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Patrick Kavanagh (1904 - 1967)
Dabbling In Words.
In the many obituaries written
about Seamus Heaney, he is often
compared with W.B. Yeats but the
most important literary influence
on him was not Yeats but Patrick
Kavanagh whose poetry, for some
inexplicable reason, has never
become well-known in Britain. In
a number of essays and in a
memorable
television
documentary, Heaney spoke of
the transformative effect of
Kavanagh's poetry and how he
liberated the gifts of the poetic
generation who came after him.
Like Heaney, Kavanagh came
from a deeply rural and traditional
Catholic background. Kavanagh
had an even closer relationship
with the land. He left school at
twelve and spent the first thirtyfive years of his life living and
working on a small tenant farm in
County Monaghan where money
was often in extremely short
supply. He eventually escaped
from the poverty of the Irish
countryside and moved to Dublin
and came into contact with
members of the literary world.
However, like many who have
gone to university, he was soon
disillusioned by this experience,
having failed to find the cultural
enlightenment he longed for. In
the words of his biographer: he
realized that the stimulating
environment he imagined was
little different from the petty and
ignorant world he had left.
However, it was in Dublin that
Kavanagh wrote his long narrative
poem, The Great Hunger which
must be one the few great, and
readable, long poems written in
English in the 20th century, or
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indeed any century. It is a poem which gives voice to a deep spiritual
hunger: a hunger for life and for love and for meaning as the following
extract reveals:
.

Why should men be asked to believe in a soul
That is only the mark of a hoof in guttery gaps?
A man is what is written on the label.
And the passing world stares but no one stops
To look closer. So back to the growing crops
And the ridges he never loved.
Nobody will ever know how much tortured poetry the
pulled weeds on the ridge wrote
Before they withered in the July sun,
Nobody will ever read the wild, sprawling, scrawling mad
woman's signature,
The hysteria and the boredom of the enclosed nun of his
thought.
Like the afterbirth of a cow stretched on a branch in the
wind
Life dried in the veins of these women and men:
'The grey and grief and unloved,
The bones in the backs of their hands,
And the chapel pressing its low ceiling over them.

Because of its criticism of the
Catholic Church and reference to
masturbation, the poem, first
published in a magazine, was
banned and the Irish police
confiscated every copy they
could lay their hands on.
Kavanagh’s disillusionment with
his new life led him to drink
heavily and due to a chronic
shortage of money, he became,
like James Joyce, an inveterate
scrounger. His spell as a parttime barman in Belfast did
nothing to help his drink
problem. A few years after his
return to Dublin, he
was

diagnosed with lung cancer.
While recovering from his
operation, he lived on the
banks of the Dublin canal there is now a statue of him
there - and his poetry took on
a much more celebratory
tone.
In his sonnet, The Hospital,
he expresses his realization
that every aspect of life has
beauty and value if you
perceive it in a certain way.
To write a poem or to simply
name a thing is itself an act
of love.

The Hospital
A year ago I fell in love with the functional ward
Of a chest hospital: square cubicles in a row
Plain concrete, wash basins - an art lover's woe,
Not counting how the fellow in the next bed snored.
But nothing whatever is by love debarred,
The common and banal her heat can know.
The corridor led to a stairway and below
Was the inexhaustible adventure of a gravelled yard.
This is what love does to things: the Rialto Bridge,
The main gate that was bent by a heavy lorry,
The seat at the back of a shed that was a suntrap.
Naming these things is the love-act and its pledge;
For we must record love's mystery without claptrap,
Snatch out of time the passionate transitory

In the most beautiful of all his
poems, simply called Innocence,
the stark landscape of The Great
Hunger has given way to fields
of immortality which glow in a
late summer morning.
Towards the end of his life,
Kavanagh
wrote:
A
man
innocently dabbles in words and
rhymes and finds it is his life.

They laughed at one I lovedThe triangular hill that hung
Under the Big Forth. They said
That I was bounded by the whitethorn hedges
Of the little farm and did not know the world.
But I knew that love's doorway to life
Is the same doorway everywhere.
Ashamed of what I loved
I flung her from me and called her a ditch
Although she was smiling at me with violets.
But now I am back in her briary arms;
The dew of an Indian Summer morning lies
On bleached potato-stalks What age am I?
I do not know what age I am,
I am no mortal age;
I know nothing of women,
Nothing of cities,
I cannot die
Unless I walk outside these whitethorn hedges

Kavanagh statue on the
banks of the Grand Canal
Dublin
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