagh has a strong sense of place – one is set in Shancoduff, one on Inniskeen Road, two on the banks of the Grand Canal, and A Christmas Childhood is set in the old home place. The meaning/theme/idea of each poem is closely connected to the places where they are set – e.g. the canal poems couldn’t be set at any old body of water – it has to be “Canal water preferably/So stilly, Greeny”, there’s a “barge”, “bridges” close together, the canal “lock” produces the waterfall effect (“niagarously”), so that it can be seen as “pouring redemption”. 

There’s also a strong sense of time, and the times he writes about are not random, they are closely linked to the meanings of the poems – “the bright shillings of March” (Shancoduff – the cold of winter is important); (“Inniskeen Road – July Evening” – the summer fun the poet is excluded from); “Advent”, “A Christmas Childhood”, (these only make sense when linked to these seasons – Lent might have similar themes or renewal and repentance, but the new year/new beginning reference – “Christ comes with a January flower” wouldn’t work); the “mid-July” of LWS  emphasises the cheerful summer mood he’s in. 

Other People:
Kavanagh’s poetry largely centers on his own experiences and feelings. But other people also figure. In IR it’s the young people going to the dance, and it turns out that is/feels excluded from this group. In Shancoduff it’s the “cattle-drovers” who comment negatively on the area (“Who owns them hungry hills”). Again he is not part of this group. In Advent there are the “village boys” and the “decent men …. Who barrow dung”. With renewed wonder and childlike innocence he can appreciate them, but still seems to be apart. In ACC there’s much more of a sense of community, a community that he is part of as a child – the father, the mother, the “Lennons and Callans, the “Mass-going feet”, the “old man passing”. There also a “passer-by” in LWS – the poet still seems alone but he feels a concern for others (wants a seat for them at the canal bank), and a sense of brotherhood with people – “Brother/Commemorate me thus beautifully”. In CBW there’s “the couple kissing on an old seat”. Apart from ACC Kavanagh always seems to be the observer – maybe to be a poet he must be like this. Sometimes he hates this as in Shancoduff and IR (“I have what every poet hates”), sometimes he seems quite happy to be in this situation (Advent and the Canal poems)

Exotic References: 
A feature of Kavanagh’s writing style is his tendency to throw in exotic references that may seem out of place, and yet may be there to catch attention, or to suggest a wider world so that the poems won’t seem so parochial: “Alexander Selkirk” (IR), “Alps … Matterhorn” (Shancoduff), “Cassiopeia” (ACC), “niagarously” and “Parnassian islands” (LWS). Could this feature be faulted on the grounds that he needs to reach beyond the ordinary, even though he finds wonder in the ordinary. Are these references random (which might or might not be a fault) or carefully chosen for a particular effect? 
USEFUL QUOTES FROM KAVANAGH

"A poet is never one of the people.  He is detached, remote, and the life of small-time dances and talk about football would not be for him.  He might take part but could not belong".

"So it was that on the banks of the Grand Canal ... in the warm summer of 1955, I lay and watched the green waters of the Canal.  I had just come out of hospital, I wrote: "Leafy-with-love banks ..."

And so in this moment of great daring I became a poet, Except for a few brief moments  in my very early years I had not been a poet".

"Poetry has to do with the reality of the spirit, of faith and hope and sometimes even charity ...  A poet is a theologian".  "The main feature about a poet, if you ever happen to meet one, and that's a remote chance, for I can't be everywhere at the one time - ....is his humourosity.  Any touch of boringness and you are in the wrong shop".  (all 1962).

