Lines Written on a Seat on the Grand Canal. Dublin

By Patrick Kavanagh 

Life as a poet:
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Because he is well known as a poet and realises that he may be commemorated (presumably after he has died) he wants his own wishes on the subject to be respected. He has a modest request – he doesn’t want a “hero-courageous/ Tomb”, instead “just a canal-bank seat for the passer-by”. It would be suitable to have a monument for a poet in such a beautiful place, a place that itself inspires poetry: “No one will speak in prose
Who finds his way to these Parnassian islands.” Some might regard him as cheeky or too full of his own importance as a poet to be assuming that anyone will bother to commemorate him, but maybe he is just being realistic, observing the monuments already erected to commemorate other well known Irish people.

Wonder in the Ordinary:

Nature poets don’t often write about canals, which are man made – when they write about water it’s usually rivers, sea, natural waterfalls. But Kavanagh goes for “Canal water, preferably,”. He can find the beauty even in such an apparently ordinary place. (“Fantastic light looks through the eyes of bridges”). It might appear mundane and ordinary to speak of Athy or barges but from his perspective they are wonderful – 

“And look! a barge comes bringing from Athy
And other far-flung towns mythologies”.

Links/Comparisons:

Obviously it’s easy to compare this poem with Canal Bank Walk. In common they have the canal location, the delight in nature, the sense of wonder, the water references, the colour green, but there are differences – this poem doesn’t have the religious element that was in Canal Bank Walk; this poem is addressed to the reader and makes a modest request about commemoration, while Canal Bank Walk was a more intense address to the world of nature – “O unworn world enrapture me”. 

A with many of the other poems there are exotic references – eg the reference to Niagara (“Where by a lock niagarously roars”) and to Parnassus (“these Parnassian islands”). In Inniskeen Rd it was the reference to Selkirk, in Shancoduff there was the Alps and Matterhorn, in A Christmas Childhood there was Cassiopeia. As indicated previously the theme of finding wonder in the ordinary is common in many of the Kavanagh poems  (“Wherever life pours ordinary plenty” – from Advent). In many of the poems, like this one (see above) he is conscious of himself as a poet – this time he is a happier poet than in Shancoduff or Inniskeen Road – he has come from having “what every poet hates” to the great love of nature in the canal poems. Nature usually figures in his poems and this time there is a much more harmonious relationship with it – none of the ambiguity of Inniskeen Rd or Shancoduff. Ironically it’s a very tame nature – a man made oasis in the heart of the city at the canal bank. The use of the word “Brother” suggests he is addressing the poem to his fellow humans, to anyone reading, and suggests he feels a kinship, a brotherhood, with other people. As in Inniskeen Road, he is alone in July but this time he feels close to people rather than alienated from them. 


