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Abstract 

 

This thesis focuses on Thomas Kinsella‟s poetry between 1952 and 1979 and 

discovers a stylistic development which shows a distinctive way of dealing with the 

poetic subject. The poems move from a more formal style of lyric poetry to a novel 

method that engages with the poetic subject in a form that uses the poem as a site of 

interaction between the reader and the page; the poem as event. In the 1950s Kinsella 

is seen exploring his poetic subject and experimenting with binary ways of 

representing metaphysical ideas and romantic love. At this point Kinsella is seen 

effectively testing his poetic subject against rationalist ideas that tend to split identity 

through the binary opposition of the rational and the sensual. In the early 1960s 

Kinsella is still engaged with this pursuit but he begins to consciously deconstruct 

faulty binary ways of viewing the poetic subject. In particular, he finds the ideas of 

Christian dogma which split identity as untenable. These are important steps because 

they show Kinsella exploring the very essence of how the poetic subject is 

represented and the need for more inclusive forms. The late 1960s show Kinsella 

beginning a concerted effort at developing a style that is able to comprehensively 

represent the experiences of his subjects. He begins this by following the examples 

of the American confessional poets but then develops his own unique mythical and 

archetypal method. This continues and intensifies with Notes from the Land of the 

Dead (1972) as Kinsella attempts to record the psychic impressions of his 

protagonists. The poems also open up questions about the nature of memory and 

representation that are at the core of Kinsella‟s impetus for changing his style. It is in 

the collections One and Other Poems (1979) and Fifteen Dead (1979) that Kinsella‟s 

mature style is documented. By examining these poems and looking back at some of 

the earlier poetry then the stylistic change is exposed.  
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This thesis is based in an argument that relies on an analysis of Kinsella‟s poetic 

development between 1952 and 1979. In order to accommodate this and in light of 

Kinsella‟s urge to consistently revise his work, I use the original version of the 

poetry being examined as much as possible. The following is a complete list of 

abbreviations used in the thesis. 

SE The Starlit Eye (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1952). 

TLS Three Legendary Sonnets (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1952 ). 

AS Another September (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1958). 

M Moralities (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1960). 

DS Downstream (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1962). 

W Wormwood (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1966).  

NOP Nightwalker and Other Poems (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1968). 

NLD  Notes from the Land of the Dead (Dublin: The Cuala Press, 1972). 

OOP One and Other Poems (Dublin: The Dolmen Press; Oxford: Oxford 

 University Press, 1979). 

FD Fifteen Dead (Dublin: The Dolmen Press; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

 1979).  
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Introduction 

 

Thomas Kinsella‟s poetry undergoes major changes between the late 1960s and 

1970s. Thematically, between 1952 and 1979 his poems move from engaging with 

broad metaphysical conceits and romantic love to precise accounts of deep 

psychological occurrences contrasted to and reflected in wider communal images 

and events. But the poems also show a completely different way of dealing with the 

poetic subject. The poems move from a more formal style of lyric poetry to a novel 

method that engages with the poetic subject in a form that uses the poem as a site of 

interaction between the reader and the page; the poem as event. Kinsella‟s distinctive 

discovery is to make the poem a static site of meaning for the reader; the poem is an 

event that the reader engages with and meaning is created through that interaction. 

Kinsella presents the material in a detailed and forensic fashion; he is the recorder 

who stands back and enables the material to speak to the reader through the poem. 

This becomes a complex endeavour as Kinsella engages with deep psychological 

happenings contrasted to mythic and communal events and imagery. He tries to find 

a method for sharing experience with his reader and he believes that a way to reflect 

that experience is by tapping into deep personal and communal themes. In response 

to a question asking whether he saw himself as a moralist or spoiled romantic, 

Kinsella says: „Maybe a spoiled romantic, but neither term would suffice. 

Responsibility is a term I would use, responsibility toward actuality‟.
1
 Kinsella‟s 

poetry seeks to combine all of the lessons he has learned about how to successfully 

represent lived experience into a style that interacts with the reader in the moment of 

reading; the poem creates a site of meaning between the reader and the page that 

attempts to be as immediate as possible. But how does Kinsella develop this later 

style and what is the impetus for it? It is important to understand these changes as 

many critics have noticed a shift in Kinsella‟s poetry between 1968 and the early 

1970s but they do not attempt to analyse the motivation for it or decipher the exact 

style that has developed by 1979. This thesis examines the early poetry of the 1950s 

and 1960s for evidence of Kinsella‟s intention to document his poetic subject and the 

problems he encounters with this. It then follows Kinsella‟s stylistic development 

through the 1960s and 1970s as he absorbs a variety of poetic traditions while 

                                                 
1
 Kinsella in interview with Orr, 1966, p. 102. 
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searching for a way to represent his poetic subject in a clear and inclusive manner. 

By tracking these developments Kinsella is seen exploring the nature of poetic 

representation but also how we perceive existence and identity both individually and 

socially. The readings show him engaging with a variety of ways of representing his 

poetic subject while finding many of them faulty for their lack of inclusiveness. 

Through a careful analysis of Kinsella‟s developing poetic style as well as his 

thematic alterations this thesis exposes how Kinsella comes to his distinctive mature 

style.  

 Twentieth-century philosophical and critical works have engaged with the 

idea of the „event‟, particularly in relation to ideas of human subjectivity. Kinsella‟s 

work can be read successfully alongside such analyses, in particular his work in the 

1970s which seeks to create the poem as a site for meaning which will be able to 

overcome modern problems with subjectivity by creating the poem as a static event 

between the reader and the poem. Writers such as Georg Lukács see that time is 

crucial and that modern subjectivity tends to isolate time causing its disintegration.
2
 

He argues for the eternal present of the moment where „a remembered event is 

infinite, a possible key to everything that preceded it and everything that will follow 

it‟.
3
 This attention to the importance of the lived-in moment is significant to 

Kinsella‟s work. The development of active concerns about subjectivity and 

meaning-making within Kinsella‟s work, while incorporating the epistemological 

and philosophical doubt of contemporary thought, recognises the crucial importance 

of an inclusiveness that does not ignore any part of experience. Kinsella‟s poetic 

development places the validity of twentieth-century ambivalence about the 

possibilities of perception and communication in doubt; he seeks a form that will 

communicate successfully despite these perceived problems. Jürgen Habermas 

advocates a completion of the Enlightenment project rather than a turn towards post-

modern dissolution that in many ways resemble Kinsella‟s poetic development.
4
 

Andrew Bowie sums up Habermas‟s theories:  

 

 Habermas‟ [sic] Gadamer influenced revisions of critical theory […] aim to  

                                                 
2
 Georg Lukács, „The Ideology of Modernism‟, Modernism: Critical Concepts in Literary and 

Cultural Studies, Volume II 1935-1970, ed. by Tim Middleton (London and New York: Routledge, 

2003), pp. 169-89; p. 184. 
3
 Ibid.  

4
 Jürgen Habermas , „The Entry into Postmodernity: Nietzsche as a Turning Point‟, ed. By Thomas 

Docherty Postmodernism: A Reader (Essex: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993), pp. 51-61.  
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 show that the intersubjective nature of communicative action invalidates 

 descriptions of modernity couched solely in terms of the dominance of 

 subjectivity and so obviates the need for a radical critique of rationality.
5
   

 

Kinsella consistently demands that the reader completes a connection within the 

poem that is a core value of the poetic utterance. This is recognition of the multiple 

subjectivities within and without the work of art that make it a successful 

„communicative action‟ and elevate it above the problematic closed shop of 

modernist and post-modernist subjectivity. Kinsella recognises the vital role of art 

for displaying the essence of „being‟ through the poetic utterance, and letting the 

meaning be drawn from the inter-subjective interaction of the poet, the thematic 

material, and the reader. The modern philosophical engagement with subjectivity is 

at the core of Alain Badiou‟s complex mathematical and philosophical treatise found 

in Being and Event. This text deals with ideas of human subjectivity as an event or 

happening that is as fluid and mutable as the idea suggests.
6
 Badiou‟s thoughts are 

the culmination of modern ideas of subjectivity which challenge the concept that 

subjectivity is something grounded and identifiable and instead see it as a static 

happening that must be treated as an event. Badiou refuses to accept the Kantian 

agenda which imposes „a variety of false and actively misleading dualisms like those 

between subject and object, mind and world‟ and thus establishes a deep 

philosophical treatise that is very similar to what Kinsella is doing in his poetry.
7
 

Kinsella‟s poetry moves from describing its subject by using the traditional 

author/reader dynamic towards a more malleable interaction that relies on the reader 

as much as the author. His poetry has complex philosophical ideas reflected in its 

development as it engages with its subject as an immediate and lived-in moment. 

This is seen in his distinctive development between 1952 and 1979. 

 Kinsella is one of Ireland‟s most prodigious poets. He began publishing his 

poetry in 1952 and his most recent poetry publications are the 2007 pamphlets Man 

                                                 
5
 Robert Holub, „Modernism, modernity, modernisation‟, The Cambridge History of Literary 

Criticism, Volume 9: Twentieth Century Historical, Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives, 

ed. by Christa Knellwolf and Christopher Norris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 

277-87 (p. 278). 
6
 Alain Badiou, Being and Event, trans. by Oliver Feltham (London: Continuum, 2007). Badiou‟s 

complex ideas were made easier to understand through a reading of Christopher Norris‟s Badiou’s 

Being and Event: A Reader’s Guide (London: Continuum, 2009). 
7
 Norris, p. 1. 
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of War and Belief and Unbelief. His career spans some of the most interesting times 

in Irish and world literature and his poetic output represents a noteworthy 

contribution to contemporary poetry. And yet, despite this extraordinary 

achievement, Kinsella‟s poetry has received only a minor amount of critical attention 

across the years. It is true that critics such as Maurice Harmon, Thomas H. Jackson, 

Brian John, Donatella Abbete Badin and Andrew Fitzsimons have produced book 

length analyses of Kinsella‟s entire oeuvre, while Derval Tubridy‟s book analyses 

Kinsella‟s Peppercanister poems between 1972 and 1999. All of these critics notice a 

formal and thematic change in Kinsella‟s poetic in and around the late 1960s and 

early 1970s and touch to some degree on this in their writings. But there has not been 

an in-depth reading of what causes this shift nor has anyone analysed the resulting 

desire to thoroughly and accurately document inner and outer experiences. This 

thesis argues that Kinsella‟s poetry shows a distinctive development by the 1970s 

that represents a style of poetry that responds directly to the actuality of the object or 

happening that the poem takes as its subject. The poems examine their subject as an 

event that the poem‟s subject is experiencing but also crucially as an event that the 

reader is sharing through the poem. This style resembles a documentary naturalism 

in poetry in that they document inner and outer realities in a form of realism. This 

thesis tracks the genesis of this from 1952 to its fruition in the collections found in 

1979. 

 In order to show how this style develops this thesis will firstly explore 

Kinsella's poetic output in the 1950s. Kinsella delves into his poetic subject and 

experiments with binary ways of representing metaphysical ideas and romantic love. 

At this point Kinsella is seen effectively testing his poetic subject against rationalist 

ideas that tend to split identity through the binary opposition of the rational and the 

sensual. Kinsella explores this in the themes of his poetry and discovers a fault with 

these ways of seeing due to their exclusive and bifurcated nature. The early 1960s 

see Kinsella still engaged with this pursuit but he begins to consciously deconstruct 

faulty binary ways of viewing the poetic subject. In particular, he finds the divisive 

ideas of Christian dogma as untenable. These are important steps because they show 

Kinsella exploring the very essence of how the poetic subject is perceived and 

represented as well as the need for more inclusive forms. The late 1960s show 

Kinsella starting to develop a style that is able to comprehensively represent the 

experiences of his subjects. He begins this by following the examples of the 
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American confessional poets but then develops his own unique mythical and 

archetypal method. This continues and intensifies with Notes from the Land of the 

Dead (1972) as Kinsella attempts to record the psychic impressions of his 

protagonists in as clear a manner as is possible with such an endeavour. This results 

in a very obtuse poetry yet it connects the reader to complex understanding on an 

impressionistic level. The poems also open up questions about the nature of memory 

and representation that are at the core of Kinsella‟s change of style. The failure of 

using a numerological system to structure his work seen in Notes pushes Kinsella to 

the final stylistic shift which results in the more inclusive and organic style of the 

mid to late 1970s. It is in the collections One and Other Poems (1979) and Fifteen 

Dead (1979) that Kinsella‟s mature style is documented. By examining these poems 

and looking back at some of the earlier poetry then the stylistic change is exposed. 

  The urge to record the subject of his poetry in an exact and descriptive 

nature is something that grows into a documentary type of exploration. This is not 

uncommon in Irish poetry as it is also seen in the poetry of Seamus Heaney as he 

plots his childhood places or Richard Murphy as he portrays the West of Ireland. But 

in Kinsella‟s poetry this takes on a peculiarly psychological drive; the subject of the 

poetry is the perceptions of the narrator and Kinsella maps those perceptions onto a 

broad cultural palette using archetypal and mythic methods. This culminates in the 

poetry of the late 1960s and 1970s. The poetry that results from this is also a form of 

naturalism as it shows a deliberate kind of realism exposing its characters as passive 

victims of sociological and natural forces.
8
 The subjects of Kinsella‟s poems whether 

they are deep psychological impressions or renderings of communal events are 

portrayed as true to life as possible. But the truth of the later poems is the perception 

of the narrator as the events are depicted from inside of his awareness. Thus, once 

again, the complexity of this endeavour is exposed. It would seem that naturalism 

and psychological states are incompatible and this contributes to the obscurity of 

Kinsella‟s work during the 1970s. The typical Kinsellian protagonist records the 

events around him whether it is a public event or a personal memory. By attempting 

to reflect these impressions inside the psyche of the narrator Kinsella is exposing 

how broader social and mythic entities act upon his protagonists. The uniqueness of 

this project is that naturalism is not a style commonly associated with explorations of 

                                                 
8
 The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms defines naturalism in such terms (The Oxford Dictionary 

of Literary Terms, ed. by Chris Baldick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 221). 
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the kind Kinsella is undertaking. But this is what makes it a novel enterprise as this 

usually empirical form is used on subjective impressions. Yet the attempt does 

produce an interesting interaction between the reader and Kinsella‟s body of work as 

he is trying to connect to the reader on a deep psychological level. Kinsella applies 

this type of naturalism to his characters by examining how mythic/communal and 

psychological imagery impact on the individual psyche. The audience/reader is 

effectively placed inside the consciousness of Kinsella‟s protagonists. For example, 

this is seen in poems such as „Finistère‟ (One, 1974) where we notice the narration of 

a mythical event is taking place from inside the psyche of the narrator. Or it can also 

be seen in the more personal poems that explore events in Kinsella‟s life such as a 

trip to Inistiogue so succinctly recorded in „Tao and Unfitness at Inistiogue on the 

River Nore‟. In that trip the personal journey records the village and its inhabitants in 

a documentary style that also exposes the post-colonial history of the community. 

Kinsella uses the poem as a site of meaning, a place where these events can be 

shared with the reader. 

 Maurice Harmon‟s The Poetry of Thomas Kinsella: ‘With Darkness for a 

Nest’ (1974) is the first book-length study of Kinsella‟s work. Harmon begins his 

analysis by noting Kinsella‟s placement within mid-century Irish literature and goes 

to lengths to place Kinsella within a group of Irish writers growing up in the 

censorial attitude of this time such as Aiden Higgins, John Montague and John 

McGahern.
9
 He locates Kinsella within a continuum of writers who were essentially 

compromised by the restrictive attitude of Irish letters mid-century. Kinsella is seen 

as an „essentially isolated and personal poet intent on his own exploration of private 

miseries and search for a meaningful pattern‟.
10

 Although Harmon‟s analysis is not 

extensive it does offer close readings of some of Kinsella‟s essential poems from 

these early collections and points towards some of the significant changes occurring 

at these points. He sees Kinsella‟s work developing out of a „fallow period in Irish 

literature‟ and that his work is still open to final conclusions.
11

  

 Harmon‟s early work sets the stage for Kinsella scholarship but this critical 

attention is not immediately followed by any major analyses. Although there were 

essays and parts of other works devoted to Kinsella‟s poetry between 1974 and 1995, 

                                                 
9
 Maurice Harmon, The Poetry of Thomas Kinsella (Dublin: Wolfhound Press, 1974), p. 7. 

10
 Ibid., p. 16. 

11
 Ibid., p. 117. 
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it is a telling reminder of the dearth of attention paid to Kinsella that it took until 

1995 before another book-length study was introduced; Thomas H. Jackson 

published The Whole Matter: The Poetic Evolution of Thomas Kinsella. Jackson 

notices the „stoic virtuoso‟ of the early collections interestingly turning outwards 

with „Nightwalker‟ and the work to follow as Kinsella engages with his Irish 

material and the actuality of experience.
12

 Jackson sees this as a crucial turning point 

in Kinsella‟s career; that the critical and complicated way the poet‟s mind is 

engaging with his surroundings represents a new poetics.
13

 Jackson crucially notices 

a shift in the way Kinsella is representing his subject which this thesis critically 

deciphers.  

 Two books were published in 1996. Donatella Abbate Badin published 

Thomas Kinsella while Brian John published a more comprehensive study entitled 

Reading the Ground: The Poetry of Thomas Kinsella. Badin‟s contribution stresses a 

marked difference between the conservative early work and the „avant-garde 

hermetical style‟ of the later work.
14

 Badin also notes „Nightwalker‟ as a turning 

point in Kinsella‟s career. Indeed, she refers to it as a „watershed between an old 

style and a new one‟.
15

 John deals with Kinsella‟s oeuvre as a more coherent whole 

putting less stress on the shifts in theme and form, but he does note the changes 

occurring in the 1960s and 1970s.
16

 Derval Tubridy‟s Thomas Kinsella: The 

Peppercanister Poems surveys Kinsella‟s poetry after 1972 but also notes a shift 

occurring with Nightwalker and Other Poems in 1968.
17

 These critics all notice that 

there is a shift in 1968 in Kinsella‟s poetic, but they do not pay attention to the 

development of that shift, nor do they unpack its particular make-up for its precise 

style.  

 The twenty-first century would see more attention paid to Kinsella‟s work 

with a special edition of the Irish University Review in 2001. In this collection there 

are a variety of essays that deal with aspects of Kinsella‟s work. Most notably, 

Donatella Abbate Badin continues her analysis of Kinsella‟s formalism and Ian 

                                                 
12

 Thomas H. Jackson, The Whole Matter: The Poetic Evolution of Thomas Kinsella (Dublin: The 

Lilliput Press, 1995), pp. 36-7. 
13

 Ibid., p. 41. 
14

 Donetella Abbate Badin, Thomas Kinsella (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1996), p. 1. 
15

 Ibid., p. 8, p. 72. 
16

 Brian John, Reading the Ground: The Poetry of Thomas Kinsella (Washington D. C.: The Catholic 

University of America Press, 1996), p. 11. 
17

 Derval Tubridy, Thomas Kinsella: The Peppercanister Poems (Dublin: University College Dublin 

Press, 2001), p. 2. 
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Flanagan analyses Kinsella‟s connection to Enlightenment ideas. Both of these 

essays are summaries of larger works by the respective authors; Badin‟s is developed 

from her book Thomas Kinsella while Flanagan‟s is developed from his 2001 

dissertation „„I have risen from my gnawed books‟: Modernity, Intertextuality and 

the Body in Kinsella‟s Literary Corpus‟.
18

 While representing some noteworthy 

engagements with Kinsella‟s work none of these essays deal with the stylistic shift, 

the reasons for it and the development of Kinsella‟s style in the 1970s.  

 In 2008 another journal, Irish Studies Review, devoted a special issue to 

Kinsella. This collection also contains some analyses that add to the field of Kinsella 

studies but does not address Kinsella‟s stylistic changes directly. The collection 

though does give a good overview of the current state of Kinsella criticism and 

provides some interesting in-roads to his work. The first essay by Catriona 

Clutterbuck is an intriguing analysis of scepticism and faith as represented in 

Kinsella‟s work through feminine portrayals. Clutterbuck refreshingly reads 

Kinsella‟s work as an interrogation of femininity in Irish culture as opposed to a 

complication of it. She shows how Kinsella‟s work is concerned with the revising of 

feminine imagery within the poet‟s psyche as opposed to the Jungian and Freudian 

cooption of the feminine for patriarchal ends.
19

 Clutterbuck recognises Kinsella‟s 

awareness of the failure of the Jungian system even within Notes from the Land of 

the Dead and contradicts Brian John‟s acceptance of Jungian individuation through a 

development from the Terrible Mother archetype towards the Great Mother 

archetype.
20

 Instead, she sees Kinsella‟s usage of this imagery as his own way of 

portraying the problems with the patriarchal representations of the female; its 

manifestation within the personal psyche as well as through its usage in nationalist 

iconography.
21

 This attention to the Jungian and the maternal as a critique of 

contemporary ways of seeing is refreshing and compliments the readings of 

„Nightwalker‟ in this thesis which sees the maternal nationalist imagery as a critique 

of the mid-century Irish society.  

                                                 
18

 Badin, 1996; Ian Flanagan, „„I have risen from my gnawed books‟: Modernity, Intertextuality and 

the Body in Kinsella‟s Literary Corpus‟ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of London, 

2001 
19

 Catriona Clutterbuck, „Scepticism, faith and the recognition of the „Patriarch-Mother‟ in the poetry 

of Thomas Kinsella‟, Irish Studies Review, 16.3 (2008), 245-265 (p. 255). 
20

 Ibid., p. 258. 
21

 Ibid., p. 256.  
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 In the next essay Andrew Fitzsimons conceptualizes Kinsella‟s aesthetic 

development in relation to European writers. Most of the material comes from his 

recent book but the essay works as a general overview and a call to arms for Kinsella 

scholars interested in following some of these leads. Fitzsimons tracks a developing 

influence within Kinsella‟s work by European writers.
22

 The essay ends with a 

sublime comparison to Czeslaw Milosz whom he sees as similar to Kinsella in his 

openness to all of experience.
23

 

 Lucy Collins uses the poems from Notes from the Land of the Dead and its 

complex publishing history between 1972 and 1996 to argue for a sequential 

development. She highlights lived experience and how the writing and reading 

process feeds upon and alters this. Collins shows how Kinsella‟s work becomes 

more self-reflexive and experimental and how his revisions highlight this movement. 

Collins says: „By applying experiential perspectives to mythological material and 

building objective positions into the personal past, Kinsella continually disrupts our 

acts of reading and prevents us from seeing his work as anything other than an 

evolving process in itself‟.
24

 Collins shows how Kinsella mixes in the raw material 

of his own personal and collective experience to provide a poetry that highlights 

their temporal nature and flux, especially as it pertains to the nature of reading and 

engaging with textual experience. This attention to the temporal nature of Kinsella‟s 

work and the act of reading is at the core of this thesis and Collin‟s work sets out a 

significant direction for it. This thesis takes that analysis a step further by tracking 

the genesis of this development in the early work and expanding the analyses of its 

fruition in the mature style. 

 Dillon Johnston stresses that the rural and the city unite in Kinsella‟s work 

through his negotiation of feminine representations such as the cailleach and his own 

ancestral feminine figures: „It is significant that Kinsella has urbanised this tutelary 

goddess of the land, bringing her into Dublin through his grandmother, mother, 

aunts, and occasional marginal females‟.
25

  Ian Flanagan‟s essay uses material from 

his 2001 dissertation to track the thematic and formal influence of William Carlos 

                                                 
22

 Andrew Fitzsimons, „„Let the Fall begin‟: Thomas Kinsella‟s European dimension‟, Irish Studies 

Review, 16.3 (2008), 267-281.   
23

 Ibid., p. 277. 
24

 Lucy Collins, „„Never altogether the same. But the same‟: strategies of revision in Thomas 

Kinsella‟s Notes from the Land of the Dead‟, Irish Studies Review, 16.3 (2008), 283-94 (p. 288). 
25

 Dillon Johnston, „Kinsella‟s Dublins and the Stone Mother‟, Irish Studies Review, 16.3 (2008), 295-

303 (p. 300). 
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Williams. He compares Williams‟s Paterson with Kinsella‟s Dublin as two debased 

cities that the poets seek to rebuild.
26

 The journal‟s essays conclude with a short but 

exquisite analysis of St. Catherine’s Clock (1987) by David Wheatley. Wheatley 

notices that Kinsella‟s examination of nationalist myth does not favour an identity 

politics but rather shows the opposite: an attempt to interrogate the parts of 

experience that lead to such generalisations. This essay calls for Kinsella‟s critics to 

look beyond the typical comparisons that tend to look at British and Irish poets such 

as Auden or Yeats and American poets like Williams or Pound, and instead calls 

forth Charles Reznikoff, Allen Curnow, Geoffrey Hill and Roy Fisher for 

comparison.
27

 

 In early 2008 two book-length critical studies of Kinsella‟s work emerged. 

The first was Maurice Harmon‟s Thomas Kinsella: Designing for the Exact Needs. 

The second book released in 2008 within weeks of Harmon‟s was Andrew 

Fitzsimons‟s The Sea of Disappointment: Thomas Kinsella’s Pursuit of the Real. 

Both of these texts offer analyses of Kinsella‟s entire output and notice the changes 

in Kinsella‟s work without tracking what exactly that change is. Fitzsimons comes 

closest as he notices the changes are less drastic than what other critics surmise since 

Kinsella evolves a theme of disappointment with his poetic subject as he attempts a 

„pursuit of the Real‟, which he identifies as a quest for the Real as defined by Oscar 

Milosz.
28

 This is the search for a way to successfully include religion, philosophy, 

science and politics in poetry‟s domain; in other words a more inclusive poetic.
29

 

Fitzsimons‟s argument sees Kinsella disappointed in his search for this inclusiveness 

and thus reflecting that in his poetry whereas I see Kinsella succeeding by 

developing an inclusive style.  

 While all of these texts engage with the shift in Kinsella‟s form and theme 

that occurs in the late 1960s and early 1970s, none employ an in-depth analysis of 

how this change occurs. A variety of essays and theses produced throughout the 

years deal with different aspects of Kinsella‟s poetic output but none identify this 

peculiar shift as a poetry seeking more clarity and openness in its forms and themes 

                                                 
26
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and why this style develops. This thesis tracks this development and also finds that 

Kinsella evolves an inimitable form of poetry that explores its subject through an 

intense and distinctive attention to detail. 

 In order to understand how and why Kinsella‟s style shifts between 1952 and 

1979 it is necessary to analyse his poetic growth across these years. Close readings 

of his poetry, including rare early pamphlets, uncover Kinsella‟s desire to find a way 

to represent his poetic subject in a clear and thorough manner even if these poems 

involve complex impressionistic renderings. Attention to Kinsella‟s prose writing as 

well as his papers at Emory University, Georgia also highlight the motivating ideas 

and drives behind his search for a new way of representing through his poetry. 

Kinsella experiments with a variety of styles and poetic traditions as he evolves his 

own particular style for accomplishing the poetic act. 

 

 But for real pleasure there is nothing to equal 

 sitting down to a serious read, 

 Getting settled down comfortably for the night 

 With a demanding book on your knee (OOP 48) 
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Chapter 1 

  

‘a single / Furious undissected bloom’: Kinsella’s early engagements with the 

problems of binary ideas.
30

 

 

 

In the early 1950s Kinsella is seen exploring how the poetic subject is represented. 

He does this by experimenting with binary ways of symbolizing metaphysical ideas 

and romantic love. This shows Kinsella thinking about representation as he shows 

problems with ways of viewing and representing the poetic subject that complicate 

successful communication. Kinsella‟s poetry exposes these faults by working 

through the complications in the poems. At the core of this work is a critique of the 

Enlightenment era rationalism that divides the mind from the body. At this point 

Kinsella‟s concern for the problems with divisive ideas shows the later concern for 

accurately documenting complex psychological and social experiences in its nascent 

state. This attention to binary thought highlights how Kinsella is concerned with 

finding a way to successfully represent a complete picture through his poetry that 

does not exclude important facets due to ways of viewing the poetic subject that 

obscure instead of representing. It is this concern that drives Kinsella‟s utilisation of 

a variety of poetic traditions over the years and we can see him writing Romantic 

and modernist styled poetry at this time as he searches for a way to represent his 

poetic subject as inclusively as he can.     

 Patrick Crotty argues for a Romantic vein in Thomas Kinsella‟s poetry which 

Crotty finds in a specific interest with place. Crotty states that Kinsella‟s concern for 

his home-place in Dublin as well as his continued mapping of significant places 

throughout his poetry, represents a connection between place and the Romantic 

tradition‟s fascination with „subjectivity and the process of selfhood‟.
31

 Alex Davis 

                                                 
30

 Thomas Kinsella, „Baggot Street Deserta‟, Another September (Dublin: The Dolmen Press, 1958), 

p. 30. 
31
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views Kinsella‟s work as a type of modernist poetry; he sees the work of the 1960s 

and 1970s „increasingly inflected by the formal techniques of Anglo-American 

poetic modernism‟.
32

 But Kinsella‟s poetry defies any attempt at a monomaniacal 

categorisation as it encompasses facets of many poetic traditions. Gerald Dawe 

notices that there does not seem to be „an acceptable poetic context for Kinsella, 

Irish or otherwise‟.
33

 This is because of Kinsella‟s method for absorbing and utilising 

a variety of traditions in order to develop his own unique later style. Kinsella says 

that „every writer in the modern world [...] is an inheritor of a gapped, polyglot 

tradition‟ and that „any tradition will do‟, but what matters is „the quality of the 

response‟.
34

 The variety of poetic trends noticed in Kinsella‟s poetry are all part of a 

development between 1952 and 1979 that evolves into a distinctive form of poetry 

which explores its subject with an intense responsibility towards the actual.  

 Kinsella‟s desire to be a recorder of lived experience results in poetry that 

seeks harmony between disparate entities and clarity in the exactitude of its images. 

This is the goal of many poets but what makes Kinsella‟s work unique is that his 

pursuit of this same objective records deep psychological descriptions while 

contrasting them to wider archetypal/mythic imagery. Kinsella‟s career as examined 

in this thesis spans some of the most fascinating and changeable times in Irish 

history with the industrialisation and economic reorganisation of Ireland during the 

1950s and the economic and political turbulence of the 1970s bookending this 

analysis. During the 1950s and early 1960s, Kinsella was a civil servant in the 

Republic of Ireland and was the personal secretary for T. K. Whitaker in the 

Department of Finance.
35

 This placed him in a good position to witness the 

economic and political changes Ireland was experiencing first hand. Kinsella‟s desire 

to document important experiences finds its origins in this clerical past as well as his 

scientific studies at UCD in the 1940s where Kinsella spent a year studying science 

                                                                                                                                          
after Joyce (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1985), p. 102. Maurice Harmon, Thomas 

Kinsella: Designing for the Exact Needs (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2008), p. xviii). 
32

 Alex Davis, „Thomas Kinsella and the Pound Legacy: His Jacket on the Cantos‟, Irish University 

Review, Special Issue: Thomas Kinsella, 31 (2001), 38-53 (p. 38).  
33

 Gerald Dawe, „Blood and Family: Thomas Kinsella‟ in The Proper Word: Collected Criticism, 

Ireland, Poetry, Politics, ed by Nicholas Allen (Omaha, Nebraska: Creighton University Press, 2007), 

pp. 214-225 (p. 221). 
34

 Thomas Kinsella, „The Divided Mind‟, in Poetry and Ireland since 1800: A Source Book, ed. by 

Storey, Mark (London: Routledge, 1988), pp. 207-16 (p. 215). 
35

 Kinsella worked as a civil servant in the Land Commission, Congested Districts Board 1947-1951 

and the Department of Finance from 1951-1965. Appointed as Assistant Principal Officer in 1960 and 

retiring in 1965 (Badin, 1996, p. xiii; Carolyn Rosenberg, „Let Our Gaze Blaze: The Recent Poetry of 

Thomas Kinsella‟ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Kent State University, 1980), pp. 680-695). 



19 

 

before deciding on the civil service. Kinsella studied the following courses at 

University College Dublin during the 1946-7 academic year: Chemistry, 

Experimental Physics, Mathematics, Zoology, Botany and German.
36

 Kinsella‟s 

scientific-like attention to detail as well as his concern for German literature has its 

origins here in these early studies.
37

 

 In his most recent analysis Maurice Harmon says that „Kinsella‟s work not 

only responds with sensual immediacy to forces within the universe, it also registers 

psychic experience with equal fascination and precision‟.
38

 Kinsella, in his own 

words, is working to create „the poem‟ that „is not a statement but an embodiment of 

the different angles of what is going on‟.
39

 He is trying to create the poem as a space 

where the reader can „put on‟ the experiences of the poet.
40

 Other Irish poets writing 

during the same time such as John Montague, Richard Murphy and Seamus Heaney 

(later in this period), also seek to clearly portray their subjects in a style similar to 

naturalism. But Murphy‟s vivid poetic descriptions of the west of Ireland, 

Montague‟s romantic poems portraying scenes in Ireland and America, and 

Heaney‟s vivid pastoral images are significantly different to Kinsella‟s poetry. 

Kinsella is attempting to chart psychological reactions to public realities in his poetry 

instead of using poetic allegory like Heaney‟s bog people or Murphy‟s seals to 

represent his themes. Kinsella develops a body of work in the 1970s that portrays his 

poetic subject‟s impressionistic life experiences as accurately as possible. One could 

say that Kinsella reports from the inside of the psyche. This is fraught with danger as 

a deeply personal and psychological poetry can become quite obtuse. Kinsella‟s 

poetry in the 1970s does suffer from this, but the careful reader will find the 

resources to decipher Kinsella‟s poetic themes by paying close attention to his work 

as a whole. Kinsella‟s work shows a broader design and clues to meanings within 

poems are found in earlier poems. A good example of this is discovered when 

reading Notes from the Land of the Dead in light of „Phoenix Park‟ (Nightwalker and 
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Other Poems) as I do in Chapter Four of this thesis. Kinsella‟s poetry translates the 

images and memories of his life into an art form that represents an epic examination 

of one man‟s life under the scrutiny of the poetic muse. To this end, he attempts a 

mixture of both personal and communal images, which culminates in the poetry 

between 1966 and 1979 but has its genesis in the earlier poetry. 

 Andrew Fitzsimons draws comparisons between Kinsella and the Movement 

poets of the UK in the 1950s. Fitzsimons mentions a review by Kinsella of Robert 

Conquest‟s anthology New Lines in the Irish Press on 1 December 1956.
41

 But 

Kinsella was dealing with a particular Movement poet even earlier than this in his 

review of Donald Davie‟s criticism, Articulate Energy: An Enquiry into the Syntax of 

English Poetry (1955) and collection of poetry, Brides of Reason (1955). In this 

review tellingly entitled „Poetry Must Be Human‟, Kinsella quotes Davie: „For 

poetry to be great it must reek of the human‟.
42

 He then goes on to say that this 

assertion is „the essence of poetry itself‟.
43

 This sums up Kinsella‟s drive to create 

poetry that accurately reflects the human condition and thus is an artefact that other 

humans can engage with successfully. To this end, we see him exploring the human 

condition in all of its aspects. This can be seen in the exploration of the division 

between the mind and body explored in the early poetry, in which Kinsella finds the 

body as central to any real poetry.  

 There are similarities between Kinsella‟s poetry and the Movement poets but 

also some stark differences. Stephen Regan defines the Movement poets as a 

reaction to the dense experimentalism of the 1930s, and thus less dogmatic, 

aesthetically pure and philosophically detached.
44

 He also sees Movement poetry as 

a neutral reaction to the politicised verse of the 1930s generation such as that of W. 

H. Auden‟s poetry, and that through its empiricism Movement poetry would provide 

that neutrality.
45

 Kinsella does seem to follow suit with his empiricist-like 

documentation of experience. As Kinsella‟s poetry develops he moves away from 
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broad metaphysical speculations; he creates a poetic style that uses depictions of 

actual situations while utilising less abstract themes than the earlier work. The poem 

„Tao and Unfitness at Inistiogue on the River Nore‟ from Songs of the Night and 

Other Poems (1978) shows this perfectly; allegory and abstraction are replaced with 

exact descriptions of the people and places, letting the images speak for themselves. 

This poem is the climax of Kinsella‟s stylistic change and is examined in the final 

chapter. In another analysis of the Movement, A. Alvarez notices that it is defined by 

a reaction against „wild, loose emotion‟.
46

 This chapter shows Kinsella attempting to 

embrace emotion and intellect in his poetry and usurp the binary ideas that seek to 

sunder the two. So, in this sense, Kinsella is seen as antithetical to this strand of the 

Movement. Any analysis of Kinsella‟s poetic progress must be aware of these poetic 

movements and Kinsella‟s usage of facets of these poetries, but it also must be aware 

of the pastiche-like nature of Kinsella‟s development. His willingness to use and 

discard traditions and styles while absorbing them into his ongoing development 

shows a poet growing into his own unique style.  

 But how did Kinsella‟s poetry develop to this point? What journey did he 

take to cultivate poetry with such drive for realistic portrayals that contain deep 

psychological as well as wider public themes? This thesis tracks Kinsella‟s poetic 

development between 1952 and 1979 and discovers a unique experiment in thematic 

approach that matches important formal changes. Kinsella begins by interrogating 

binary identities, discovers that binary thinking cannot be overcome, that it is a part 

of the dilemma that language and communication present, moves towards 

confessional, psychological and mythic/archetypal systems for examining his poetic 

subject, and then finally settles into a poetry that seeks a naturalist descriptiveness 

while recognising these problems. Kinsella‟s poetry portrays a composition of 

experience that refuses to favour the intellectual over the emotional or vice-versa. 

„Kinsella‟s particular gift‟, according to Eamon Grennan, is „the ability to be 

wonderstruck and factual at the same time, and to find a language answerable to this 

twinned condition‟.
47

 Hannah Arendt once commented that „metaphors are the 

means by which the oneness of the world is poetically brought about‟.
48

 Metaphor 
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allows language to show difference but also similarities; by comparing objects we 

come to a subjective idea of reality.
49

 Thus, poetry is the ideal tool for portraying 

inner and outer experiences and is the perfect place to share these occurrences. In a 

similar fashion to Arendt‟s comment on metaphor, Martin Heidegger argues that 

poetry is the purest way to represent as it uses words to invent or project being as 

opposed to other art forms that simply copy it.
50

 Thus, poetry can achieve a 

representation that is closer to the noumen or the thing-in-itself, which is how 

Immanuel Kant describes objective reality. Kinsella‟s poetry seeks a harmony 

between elements that sunder human experience and provides the poem as a place 

where unity can occur. 

 The desire in Kinsella‟s poetry to unify is connected to modern ideas that 

have their origins in the classical antithesis of mind and body as well as the rational 

and the sensual.
51

 The ideas of the Enlightenment reawaken this question through the 

prominence of rational thinking. The Enlightenment idea of subjectivity owes its 

conception to the seventeenth-century philosophical ruminations of René Descartes 

(1596-1650), whose theories form the basis of rational thought. Descartes‟ theories 

completely rework the modern system of knowledge.
52

 In writings such as „The 

Nature of the Human Mind, and How it is Better Known Than the Body‟, Descartes 

establishes a binary opposition between rational knowledge and feelings or senses.
53

 

Descartes launches the basis for a reason that eventually excludes the body in favour 

of the soul‟s connection to the mind. While Descartes‟ philosophy helps to establish 

a system of rational thought that seeks to erase modern man‟s dependence upon 

superstition and myth, it also dangerously excludes certain types of knowledge and 

indeed isolates the body and its experience (feelings) through the process of rational 
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doubt.
54

 As modern philosophical and psychological thought as well as cultural 

reflections on these developments evolve out of Enlightenment and anti-

Enlightenment trends, fragmentation, disorder and chaos become the norm in critical 

analyses. Friedrich Nietzsche‟s (1844-1900) idea of the „death of god‟, the 

fragmentary nature of the human psyche explored in psychoanalytical thought, the 

dissolution of representation represented by the „linguistic turn‟ and post-

structuralism, and the embracing of chaos in postmodern art forms all represent 

aspects of the perception of a disjointed and fragmentary modern existence. 

Twentieth-century theories of these sorts show ambivalence towards possibilities of 

perception and communication which Kinsella‟s poetry appears to react against as he 

seeks to show a „responsibility towards actuality‟ in his verse.
55

 Kinsella‟s poetic 

search for a successful way to represent the totality of his poetic subject seeks to get 

past the problems created by disjunctive avenues of thought and his prose of the late 

1960s and 1970s shows his awareness of these themes.
56

 What is intriguing in 

Kinsella‟s poetry is his recognition of this problem and then the desire to represent 

despite it. This is like Samuel Beckett‟s „Unnamable‟ who decides: „I don‟t know, 

I‟ll never know, in the silence you don‟t know, you must go on, I can‟t go on, I‟ll go 

on‟.
57

 Kinsella recognises the problems with representation that Beckett illuminates 

and he also decides that the modern writer must strive to represent despite the 

looming silence; they must „go on‟ with recording experience. Kinsella‟s style of 

poetry in the 1970s answers the perceived problems with modern representation. 

 In a 1956 review of Wallace Stevens‟s Collected Poems Kinsella comments:  

 

 Stevens has given as neat a picture of the function of his own poetry as could 

 be devised. „The poem‟, he says „must resist the intelligence almost 

 successfully‟. Like all good poems, his do not ignore the intellect. [...] Good 

 poems are written from, and direct their effect towards, imagination and 

                                                 
54

 These trends are expanded upon by Nietzsche, but the process of rational thought and its connection 

to human existence are further examined by Kant and Hegel. The body and desire in Descartes‟ idea 

of a disembodied cogito or mind over body, is challenged by the philosophical work of Hegel, Marx, 

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche who see the body as a way to subvert the Cartesian dualism (Irene 

Gilsenan Nordin, „Introduction / Re-Mapping the Landscape: The Body as Agent of Political, Social 

and Spiritual Empowerment in Contemporary Irish Poetry‟, The Body and Desire in Contemporary 

Irish Poetry, ed. by Nordin, Irene Gilsenan (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2006), pp. 1-18 ( p. 3)). 
55

 Kinsella in interview with Orr, 1966, p. 102. 
56

 This is analysed further in the final chapters of this thesis. 
57

 Samuel Beckett, Trilogy: Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable (London: John Calder, 2004), p. 

418. 



24 

 

 instinct, as well as to the intellect; in other words, to the whole mind and not 

 to one part only.
58

  

 

Stevens says „almost successfully‟ which means that he is also noticing that such an 

enterprise is fraught with difficulty; a fuller representation will require that the poem 

operate on more than one sensory level. Recognising that Stevens is most successful 

when he unites the intellect with instinct and allows „the whole mind and not one 

part only‟ into the poetry, Kinsella commends Stevens‟s views as „the statements of 

a philosopher, but a philosopher to whom a supple tongue and wide-open senses are 

as important as clear thinking‟.
59

 Kinsella finds Stevens‟s concern for the unity of 

thinking and sensation intriguing and similar concerns preoccupy his own poetry 

during the 1950s and 1960s. Kinsella‟s claim seems to be that poetry has the 

potential to resolve the problems of Cartesian divisiveness. He praises John Keats for 

his connection to the body not the spirit, and recognises that the body is missing in 

much of the modern poetry which is overly intellectualised.
60

 Thus, his poetry in the 

1950s is looking for this inclusiveness of the physical and explores it alongside its 

seeming opposite in the intellectual or rational. For Kinsella, a „poem is not a 

statement but an embodiment of the different angles of what is going on‟.
61

 He 

analyses the binary ways of witnessing human existence while searching for a way to 

get beyond a simple reflection of that divisiveness. These early poems show Kinsella 

engaging with contrasting ways of experiencing the world through poems that 

explore themes of love and death. The mind and body, rational and sensual are 

explored in an attempt to see beyond a simplistic Cartesian dualism. These poems 

are the beginning of a journey of exploration that leads Kinsella towards the 

noteworthy thematic and formal changes of his later work. This analysis begins with 

two rare pamphlets which have not been collected or reprinted since their initial 

publications; The Starlit Eye (1952) and Three Legendary Sonnets (1952). 
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The Starlit Eye and the contrasting lovers 

 

In Kinsella‟s first published pamphlet The Starlit Eye, the dichotomy between the 

sensual and the rational is explored in a poem which places the poet‟s gaze in 

contrast to his lover‟s. This early poem shows Kinsella applying a formal rhyming 

scheme with heroic couplets culminating in a triplet that adds up to exactly twenty-

six rhymes. A line containing seven to eight syllables with an occasional nine 

syllable line shows Kinsella adhering to a formal arrangement while also allowing 

for enjambment across the lines and stanzas. Here, Kinsella is learning his trade as a 

poet through an application of formal techniques; in the later poetry Kinsella uses 

varied stanza forms and syllables-per-line as he structures the form of the poem to 

help explicate his themes. Stylistic elements such as line breaks and stanza 

indentation are used in later poems such as The Good Fight (1973) to highlight tonal 

changes.
62

 In 1989, Kinsella comments: „One of the things that disappeared by 

comparison with the early work is the „notion‟ of a complete poem, the idea that a 

poem can have a beginning, middle and an end and be a satisfactory work of art 

thereby‟.
63

 Kinsella, in this early poem, shows an adherence towards the well-made-

poem as a means to formally explicate his themes and thus once again can be 

connected to the Movement poets. Neil Corcoran notices that in the post-war period 

the Movement poets were attempting to build a form of poetry that emphasised the 

decorous shape of the poem in order to provide a defence against the barbarism of 

the early twentieth century.
64

 The loosening of form in Kinsella‟s later poetry is a 

result of his desire to use the poem as an effective site for communicating lived 

experience. The tight forms of Kinsella‟s earlier poetry will not accommodate the 

themes he explores in the later 1960s and 1970s. For Kinsella, the poem must be able 

to communicate his experiences as a shared moment with the reader and he will 

abandon anything that hampers that communication. 

 A dual perception is highlighted immediately in the first stanza as the 

narrator observes Dublin Bay recording exact and descriptive images while also 

idealising those same images. Lines such as: „broad and dark this end of day. / Under 
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a chill and constant wind‟ create a naturalistic portrait of the bay, but interspersed 

throughout are more abstract terms that attempt to humanise the bay such as: „THE 

breathing sea in Dublin Bay‟ and „she pours her tenuous waters in / to rearrange with 

touch and whisper‟ (SE 5, capitals in quotation). This stanza is hinting at a contrast 

in the way that the natural world is perceived while the second stanza shows the 

narrator and his beloved as the basis for this double way of seeing: 

 

 The female creature whose allure 

 pointed out this time and place 

 for my surrender turns her face 

 smugly upwards, her shining eye on 

 me, but I regard Orion 

 spreadeagled at a sharp degree 

coldly emerging from the sea (SE 5). 

 

The narrator is observing the bay in its natural form but also attempting to transform 

it into some sort of intellectual representation by turning its innate functions into 

anthropomorphic imagery. He is then reminded by his lover‟s presence that the 

reason he is there is to observe this moment for love not cognitive or aesthetic 

rationalisation. But he cannot surrender himself to this moment and is, once again, 

distracted by his intellectual musings focused on the constellation Orion. The 

celestial body is contrasted to the sensuality of the moment with his lover by using 

cold, hard rationalistic language such as „sharp degree / coldly emerging‟ to describe 

the constellation (SE 5). Thus, contrast between the sensual and the rational emerges. 

 The narrator cannot reconcile his lover‟s attitude with the probing gaze at the 

stars and ocean by the third stanza. Once again, the stars are given a coldly clinical 

description with „spare and frigid‟, yet now the lover is also given a cool and 

calculating veneer with „the girl‟s patient, cool intent‟ (SE 5). But the last line of the 

stanza shows us that both are being processed within the narrator‟s own rationalising 

system when he realises that the calculated analysis of the stars and his lover‟s gaze 

„are not at one, and scarcely meant / to occupy me both together‟ (SE 5). Thus, what 

is cool in the beloved‟s gaze is not her own outlook but the implications of her 

lover‟s perspective that is overly rationalising the interaction between them. 
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 A breakthrough in the narrator‟s viewpoint is made in the next stanza when 

he realises that he should give up his skyward gaze and ground his speculations in 

reality; that the intellectualising of the moment was a failure. Or, as Andrew 

Fitzsimons notes, „the natural world persuades the speaker that he is mistaken in 

seeing “dichotomy” when there is so much evidence of communion‟.
65

 The narrator 

speculates whether he should close up the „starlit eye‟ on the seaside scene before 

him „and the boulders [sic] / dim, conspiratorial shoulders‟ (SE 6). The use of 

„boulders‟ is a significant representation of time since geological time is compared to 

the fleeting presence of the tide and wind; this causes the narrator to fall into a 

reverie about the implications of time on his musings. He realises that the silence of 

the boulders is actually a „deep response‟ in that their stoic presence amidst the 

decay of the organic points to a broader design (SE 6).
66

  This overturns the 

simplistic dichotomy that his musings are attempting to establish: 

 

Their silence is a deep response 

that clears away the doubt at once, 

insinuating: why imply 

 that there is a dichotomy? (SE 6) 

 

The narrator finds these solid stones as an answer to his intellectual probing: „Earthly 

strand and abstract ocean / mingle both in soft commotion‟ (SE 6). The solid earth 

and the fluid ocean combine into a physical whole as the intellectual probing of the 

poet and the sensual gaze of his beloved become equal parts of a complete 

experience. The apparent dichotomy between geological and organic life is seen as 

faulty as is any separation between the lovers. 

 The narrator then realises that the answer, or the „meeting place of various 

streams‟ of intellectual thought and sensual experience, lies within his beloved (SE 
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6). Love is the supreme culmination of both the desire to find a rational order and to 

feel sensual experience. This is reflected in the narrator‟s realisation that all of the 

answers to his problems are already present in his arms. He finds that the questions 

he seeks are „resolved by lips and hand / so that we both can understand‟ (SE 6). 

After their love making is complete the constellation Orion returns to the narrator‟s 

gaze, but this time instead of the frigidly rational „sharp degree / coldly emerging‟ a 

softer, more sensual Orion is „striding by / suspended handsome, broad and high‟ 

(SE 5,7). The cold scientific gaze towards the stars has been replaced by a more 

sensual, bodily aware gaze that insinuates a movement away from the coolly rational 

towards the warmly sensual. The Starlit Eye shows Kinsella‟s early engagement with 

the problem of seeing in this binary manner and argues that an overly rational 

approach negates the sensual. The man and woman find happiness in a union or a 

coming together of these opposites. This early poem contains the germ of Kinsella‟s 

desire to see beyond the limitations of binary viewpoints, but also shows a desire to 

successfully communicate a complete picture of the essence of romantic love. 

 

Three Legendary Sonnets and the classical dualities 

 

Kinsella‟s second publication, Three Legendary Sonnets, is also in pamphlet form 

and engages with dualities and binary ways of thinking. Donatella Abbate Badin 

fails to recognise Kinsella‟s usage of the sonnet form in this early pamphlet when 

she comments that Kinsella avoids the sonnet form until Downstream (1962).
67

 

Although the poems take some liberty with the form, they generally conform to a 

sonnet structure. They also show a breakdown in their form as they develop. The 

first poem adheres to a rough sonnet form with an octet of two quatrains followed by 

a sestet. The sonnet has its own peculiar rhyming scheme, which is neither 

Petrarchan nor Shakespearean; the octave is a-b-a-b, a-b-a-b while the sestet is c-d-d-

c-c-d. The second stanza follows a similar rhyming scheme yet separates the octet 

into two quatrain stanzas. The first two sonnets are basically iambic containing lines 

of ten to eleven syllables. The third sonnet breaks down into lines of seven to eight 

syllables, while the rhyming scheme opens in a sestet of heroic couplets. The stanzas 

                                                 
67

 Donatella Abbate Badin, „„Rhyme and Rhythm and Beauty‟: The Abandoned Formalism of 

Kinsella‟s Early Poetry: 1956-1968‟, Irish University Review, 31.1 (2001), 19-37 (p. 27). Badin may 

not have been familiar with this early collection since it is not included in any of the later selected or 

collected poems. 



29 

 

are separated into two sestets and one couplet. The breakdown of the sonnet‟s form, 

and playing with these expectations, shows a development that matches the theme of 

disintegration in the three sonnets. These sonnets show Kinsella using traditional 

verse forms but also toying with its possibilities; a tendency that grows with his 

work and becomes a part of the impetus for his exhausting of formal verse and a 

movement to a freer verse. This will allow for his later more experimental forms and 

themes.   

 It is intriguing to see this tendency for formal dissolution nascent in these 

sonnets. It supports Andrew Fitzsimons‟s argument that the break to freer verse was 

not as drastic and definitive as many critics assess. Several other critics focus on the 

early formalism of the poems of the 1950s and early 1960s. Thus, Thomas H. 

Jackson notices that Another September (1958) „is much committed to regular but 

complicated stanzaic forms, long and free-wheeling phrases […] firmly designed 

patterns of lineation and stanza organization‟.
68

 Brian John also notices that in 

Kinsella‟s first three collections „themes are expressed within traditional English 

forms, employing tightly controlled stanza units, regular rhyming schemes, and a 

formal, dignified, controlled tone‟.
69

 Dillon Johnston sees that in the early poems „an 

archaic formalism often sequestered the poet from his audience‟.
70

 One of the closest 

readings of Kinsella‟s early formalism is performed by Badin who sees that between 

Nightwalker and Other Poems and New Poems 1973 „Kinsella took a definitive step 

away from all the forms of traditional versification and formal patterning he had 

been using in his early phase‟. She also notes Kinsella‟s first six volumes (Poems 

(1956), Another September (1958), Moralities (1960), Downstream (1962), 

Wormwood (1966), and Nightwalker and Other Poems (1968)) give „an impression 

of unity owing to the respect for traditional forms, ranging from complex stanzaic 

and rhyming patterns to a loose blank verse, and to the presence of traditional 

subjects‟.
71

 But Fitzsimons breaks with this analysis which sees the formalism of the 

earlier work starkly contrasted to the work of the 1970s when he notices that in 

Notes from the Land of the Dead (1972) „there remains an impulse towards the use 

of measure‟.
72

 Fitzsimons sees that the formal impetus is still there when others see a 
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drastic shift. While Kinsella continues to show these traits there is a formal shift that 

is coterminous with the thematic changes; as his poetry seeks more inclusive ways to 

represent his thematic material, he will also seek to break free from the straight-

jacket of formal verse. 

 The contrast of the Dionysian and the Apollonian, another interesting 

dualism, is brought to mind in the opening lines of the first sonnet of Three 

Legendary Sonnets, as it establishes a Dionysian imagery: „Most are mad who trod 

this goatish track / to beg on the summit to be fed desire‟ (TLS 5). This continues 

throughout the sonnet with lines such as „a muscled choir / rough luting for the 

dancers to attack‟ and „mountain sisters of the singing cult‟ (TLS 5). The sonnet 

shows a group of seekers pursuing their desire in the classical mountains of ancient 

Greece. The fact that the seekers have their „sweet dreams disordered as they tabored 

higher / striking steel music out of mountain fire‟ points to a poet-like figure since a 

tabor is a small drum which usually accompanies pipes and suggests a rhythmical 

beat amidst the frenzied dance (TLS 5). The „tongues of brass‟ could also point 

towards the voice of the poet. The poet or artist figure is a central character and 

concern of many of Kinsella‟s poems and is increasingly vital to the later work. 

 An awareness of opposite and contrasting conditions is once again brought to 

light as the final sestet ends with:  

 

 Blood-buskined shapes 

 transfigure among marble lines and grapes, 

 pause on the peopled mountain and consult (TLS 5). 

 

Buskins were the high-heeled boots worn by Athenian actors in ancient Greece. The 

usage of theatrical references points to the fictive nature of the dance as it is enacted 

on stage by actors, which acts to deflate the Dionysian fantasy from the beginning of 

the poem.
73

 The poem escalates the Dionysian drunken irrationality and, in a method 

that Kinsella will use to perfection in his later work, deflates it by grounding the 

theme in the rational world through an allusion to the fictional nature of the poem‟s 
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action.
74

 The push towards a more descriptive naturalism can be seen nascent in this 

poem‟s development. This part of the poem could be compared to a poem like „The 

Entire Fabric‟ from One (1974) which depicts a staging of a Faust-like play; the 

action in this poem is presented entirely from an awareness of it being a staged play 

as opposed to the action of the play being the poem‟s subject (OOP 11-12). The 

contrast between the rational and irrational in this part of Three Legendary Sonnets 

highlights a binary theme, but the way in which the two disparate elements draw 

closer through a narrative self-reflexivity in the poem is intriguing since it points 

towards a modernist self-awareness. This is a part of Kinsella‟s stylistic 

experimentation that also grows with his exploration of methods to encapsulate his 

themes. 

 The imagery in the second sonnet is much harder to interpret, but if we 

continue with the references to Greek myth then the image of the Phoenix is the 

centre of this poem along with its connection to a Christ-like figure. By revolving 

around a theme of destruction and renewal, this sonnet hints at a direction that 

Kinsella‟s later work will pursue, which is the importance of waste to society and 

poetry.
75

 Although this poem is based in Greek myth, there is a similarity to the 

Christ figure in the reference to a crucifixion but also in the Phoenix itself. By 

resurrecting itself from its own ashes, the Phoenix was seen as emblematic of the 

resurrection of Christ by early Christians who incorporated the pagan myth into their 

own mythic structure.
76

 The poem is also a reference to the Cuchulain-like figure as 

the object of the crucifixion and the bird‟s attention awaits his fate: „Writhe, body, 

for the hour for the bird is near‟ (TLS 6). This is the dying Cuchulain as he is 

awaiting his death and the crows accumulate awaiting their carrion: 
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My pitiless bird, a jewel in its head, 

feathers the sea with a scattering of stone. 

Again my prodigal child flies from the dead 

with beak and cold to eat liver and bone (TLS 6). 

 

The poem works with all three of these images in contrast (bird/Phoenix, Christ, 

Cuchulain), and indeed these three representations recur in Kinsella‟s later work (as 

does the significant jewel/crystal image), but at present the figures resolve in the 

image of the Phoenix and a renewal from the ashes of destruction.  

 The poem begins and ends with references to the body and the main parts of 

the sonnet revolve around the tortured body of the poem‟s subject. The poem opens 

with: „Writhe, body‟ and ends with „that from burnt bodies staked at creation‟s 

verges / the unplanned Phoenix constantly emerges‟ (TLS 6). The sheer physicality 

of this sonnet contrasts with the first sonnet which, although also revolving around 

dancing bodies, puts the physicality onto a broader social and cultural stage. But, like 

the first sonnet, there is a deflation in the theme of the poem as the body being 

tortured and dying turns into the more general „burnt bodies‟ from which some sort 

of rebirth occurs in the Phoenix. This concern for the physical body highlights the 

importance of this type of imagery but also its ability to contrast; here the contrast is 

within bodily images but in general it is a contrast to non-physical imagery centring 

on the intellect. 

 The third sonnet sets out its theme immediately with „Orestes, image-

throttled‟ (TLS 7). The mythical Orestes who murdered his mother and her lover for 

killing his father, King Agamemnon, is portrayed in a scene reminiscent of the 1862 

painting „The Remorse of Orestes‟ by William-Adolphe Bouguereau wherein the 

tormented Orestes is shown to be harangued by the three muses.
77

 Orestes is seen 

with a maddened look on his face as he covers his ears running from his mother who 

has a knife buried in her chest. The Muses surround him driving him deranged as he 

cannot escape their attacks. In Kinsella‟s poem, Orestes runs „against the barriers of 

man‟ by committing the ultimate sin of matricide (TLS 7). Orestes‟ torment cannot 

be reconciled within his self: „Not till his skull surrendered can / each Fury be torn 
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out by thieves‟ (TLS 7). Again, a dualism is highlighted; this time inside of the mind. 

But there is also a contrast between the masculine and the feminine here which is an 

important part of Kinsella‟s developing interrogation of this relationship in broad 

philosophical and psychological terms. This continues in the next stanza which hints 

back to the last sonnet: 

 

  Beaks and feathers in his brain 

 scuffle up against his eyes 

 forbidding pity under pain 

 of wreckage to his enterprise (TLS 7). 

 

„Beaks and feathers‟ recalls the bird that tormented the subject before it transformed 

into the Phoenix. But what is the transformation from that sonnet which is insinuated 

within Orestes‟ torment? The „wreckage to his enterprise‟ may have something to do 

with what the mythographer and poet Robert Graves translates and interprets in the 

myth of Orestes. Graves sees the story of Orestes as a part of the myths that were 

suppressed when patriarchy replaced matriarchy in ancient Greece.
78

 The Orestes 

myth points towards the male/female dichotomy as it existed in ancient Greece and 

its violent overturn within the communal psyche; ancient myth saw the male and the 

female role as reversed in early society. Indeed, Theseus first becomes a king in 

Eleusis where the roles of men and women were reversed and the male role was 

subservient to the female; the feminine goddess dominated society until it was 

overturned by the patriarchy of Poseidon.
79

 This classical male/female battle can be 

seen, like the Nietzschean contrast of the Dionysian and the Apollonian, as a veiled 

analogy of the rational/sensual divide as it exists within the mind of man and the 

need for it to be overturned.
80

 This also highlights the physical difference between 

sexes because there is some insinuation in these myths that the male/female sexual 

division itself is a sundering of one original human that was unisexual. In the poem, 

the lover must destroy the feminine but also get beyond that and from the wreckage 
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„light will beckon hands to prise / among collapsed fragments and praise‟ (TLS 7). 

He must sift through the wreckage of this false dichotomy and find the fragments on 

which to build. The original binary of man and woman is called into question and the 

source of that inside of the human psyche, with the gender specific rational and 

sensual divide, is made problematic. Kinsella‟s poetry at this point highlights a key 

issue which has to do feminist essentialism versus constructivism; feminist critics 

question whether gender differences are natural as in the essentialist argument or 

created through gender specificity as in the constructionist argument.
81

 Kinsella‟s 

analysis seems to be asking the same question years before feminist critics like Luce 

Irigaray.
82

 This is crucial to Kinsella‟s overall project of defining the actuality of the 

experience; he wants to capture the pure essence of the poetic subject. His 

responsibility towards the actuality of his subject gets to the core of feminist theory 

as he seeks to question the very essence of how the feminine is represented. By 

exploring the different ways this is represented in his poetry Kinsella is questioning 

the nature of the dichotomy between man and woman that is inherent in gender 

representations and thus the essence of representation itself. These early poetic 

explorations show the beginnings of a project for examining these relations. 

Kinsella‟s work in the late 1960s and early 1970s tears apart the male/female 

dichotomy of his own psyche and society and rebuilds a poetics from the fragments; 

in the poems of Nightwalker and Other Poems (1968) and the Notes from the Land 

of the Dead (1972) Kinsella explores the representations of the female archetype in 

his own personal and communal background. Catriona Clutterbuck sees that „a 

process of the positioning of the feminine is crucial to Kinsella‟s reengagements with 

the (im)possibility of interpretative authority in the work of psychological, 

nationalist, enlightenment, and aesthetic integration‟.
83

 He gets down to the core of 

gendered representations within his psyche (memories of the mother and 
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grandmother), exposing their individual power over his life as well as their ability to 

connect to wider social and historical ideas such as nationalism (Cathleen Ní 

Houlihan) and imperialism (Queen Victoria).
84

 

 The overall development of these sonnets centres on Greek myth and is 

attempting something similar to The Starlit Eye by illuminating the dichotomies 

inherent in the modern situation, yet here it is through a classical analogy. The Starlit 

Eye succeeds in its exploration of the male/female dichotomy by combining an 

abstract/universal with a personal exploration. The problem with Three Legendary 

Sonnets though is that the myths don‟t ring true to the lived experiences of the poet 

probably due to the cultural distance between ancient Greece and Kinsella‟s mid-

century Ireland, which causes this sequence of sonnets to fail since the classical 

analogies are strained and don‟t speak to the confessional aspects of the poet‟s life as 

his later poetry does. A classical scholar and Irish poet like Michael Longley makes 

his classical allusions work with his Irish material. In the poem „Ceasefire‟, Longley 

skilfully connects the classical story of Priam bowing before his son‟s killer to the 

IRA ceasefire and the pain of reconciliation.
85

 Kinsella‟s analogies are stronger when 

he uses the Gaelic myths which he has actively translated.
86

 Three Legendary 

Sonnets fails in that it bases itself too solidly in the mythic whereas Kinsella‟s later 

work uses Greek and other myths to allow the archetypal images to be uncovered 

without relying entirely on the stories themselves. When Kinsella does use a mythic 

exploration in his later poetry, he uses predominantly more Gaelic myth as source 

material while retaining a broader cultural reference that allows the archetypal 

significance of the material to reach a wider understanding. In a 1975 interview 

(published in 1981), Kinsella considers the two types of myth utilised in Notes from 

the Land of the Dead: „There are really two kinds of mythical references. One is 

classical reference. There isn‟t a great deal of that involved […] There is a certain 

amount of Irish legendary matter. It‟s very common knowledge in Ireland‟.
87

 These 

references show Kinsella is still using Greek myth at this point but deferring to the 
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Irish myth because it is an easily available reference for his primary audience.
88

 This 

attention to his audience is a part of the push for a more active interaction between 

the reader and the page that reflects the overall drive of Kinsella‟s work. There are 

references to Greek mythology in his later writings but a wider mythical scope 

combines with deep psychological examinations to expand the themes explored. 

 Three Legendary Sonnets, like The Starlit Eye, shows Kinsella engaging with 

his poetic subject in a way that recognises the problems with binary ways of seeing; 

successful representation lies in unity of imagery and subject. Nascent in these 

poems are the concerns for an effective and thorough way to communicate 

experience that is at the core of Kinsella‟s poetic explorations. Whether he is 

exploring the love between two people or mythological representations, the question 

of seeing through binary forms of representation and the problems associated with 

this are central to these two poems. These early poems are essentially juvenilia and 

Kinsella makes no attempt to collect or rewrite them. They show how Kinsella is 

developing as a poet still strongly influenced by the Romantic poetry of Keats and 

Yeats but also trying to touch on a modernist/neo-romantic idiom. In Kinsella‟s next 

two collections Poems (1956) and Another September (1958) he develops poetry that 

highlights certain binary concerns and continues the development towards his unique 

stylistic change.  

  

Another September and the divisiveness of love 

 

Contained within the themes of the 1958 collection Another September is Kinsella‟s 

interrogation of the binary of mind and body and how love, loss and death 

complicate easy divisions. This early concern for binary thinking shows the 

beginnings of Kinsella‟s interest in finding a way to document experience; at this 

point the focus is on the beloved and the themes are treated in a method that 

compares the relationships to metaphysical ideas as we saw in The Starlit Eye and 

Three Legendary Sonnets. Another September contains most of the earlier book 
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entitled Poems while combining with a variety of other poems. It centres on the 

disappointment of life in the face of death and the artistic act as a necessary attempt 

at creating some sort of order and understanding. Fitzsimons notes that Poems and 

Another September explore the power of love and art to create wholeness where 

there is disparity, alienation and potential chaos.
89

 The collection works through 

many of these issues and at its core there is a critique of the Christian ethos that 

alienates the body from the mind. Dualism remains central to this collection‟s 

themes. 

 Brian John notices that „in the early years of his career, Kinsella was warmly 

received in Britain‟ supporting the connections we have been making to the 

Movement poets.
90

 Kinsella‟s link to the predominant British poetry around this time 

is highlighted by his inclusion in Robert Conquest‟s anthology New Lines – 2 in 

1963. Kinsella also garnered attention in the UK when Another September was a 

Poetry Book Society Choice. Kinsella comments in the March 1958 Poetry Book 

Society Bulletin:  

 

 At least two voices will, I imagine, be detected through most of Another 

 September. One is clouded and possibly obscure; its poems satisfy a 

 compulsion to arrange rather  than to communicate. [...] The second voice is 

 reasonable and its poems are  comparatively clear. Occasionally there is a 

 fusion of the two voices, when an outer or inner narrative leads to a 

 revelatory climax, where the sudden expansion of an image contains 

 the meaning of the poem[.]
91

  

 

This comment shows that the selection of poems has a binary logic at work in the 

dual voices present in the collection. The first voice appears as a compulsive entity 

that seeks to order the material at hand with its „compulsion to arrange rather than 

communicate‟. The second voice appears more balanced and produces a voice that is 

„comparatively clear‟. Kinsella rejoices in the moments when the two voices fuse 

and a „sudden expansion of an image‟ produces meaning. Kinsella‟s comments here 

show his desire to create meaning out of conflicting and contrasting voices by 
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generating poetry that combines these disparate elements into a cohesive whole. 

These two voices appear to be an early example of Kinsella‟s drive towards an 

inclusive form of representation.
92

 He sees this as a way forward but also recognises 

that this is the beginning of his exploration of a more complete representation when 

he says: „These voices have not yet succeeded in uttering the kind of poetry I most 

admire‟.
93

     

 This collection also highlights some of Kinsella‟s socio-political concerns in 

embryonic form. It has been argued by John Montague that Kinsella‟s early work 

does not deal with Ireland by grounding itself in time and place.
94

 Yet this collection 

contains five poems that show Kinsella‟s socio-political concerns for Ireland in a 

nascent state. The poem „Death of a Queen‟, which is also in pamphlet form in a 

1956 Dolmen Chapbook, deals with death and love through an analogy of a queen 

and her lover. The poem consistently references the Cathleen Ní Houlihan figure that 

has „the step of a goddess‟ which recalls Yeats‟s Cathleen who „had the walk of a 

queen‟ (AS 2).
95

 Lines such as „death was enticed / Out of the hands that climbed 

about her‟ and „[f]orming a body gradually out of the dead‟  allude to the ability of 

the queen-like figure or Aisling myth to create a nationalist blood sacrifice (AS 2). 

The next poem in the collection, „Test Case‟, is a direct indictment of the „heroic 

agenda‟ associated with nationalist myth making (AS 3). It portrays the life of a 

Cuchulain-like figure as his heroic acts are co-opted by the body politic. Other 

poems such as „In the Ringwood‟ with its references to the 1798 Rebellion, „King 

John‟s Castle‟ with its mention of British landlordism, and „Lead‟ with its comments 

on the dominating manor houses, all point toward a socio-political critique of the 

colonial situation but also nationalist politics and thus a particularly Irish post-

colonial analysis. Kinsella‟s work here shows some of these concerns in embryonic 
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form; they do not guide the material but are significant reference points to future 

themes. These issues will be further developed as he becomes more assured of the 

validity of using this subject matter for the themes of his poetry. These concerns can 

be seen later in poems like „A Country Walk‟ from Downstream (1962) and most 

spectacularly in Butcher’s Dozen (1972) wherein he shows a readiness to engage 

directly with an anti-colonial critique of British state authority in Ireland.
96

 Kinsella 

also deals with the aftermath of Britain‟s rule in poems like „Nightwalker‟ which 

exposes post-colonial concerns from the insider‟s view of a civil servant. At present, 

these concerns are dwarfed by the themes of love and death which are the core 

elements of these poems. It is here that we see a conflict between what could be 

identified as a neo-romantic style of modernism and the Movement poetry at work in 

Kinsella‟s poetry. He shows all the hallmarks of a neo-romantic style as his analysis 

of romantic themes are used to contrast current realities in the same way T. S. Eliot 

attempts to represent the new in the old in The Wasteland (1922). Thus, Kinsella 

may have more of a connection to the high modernists at this point than the 

Movement poets and his actual incorporation of a Movement ethos might not 

actually occur until much later as he attempts to ground his subject further in the 

lived moment. In fact, this supports Gerald Dawe‟s assertion that Kinsella‟s work 

represents an unmooring from the great modernist achievements.
97

 Kinsella engages 

with modernist traditions alongside contrasting styles such as those represented by 

the Movement poets in order to develop his own unique style. As his work matures 

then his current themes will fuse seamlessly with other wider socio-political 

concerns such as is found in the before mentioned „Nightwalker‟, which will 

examine the problems of the newly modernising Ireland alongside the personal 

concerns of the poet.  

 If we return to Montague‟s comments about Kinsella‟s lack of Irish places 

and themes, we can see that it is crucial to examine where Kinsella is thematically 

positioned in relation to some of his contemporary Irish poets. During this time 

Montague, who is a friend of Kinsella, is also publishing poetry through Liam 
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Miller‟s Dolmen Press, as is Austin Clarke.
98

 Montague published Forms of Exile in 

1956 which examines Irish issues. In a poem such as „Rhetorical Meditations in 

Time of Peace‟ he examines the Irish church and its connection to the Irish state with 

satirical humour, a poem like „Speech for an Ideal [Irish] Election‟ deals directly 

with Irish politics, while „Emigrants‟ looks at Irish emigration which along with 

themes of exile is at the core of the collection.
99

 A trawl through Clarke‟s poems 

between 1955 and 1960 find some similar thematic concerns. For instance, in 

Ancient Lights. Poems and Satires: First Series (1955) a poem like „Celebrations‟ 

highlights nationalist commemoration and its connection to state and religion, while 

other poems deal with socio-political matters like poverty and lone mothers. In Too 

Great a Vine. Poems and Satires: Second Series (1957) a series of poems dealing 

with Protestant nationalists such as Robert Emmet and Wolfe Tone are given 

satirical treatment which highlights their Protestantism in relation to their 

nationalism. Clarke uses this as a way to highlight the problems that monomaniacal 

Catholic nationalism caused in the early to mid twentieth century.
100

 Both Montague 

and Clarke are engaging closely with political and religious issues at this point of 

time but in more satirical and ironic poems, whereas Kinsella is engaging in a less 

forceful manner and using less irony and satire. This trait sets Kinsella apart from the 

Movement poets once again since according to Stephen Regan „wit and irony is a 

prominent feature‟ of those poets.
101

 Thus, Montague and Clarke may have more in 

common with the Movement poets during the 1950s since Kinsella begins his focus 

on political and historical themes in the late 1960s and 1970s. At this time these 

concerns are much more muted than what we find in these other two poets. 

Kinsella‟s poems are increasingly tied up in the philosophical implications of 

representation as some of the self-reflexive parts of his poems show, and 

thematically they appear much closer to a modernist style of poetry than the other 

two writers at this time.  

 Like The Starlit Eye, „An Ancient Ballet‟ also opens with „ticking stars‟ (AS 
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18) that register celestial and metaphysical order. This poem is another example of 

Kinsella‟s more formal verse style with four line stanzas of six to nine syllables and 

a regular rhyming scheme (a,b,a,b). The first five stanzas discuss the night skies, in 

particular the moon as it „draws our gazes thronging / into the figured void‟ (AS 18). 

This assumes that the night sky connects man to his ideal philosophical forms or the 

„figured void‟. But this also resonates with a connection to the archetypal figures that 

Kinsella will explore much further in his later poetry.
102

 Kinsella‟s feminized moon, 

consistently highlighted with the descriptive pronoun „her‟, draws the human gaze 

into deep thought but the fifth stanza deflates this high philosophising:  

 

 And I think that her stare discovers  

 Only what we pretend,  

 That the moon is lovely, but will descend  

 Through the night‟s honest endeavours (AS 18).  

 

The dreamer‟s gaze is grounded in the practical reality of the moon. Although the 

image of the moon can be romanticised into something more than its physical reality, 

it will eventually end its cycle through the night sky and appear to sink into the sea.
 

This ethereal appearance belies the reality of the thousands of miles separating the 

two, but also hints at the difference between the metaphysical and the real. The poem 

is developing a contrast between two starkly different images and ideas; the binaries 

must be clearly identified at this point in order to develop a critique of binary 

viewpoints. 

 Stanzas six and seven and the first three lines of stanza eight appear to be 

bringing the contemplation of celestial power and meaning into the narrator‟s room; 

a room which recurs throughout this collection and finds a memorable permanence 

in „Baggot Street Deserta‟.
103

 Interestingly, the deflationary development of the first 
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five stanzas is drawn into question with the tone of the first two lines of stanza six: 

„It looked so when her face filled / My window one endless hour‟ (AS 18). „It looked 

so‟ creates an ambiguity about what is happening in the proceeding stanzas thus 

questioning the binary logic that is developing. The binaries that the poem has been 

dealing with are shown as faulty when the reader is made aware of the tentative 

nature of the narrator‟s search. 

 As the narrator sits in the room he remembers how „once a panther came‟ (AS 

19) which connects to the female/feline entity that appears as a leopard in another 

poem from this collection, „Night Songs‟. While this panther haunts the narrator in 

„An Ancient Ballet‟ it also connects him to the sensuality of the feminine as opposed 

to the rationality of the masculine. The panther is partly the beloved/muse figure 

with her alluring sexuality as well as a representation of the sensual through a primal 

animal from the warmer southern climate. Kinsella is also drawing on similar 

analogies here to those found in The Starlit Eye; he finds the rational and sensual 

divide problematic and seeks to unify these disparate entities in the love shared 

between the poem‟s narrator and his beloved. The sensual feline in „An Ancient 

Ballet‟ acts to contrast the rationality of the narrator against the warm sensuality of 

the beloved.  

 Kinsella‟s room is disengaged from by the narrator as the „lunar curtain‟ 

swings to expose „serious dancers from / Their stations and their time‟ (AS 19). He is 

then able to engage with the two disparate elements of the human psyche as their 

dance is exposed for him to document. The last line of stanza eight and stanzas nine 

through eleven explore these dancers in a Yeats-like diction as analogous to the 

moon and the sea in their nocturnal dance. The sea‟s vastness contrasts with the 

moon‟s illumination:  

 

 All about her lit as though  

 Blood rang, marvels toiled.  

 Close at heart there sailed  

 A stately vast plateau (AS 19).  

                                                                                                                                          
 in my attic, up under the roof  

 over Baggot Street (Thomas Kinsella, The Familiar (Dublin: Peppercanister, Dedalus Press, 

 1999), p. 7).  

 

The 2001 Collected Poems1956-2000 (Carcanet) changes „attic‟ to „cell‟. 
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The moon dances through the heavens every night with the „stately vast plateau‟ of 

the sea „[c]lose at heart‟. The moon and the sea are like two lovers as they dance 

together every night and seem to share a close bond. But the reality is that the moon 

is not really dipping into the ocean because they are separated by vast distances. The 

analogy shows how two lovers, united in the bond of love, are actually living within 

an illusion of unity when their true natures are poles apart. 

 The narrator realises in the last three stanzas that these two vast entities never 

really unite and that their dance may be, seemingly like that of the rational and 

sensual, a dance of opposites never achieving union. Kinsella‟s recognises the binary 

but as part of a wider system that he must seek to understand. The impetus for 

exploring various numerical systems in the early 1970s are based in this binary dead-

end represented by the dance. The imagery in this poem represents a vast gulf 

between the lovers and the symbols highlight separation as opposed to unity. The 

ticking of the stars in the opening stanza is matched by the pulse and the watch of the 

narrator as the dawning realisation of the separation between the dancers overcomes 

him. His probing inner eye travels beneath the sea for answers where he discovers 

the inevitability of human dissolution or death: „Time lowers its twinkling shells / To 

a freighted bed, to a travelled floor‟ (AS 19). The poet, or „[t]heir recorder‟, sleeps 

and these discordant parts unite in his dreams. The final lines return to repeat the 

opening as the stars, once again, help to put some order on the chaos. 

 The poem is about the poet imagining the age old dance, the „ancient ballet‟ 

of the moon and the sea or the feminine and death, and that these lovers will never 

achieve a unity; the moon will never enter the sea although our perception of their 

unity is allowed in the dreamlike lowering of the moon into the sea. The two 

opposites cannot unite in the real world, and it is only in the artistic imagination that 

their dance achieves unity. Kinsella is exploring how art can seek to unite opposites 

through representation.
104

 He is looking for a way to transcend the problem of 

divisiveness in both reality and representation. In a similar vein, around the same 

time that Another September was published, Kinsella discusses „the immense 
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awkwardness of mankind in a universe seen as an “endless quarrel between earth and 

sky”‟ as the right context for the poet‟s attachment to his land.
105

 It is this „endless 

quarrel‟ between binary ways of identifying existence that the poet must seek to 

represent from; instead of accepting these ways of representing the poet must report 

from inside the divide.
106

 This is where Kinsella‟s desire to record without 

interfering finds its origins.  

 At the core of the binary opposition that underlies these love poems is the 

difference between men and women. „The Fifth Season‟ points towards the necessity 

of the feminine image represented as „she‟ or „raven beauty‟ to the narrator‟s 

sensibilities, and highlights Kinsella‟s personal muse while also connecting to a 

wider feminine imagery. The male and female are natural opposites but their union is 

the core of many of these poems. „The Fifth Season‟ highlights the masochism based 

in the singularity of the male that is freed through contact with the female to allow 

for a reconciliation of opposites:  

 

 A masochism gasped and flew  

 Gladly into the shared air  

 And howled out its power over  

 Both poles of our good will.  

 The South horror and (lover  

 With lover) the North joy of the soul  

 Interlocked immensities (AS 35).  

 

Once the destructive inner nature of the male is released then the contrasting poles of 

the psyche can be reconciled, which also insinuates that the male/female relationship 

can find unity in such a manner.
107

 The focus on love hints that it may be a way to 

unite disparate entities    
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 Religion represents a crucial binary as it is based in ideas that separate good 

and evil. In this poem it is mentioned in the penultimate stanza; the first three times 

that God is mentioned is by the voice from this stanza as it appears to be trying to 

enforce a divisiveness of its own. The voice tries to part the unity of the male and 

female by invoking the deity and disparaging the „various powers of the flesh‟ (AS 

35). The final stanza‟s „comely daughters‟ is a reference to Yeats‟s „A Prayer for my 

Daughter‟. But Kinsella uses it as a way to show how natural beauty can stay the 

powers of dissolution or death while also recognising the finality of the flesh: „All 

that drifts into the tomb / Is a body still or a body speaking‟ (AS 35). By focusing on 

the body in these final lines the poem returns to the corporeal and contrasts this to a 

supernatural deity that appears to oppose the unity of the body and mind. This 

contrast helps to highlight the problem of an enlightened division between the mind 

and body that Descartes‟ reason demands, but also shows how religious superstition 

is a large cause of this division. „An Ancient Ballet‟ and „The Fifth Season‟ expose 

the problems inherent in the love between men and women as the disparate natures 

of their selves and the divisiveness of the ways used to represent the unity of man 

and woman eventually exposes the faults of binary representation. 

 

Another September and religious binary thought 

  

Religion is a crucial part of Ireland in the 1950s. Kinsella‟s poetry represents a 

significant attempt to expose connections between the Catholic Church and the Irish 

state that writers such as John McGahern and Brian Friel also represent. Through 

representations of the people of Ireland as they are affected by the social 

circumstances including the Catholic Church, these writers represent a considerable 

social commentary on mid-century Ireland. The relationship between the church and 

state is highlighted in the controversy over the attempt by the coalition government 

to introduce a state maternity health scheme in the early 1950s. The church opposed 

this move especially since they were powerfully entrenched in the state hospitals. As 

R. F. Foster claims, this scheme made sense and was spearheaded by minister Noel 

Browne. Browne‟s mistake was to innocently treat the church „in as offhand manner 

as anyone else‟.
108

 When push came to shove the rest of the cabinet abandoned 
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Browne highlighting the power of the church but also the lack of any conviction in 

tackling their control.
109

 As a civil servant at this time, Kinsella would have been 

very aware of this control. Throughout Another September religion is seen as a basis 

for a problematic binary divisiveness. A crucial development in the collection is a 

critique of the Christian morality system which sustains this divisiveness.
110

 

Kinsella‟s analysis finds the Christian moral system lacking and a process begins in 

which it will be effectively marginalised. As his work develops, Kinsella searches 

other systems in which to explore his thematic although the rituals and symbols of 

Christianity, in particular Roman Catholicism, still structure much of his work. 

Indeed, Christian themes and symbols can be found in Kinsella‟s recent work such as 

the deep examinations of the deity within the human psyche in Godhead (1999), the 

explorations of faith and how to define its loss in the modern secular world in Belief 

and Unbelief (2007), or the effects of Christian thought on war in Man of War 

(2007).
111

 By examining his own loss of faith against larger philosophical issues, 

Kinsella highlights the problematic tendency for Christianity to sunder the human 

being‟s unity of body and spirit by stigmatising the human body. Christianity is 

questioned for its lack of ability to unify and its desire to devalue the bodily and 

physical side of man for the spiritual experience of the mind. Religion is one of the 

first forms for explaining existence that Kinsella examines and finds problematical; 

his poetry explores Manichaeism and abhors how it is dogmatically exclusive and 

divisive. 

 The development of Kinsella‟s apostasy can be neatly traced in his interviews 

between 1966 and 2004. In 1966 Kinsella is still dealing with his personal faith and 

is willing to make a statement like: „I am Catholic and find no obstacle to poetry in 

that‟.
112

 By 1981 Kinsella says of the earlier work that the Catholicism „was so 

pervasive that it hardly counted as an influence at all; it was a reality like oxygen‟ 
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and it eventually „disappeared more or less without fuss over a longish period‟.
113

 In 

1996 Kinsella can assert that „religion, as normally understood [sic] has disappeared 

totally. I don‟t see any room for it‟.
114

 Kinsella has worked his way through his faith 

and other systems of representation and found a way of communicating that absorbs 

but also gets past these influences in a transcendence of the „anxiety of influence‟, 

yet in a spiritualistic/systemic vein.
115

 Fitzsimons notes that, in comparison to an 

earlier Catholic writer like Clarke, „Kinsella loosened the Church‟s hold with less of 

a struggle‟.
116

 He is indebted to writers like Clarke and Joyce for working their way 

free of the „nets‟ of their religion in order to more fully apply their art. Intriguingly, 

by 2004 Kinsella comments that „[r]eligion has disappeared, but ceremony has 

not‟.
117

 Kinsella may see Catholicism disappearing but traces remain throughout his 

oeuvre as residual concerns can still be seen operating today. For instance, in Belief 

and Unbelief (2007) Kinsella returns to ritual symbols such as: „I am kneeling before 

the altar / under the bowl of blood‟ and: „In among the pious presences / praying 

among their candles‟.
118

 His personal belief may have disappeared but the Catholic 

urge to utilise ritualised imagery continues. As his work develops, Kinsella realises 

the dialectical nature of communication relies on the necessity of the communal 

forms such as religious symbolism.
119

 

 The room mentioned in „An Ancient Ballet‟ shows where the poet/narrator 

works and also where his Christian faith died. „Must used for music‟ (AS 19) is a 

misprint which is verified in the later versions of this poem when it is rewritten as 

„Much used‟.
120

 The line, „Where a faith died and little lacks‟, is also changed to, 

„Where a faith died and a little lacks‟ which alters the entire meaning of the line (AS 
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19).
121

 In its original version it means that there is little lacking in the poet‟s room, 

that it contains all he needs, but the later version implies that there is a little faith 

lacking; in the loss of the Christian faith there is no appreciable replacement, and 

there is a lack due to that loss. This highlights how the loss of faith creates a void, 

both spiritually and thematically, that the artist seeks to fill. Kinsella‟s work over the 

coming years especially in the late 1960s and early 1970s finds him seeking to fill 

this void with Jungian theories and quasi-mystical systemic explorations.  

 The binary problems of religion are contrasted with political leadership in 

„Priest and Emperor‟ through a portrait of Marcus Aurelius. Although it is not 

included in both of the later collected poems, its themes do appear in a different form 

in the poem „Marcus Aurelius‟ from the 2006 collection Marginal Economy.
122

 

„Priest and Emperor‟ does not specify a direct connection to Aurelius, but the poem‟s 

subject is a Roman ruler whose rule also leans towards a spiritual role. The subject 

mentions  

 

 My tyrannical devoted, bearing in  

 My rule to me, who bear  

 Fortuna felix for a discipline (AS 26)  

 

Fortuna felix is one of the Roman goddesses of good luck that is also on the side of 

an ancient Roman Silver Denarius with Commodus, Aurelius‟s son and heir, on the 

other side of the coin. Whereas Commodus and his mother Faustina are referenced in 

the 2006 poem, they are not in this earlier poem. Several other parts of the poem 

suggest that the subject of the poem is a Roman emperor; such as references to 

„squadronned / Consuls‟ and „laurel / I bind into my hair‟ (AS 26, 27). Two major 

facets of „Priest and Emperor‟ point towards it being Aurelius. Firstly, Aurelius was 

a writer whose Meditations are still published and read to this day.
123

 Kinsella‟s 

priest/emperor mentions the „shedding of excess across my papers‟ as he toils over a 

similar tome to the Meditations (AS 27). Secondly, the fact that it is a priest and an 

emperor is also a clue to the subject of the poem being Aurelius. Although Aurelius 

was not a Christian himself, he was well versed in ritual as he became a Salian priest 
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at the age of eight.
124

 The poem also consistently points towards the ritualistic role of 

its subject with language such as „votive smoke‟ or „that pastor‟ (AS 26). Aurelius is 

a priest-like figure but by also being a political and historical figure he allows 

Kinsella to contrast the religious and the political in this character. The emperor rules 

his domain with a deeper philosophical ideology than that of the average 

authoritarian:  

 

 I thread my votive smoke: “Whither sighest,  

  Steam of entrails, gasp of patience?”  

 Doubt and hosanna, coupling in the highest,  

 Twining, refracting, towards one constellation‟s  

 Outburning figure in the blackest quadrant  

  Answer and blur in the blue air (AS 26).  

 

The opening of the stanza shows the priest figure burning incense which is then 

quickly paganised with a reference to blood sacrifice. The contrast occurs again in 

the lines following as the Christian „hosanna‟ is contrasted to celestial figures. The 

contrast is also added to by the repeated usage of words emphasising interaction such 

as „coupling‟, „twining‟ and „refracting‟.  

 There are differences as well as similarities between this 1958 poem and the 

2006 poem. Derval Tubridy notices how Kinsella‟s poems work as „a series of 

distinctive and interconnected poetic sequences that build together to form a loosely 

structured whole‟ in the Peppercannister series (1972-2007, Tubridy covers the 

poems up until 1999), but Kinsella‟s work connects even further back as these poems 

show.
125

 Kinsella‟s later poem is a much more direct confrontation with the 

historical facts of Aurelius‟s life and reign and its allegorical effect is also much 

more pronounced. Both are divided into roman numbered sections, but the 2006 

poem is presented in differing verse forms as well as moderated tones. „Marcus 

Aurelius‟ has binary questions at its core as the opening section notes: „A little flesh, 

A little breath. / And the mind governing‟.
126

 Aurelius has to deal with the „brutal 
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tribes‟ from the north, which represents unbridled passion. There is another „vaguer-

seeming contagion out of the East‟ which could represent the Christian religion 

which is attacking the Roman Empire from without and within during Aurelius‟s 

reign.
127

 Christianity brought a more profound and lasting change to society than any 

of the other cultures the Roman Empire encountered.  

  „Marcus Aurelius‟ speaks of the political problems in Northern Ireland by 

analogy, while „Priest and Emperor‟ is an attempt to comment analogously on the 

position of the Catholic Church in Ireland and its role as powerbroker in the post-

independence Irish state.
128

 The connections between the Irish state and the Catholic 

Church are reflected in the dual role of Aurelius as priest and statesman. Mid-century 

writers such as Kinsella, Friel and McGahern expose the effect of the church‟s 

control on both the institutions of the state as well as the morality of its people. 

Gerald Dawe discusses Kinsella‟s „Nightwalker‟ (1966, 1968):  

 

 „Nightwalker‟ is a most thorough examination of modern Irish experience. It 

 is a more damaging and subversive critique than Kavanagh‟s „The Great 

 Hunger‟ because Kinsella‟s poem takes the imagination into previously 

 uncharted territory. The hostility and indifference of governmental offices 

 and political chambers are settings where, until Kinsella, Irish poetry had not 

 been before.
129

 

 

Kinsella exposes a novel view of Irish society in his later poetry but the seed of this 

analysis is present in „Priest and Emperor‟. Like McGahern‟s The Dark (1965) 

which exposes how the church and rural society effect a young man or the portrait of 

emigration and the restrictive rural Catholic society that Friel‟s character Gar faces 

in Philadelphia, Here I Come (1964), Kinsella exposes not just the reality of society 
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but its effects on the individual in a superb poetic naturalism that matches these other 

writers and also predates their work.
130

  

 „Priest and Emperor‟ highlights the duality of Aurelius‟s role as priest and 

emperor. Reason is characterised as a cold and barren state:  

 

 Icy staring, out of the hard hours‟ torque,  

 As towards a cold right in these nights I channel  

  The perspiration of the dark,  

 Ice eyes in station at the window-panel (SE 27).  

 

A cold, hard reason arises from his philosophising as the rigorous meditations 

produce the dark insights of reason. This reason becomes tyrannical and oppressive 

and is then transfigured into a beastly feminine figure that haunts the priest/emperor 

but also guides him ruthlessly in his rule:  

 

  The land administered clean;  

 The punishment of rule remaindered to  

 A walk in snow-dust with my great-eyed queen (AS 28). 

 

 Aurelius recognises the fallacy of his full-throated cry to reason and perhaps 

also the problem of a binary divisiveness in the penultimate stanza: „Truth is in 

impulse, and in the strokes that flay / Impulse from it; its greeting, double bladed‟ 

(AS 28). Impulse contains the truth that reason attempts to hide but this impulsive 

reaction also contains a dangerous binary. The physicality of torture highlights its 

antithesis in a reasoned philosophy. The rational and irrational, reason and passion 

cannot be separated for they contain within each other their opposites. While the 

coldly rational becomes central to Aurelius‟s way of thought, it also transfigures into 

a beastly feminine image which highlights the duality of the rational and the sensual 

and the impossibility of separating them from each other. 

 Kinsella‟s concern with Christian dualism focuses on the body in „The 

Monk‟. In this poem the body and the spirit are seen through an image of a 
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celibate.
131

 The monk lives his drab existence hiding his body as well as his mind 

from any sensual/sinful influence: „Sunk in the cowl, shuttered / From possible 

magic, his quiet eye‟ (AS 25). But the poem centres on the body and the painful 

denial that it endures:  

 

 A sense of scrubbed flesh in the path;  

 A thought of washing in cold hours  

 When dreams are scrubbed off  

 In a chill room, huge flowers,  

 Night blooms, accidentally plucked (AS 25).  

 

The monk‟s body is scrubbed of the sins associated with the flesh. His is a life spent 

denying any of the carnal sins in order to ensure his heavenly reward. As Kinsella 

says in a 1981 interview, „the monk is envisaging heaven‟.
132

 The dreams of women 

represented by the „huge flowers‟ or „night blooms‟ may symbolise the female 

vagina that is „accidentally plucked‟ during the monk‟s dreams.  These dreams 

portray the deep seated parts of his psyche or the irrational/sensual side of the 

monk‟s inner reality, but by morning the rational, awakened psyche denies these 

dreams and washes away the hot sensual with a cold rational bath of Christian 

dogma. The last lines highlight the ironical opposition of this Christian dogma to the 

inner psyche of the individual:   

 

 Savouring in death a tide of light,  

 Harvest in all decay,  

 Spring in February night (AS 25). 

 

The monk, who refuses the physical side of life, savours the afterlife that he is 

promised in death and finds that there will be harvest in decay and spring in the 

middle of winter. The oppositions operate as an ironical deflation of the Christian 

myth that demands that the life be lived in denial of the natural bodily desires in 
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order for the complete fulfilment of his heavenly reward.
133

 This monk acts as an 

example of the problem with denying the body its natural desires and functions that 

are inherent in Christian dogma and highlights the havoc that binary thinking can 

cause on natural human functions. 

  „Ulysses‟ contains analyses of religious binaries which also compares to the 

rational/sensual binary. It also overtly uses Greek myth as did his earlier pamphlet 

Three Legendary Sonnets, and like that pamphlet does not achieve the synthesis of 

the later usage of Gaelic and world myth which was discussed earlier. The fact that 

neither this poem nor Three Legendary Sonnets find themselves represented in either 

of Kinsella‟s collected poems shows that Kinsella was probably aware of their 

failings. The poem‟s action centres on the love of Odysseus and Penelope but does 

not show their unity, it instead emphasises their separation. The Greek myth is also 

contrasted with the Christian myth. 

 After the introduction of a desolate and „ransacked‟ garden, the sun appears 

as a „blond glory‟ and is shortly followed by the first mention of Odysseus which 

immediately connects him with Christian myth: „Eden locked still in Odysseus‟ (AS 

15). We see the garden in two lights: it could be the Garden of Eden after the Fall or 

it could be Odysseus‟s palace grounds lying in ruins after Penelope‟s suitors have 

destroyed it. The bright, hot sun is contrasted in stanza four with the cold, hard 

north:  

 

 The sun, in its weak season,  

 Repelled out of the North  

 Crying coldly: Die; any fashion  

 Of death – on the sword, 

  In Autumnal rages or passion  

 – But die. A grief has towered (AS 25, italics in text).  

 

All of the imagery up until now is in contrast to natural beauty; the garden is 

wrecked and desolately overgrown as the warm sun is coming from the cold „North‟ 
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delivering a message of death and grief. Rage is also contrasted with passion. The 

overall tone is one of desolation and misery as the normally uplifting images create a 

cold and barren feeling. 

 The image of the garden then morphs into a strange place where a leaf 

develops into a calyx, which is the protective layer of a budding flower, and then 

becomes a chalice. The flower, transformed into something containing the power of 

Christian myth, folds „away its polis, / Its mirage of a Tale‟ (AS 16). Once again, the 

Greek and the Christian myths collide as the flower encloses the Greek city state and 

its illusion of a tale that is capitalised to give it a divine origin. This may insinuate 

that some sort of divine Christian myth is present which the mention of the chalice 

also highlights. The biblical „agony in the garden‟ is then mentioned but this time the 

ghosts who dig „their graves again‟ are burdened with „the immaculate bliss of the 

sun‟ (AS 16). The sun re-enters yet this time with a warmer imagery that is 

associated with the Marian image or the Immaculate Mary.  

 The poem builds up these images of Greek and Christian myth to create a 

similitude which shows a problematic divisiveness between and within these myths. 

The subject of the poem, who may be Odysseus, Christ, or man in general, is 

straining against these bonds:  

 

 Rooted in need, dementing  

 His reason: Lo, she is there,  

 My dear target, standing! (AS 16, italics in text) 

 

The body is strained by the intellectual demands of the divisiveness that myth places 

on the body. It demands the separation of the sensual and the rational and thus 

sunders the human; its „roots‟ are in effect „wrenched apart‟ (AS 16). 

 The poem‟s title, „Ulysses‟, reminds one of Joyce‟s novel which contains a 

supreme representation of the womanly man in the character of Leopold Bloom. 

Bloom is a unique character in that he reverses the typical masculine hero and, as 

such, represents the anti-hero who becomes increasingly important for twentieth-

century fiction. Bloom is in touch with his sensual side and able to express his 

affection for his wife in ways that would have seemed de-masculinised to the late 

nineteenth-/early twentieth-century male; Bloom makes his wife breakfast in bed or, 

more astonishingly, ignores her infidelity. Joyce also represents uncensored sexual 
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and scatological physicality unabashedly such as in the outhouse scene in Chapter I 

and the beach masturbation scene in Chapter II.
134

 Stephen Dedalus represents the 

rationalist who must think through his every action and thus serves to contrast the 

sensual Bloom. Joyce shows this manifestation of a high modernist concern for the 

problems with Enlightenment rationalism which Kinsella picks up on throughout his 

oeuvre.
135

 Indeed, this poem with its contrast between the physical and the rational 

when examined against the other poems we have seen seems to reek of this Joycean 

concern. Kinsella attempts to contrast the opposition of Greek/Christian, 

male/female, rational/passionate in order to show the dangers of such divisiveness in 

his „Ulysses‟. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

Kinsella is searching in these earlier poems for a way to represent his poetic subject 

which allows for a deeper penetration into that subject‟s actual existence. His work 

at this time is rooted in the Romantic poetry he is emulating but also shows signs of 

modernist experimentation in its themes and growing self-reflexivity. There are also 

fruitful connections and disconnections to the Movement poetry in the UK during 

this time. The poems explore themes that expose a concern for binary ways of 

viewing the poetic subject that have their roots in the Cartesian dualities of mind and 

body. Kinsella examines these binaries primarily through the male-female 

relationship and notices how love tends to heal the differences that cause division. 

When Kinsella encounters the Christian dualism that also separates the mind and the 

body, his work favours the body especially when it is challenged by rigorous dogma 

seeking to suppress that part of experience. The explorations are still tentative at this 

point but become much more refined in the poems of the early 1960s that delve 

deeper into divisive binary thought. His poetry is searching for a way to explore 

experience in all of its richness, and he is rejecting anything that narrows that 
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exploration while searching for the tools to expand it. The motivation is to explore 

and record experience and document that in poetry as successfully as he can. This 

early work shows that he is exploring and exhausting methods for representing his 

poetic subject as he sets up the profound changes of the late 1960s and 1970s. The 

next chapter continues to examine this development in the poetry of the early 1960s. 
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Chapter 2 

 

 ‘In the spasm of sentience/ Beast and man are made one’: Kinsella’s search for 

more inclusive methods of representation and the exhaustion of binary methods 

in the early 1960s.
136

 

 

In the 1960s Kinsella continues to explore his poetic subject by deconstructing faulty 

binary ways of seeing. He does this by examining how this subject is represented 

through divisive dichotomies such as the rational/sensual and the mind/body. 

Kinsella is seeking unity through his representations of these entities by showing the 

problems with divisive forms of interpretation. This becomes increasingly obvious 

when he explores the split nature of Christian ideology. These examinations and the 

rejections of bifurcated ways of representation are an important step in the 

development of Kinsella‟s later style. They show him exploring the essence of how 

we perceive and represent the poetic subject and thus the need for more inclusive 

forms of representation.  

 The 1960s was a decade of momentous change in Ireland as the economic 

and social transformations of the 1950s took effect. The decade began with hope for 

change but ended in the disappointment of a lacklustre economic growth and 

increased emigration. As Dermot Keogh states: „This was a decade which began 

with so much promise and ended, for various international and domestic reasons, in 

economic and political disarray‟.
137

 Kinsella begins the 1960s as a civil servant in 

Ireland and ends them as a Professor of Poetry in the United States. His poetry also 

travels through a vast space thematically and formally during this time. Kinsella‟s 

poetry in the early 1960s continues to explore different ways of representing human 

experience and indeed the two collections which this chapter concerns itself with, 

Moralities (1960) and Downstream (1962), resume unpacking the problems with 

binary thinking as well as the Christian ethos. Kinsella continues the unique thematic 

path he began in the 1950s while also retaining strong formal impulses in these 

collections. In comparison to other Irish poets at this time he is avoiding the pastoral 

imagery of Montague and Murphy and is showing himself to be a poet still 
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concerned with certain metaphysical conceits as can be seen in the Moralities 

sequence. Yet these are being deconstructed along with the binary identities as 

Kinsella continues to develop towards a style that reflects more clarity in its 

approach. Kinsella‟s evolution towards his unique mature style is in its infancy at 

this point, but it is no surprise that he does choose more radical paths since the 1960s 

represented a period of fundamental change. Although Ireland still suffered under the 

stifling moral censure of the Catholic Church, expressed quite literally in the 

censorship laws, it still felt the growing liberalisation of morality that was sweeping 

the US and UK at this time. The physical movement between the Ireland of the early 

1960s and the US of the late 1960s coincides with a radical and ongoing formal and 

thematic development in Kinsella‟s poetry. The impact of American poetry is also 

being felt but becomes much more profound by the late 1960s when a confessional 

method works its way into Kinsella‟s developing style. Kinsella‟s poetry of the early 

1960s prefigures the search for alternative systems to represent experience that 

follows in the late 1960s and early 1970s. In effect, these poems set the stage for 

Kinsella‟s development of a new style that explores the actuality of his subject in a 

style that resembles a documentary naturalism.  

 At this point, Kinsella is exhausting his earlier methods for examining his 

poetic subject such as simple binary identifications while setting up a search for 

alternative ways of viewing his poetic subject. Maurice Harmon‟s comment: 

„whereas Another September reflects the situation, Downstream deals with it‟, hints 

at the shifting methodology of these collections.
138

 Thomas H. Jackson notices that 

Kinsella‟s poetry during this period is „not so much at the service of the depiction of 

experience as they are aimed at the revelation of an ethics‟.
139

 As Jackson sees it, 

Kinsella is also actively developing an ethical system at this point. But Kinsella is 

attempting to deconstruct the ethical systems around him and not necessarily develop 

an ethics himself. His goal is to explore his poetic subject as inclusively as possible 

and avoid any narrow ideological focus such as that found in the Christian morality 

system. Kinsella shows a desire for accuracy in his examination of his poetic subject 

highlighted by this desire to scrutinize these ethical systems and then throw out what 

he finds faulty. Ethics, as we shall see in Moralities, is a part of the problematic 

approach of the Christian morality system.  
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 In the early 1960s, Kinsella is still writing poetry with consistent rhyming 

and metrical schemes. This formal style is fairly consistent throughout the poetry but 

it is beginning to loosen. This loosening of form coincides with his abandonment of 

the older ways of viewing his subject and, as we shall see, his movement to freer 

verse styles coincides with the development of a more inclusive style. His thematic 

now is one of questioning the philosophical basis of identity formations that are 

founded in binary identification. The poetry and prose at this time shows Kinsella 

increasingly aware of how the poem communicates reality. This is a continuation 

and evolution of the unique melding of a modernist questioning of representation 

with a concern for more formally Romantic issues as we saw in the poetry of the 

1950s.   

 Kinsella stresses the importance of the body in „Time and the Poet‟ (1959), a 

lecture at University College Dublin, in which he praises Keats for his poetry being 

„bound in the body rather than the spirit‟.
140

 Kinsella discusses the need for the poet 

to be inclusive of the intellectual as well as feelings when he says that the writer 

must appeal „to his listeners not only on the intellectual, but on all levels of 

perception‟.
141

 This highlights Kinsella‟s concern for the act of communication itself 

which becomes an integral part of his new style in the 1970s. He goes on to 

comment on „the will‟s instinctive desire to express itself‟ and how „the basic 

concern of poetry is the imperfection of life; the poet‟s desire is to halt the 

movement, or, in other words, the destruction wrought by time‟.
142

 Kinsella sees the 

poet as trying to arrest the flow of time but that poetry is the attempt to do this not 

the product. He recognises the poet as such: 

 

 […] time resembles an hourglass; the poet is a small fragment of 

 consciousness in the neck of the glass. He is surrounded by grains of sand of 
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 time present shouldering one another − pieces, aspects, fragments of the 

 seasons and of the human race − the transparent aspect of everything. 

  The constant passing of time and the way that all relationships − 

 human and ideal − are eroded by time, are made real for the poet in the most 

 moving of terms, as a result of this.
143

  

 

These statements show the poet trying to arrest time by recording the present as 

effectively as he can; he wants to represent the moment of existence as it slips past 

him. Kinsella‟s concern for the poet as someone who stands back and records 

existence is the impetus of his desire for a poetics that can more accurately record 

human existence, and also an early signal as to where his poetry will develop. By 

trying to halt time through representation the poet becomes the most aware of time‟s 

destruction on this project. The poet finally realises that „the poetic will desires to 

stop and freeze the flow of the present‟ but that this can „not possibly succeed in 

poetry or in everyday life‟.
144

 He recognises the importance of trying to represent 

existence without enforcing order onto his material. As Kinsella says: „Every poem 

that was ever written is an attempt to stop life in its course in order to see how it 

works; to catch hold of the present and to attach eternal idealism to it‟.
145

 The poet is 

in the perfect position in which to record existence; it is the distance of the poet from 

his material but also the ability of language and metaphor itself that provides the 

perfect tool for this attempt.
146

 This is what makes Kinsella‟s poetic naturalism so 

much like the naturalism of theatre and fiction in that it attempts to show the real 

situation as it affects the individual. Kinsella utilises the lyric poem‟s potential for 

connecting to deep personal feelings but also wider communal understanding as his 

style develops in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The poetic genre allows a subtle 

mastery of language and imagery which Kinsella sees as a way to get closer to the 

actual experience itself and, crucially, allows that experience to be shared with the 

reader.  

 The concern for binary contrasts and how they affect representation, reminds 

one of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche and his concern over such divisiveness. 

Nietzsche examines the classical antithesis of the Apollonian and Dionysian in The 
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Birth of Tragedy (1872) as a duality that is bound up with the „continuous 

development of art‟.
147

 In a 1959 review of Nikos Kazanzakis‟s The Odyssey- A 

Modern Sequel (1958), Kinsella sees Kazanzakis as „nearer in structure of mind [...] 

to Nietzsche than to Homer‟.
148

 Kinsella does not immediately qualify this statement, 

but as the review continues he sees Kazanzakis‟s Odysseus as a Nietzschean 

übermensche type of character. The übermensche or „overman‟ is the supremely 

evolved human of Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883-85) who is able to reach past 

modern rationalism and embrace his true essence. Kinsella makes the comment that 

Odysseus „survives virtually alone, and, questioning and accepting life with all his 

power […] his soul undergoes its final journey and is transfigured by death‟.
149

 

Odysseus is a higher form of human who seeks a perfection of the spirit through a 

continued analysis of the lived-life ending in death. He represents the fulfilment of 

an examined life that Socrates recommends but also the vitality of a Nietzschean 

übermensche who is a similarly vital being living in the moment; aware of his 

physicality but his inner life as well.
150

 Kinsella sees Odysseus as progressing „stage 

by stage, from a stage of searching strength to that of total psychic heroism‟.
151

 He 

praises the character‟s usage of his inner world and notices that „the moral 

machinery of Homer, the world of the gods, is modernised into the world of the 

dream; a goddess descends to earth, but it is from the sky of the skull to the floor of 

Odysseus‟s sleeping brain‟.
152

 This character represents completeness for Kinsella; 

someone who has both the strength of the inner world or the mind, but also the 

outward physical strength of a Greek hero. 

 In the next section of Kinsella‟s review entitled „Essential Doctrine‟, he 

disapproves of the didactic nature of Kazanzakis‟s philosophising. He believes that 

Kazanzakis takes literature‟s potential to communicate away because he attempts to 

impose a definition upon the material instead of letting it develop its own message 

through the language and imagery of the poetry. Kinsella feels that a successful 

poetic communication must show what it means as opposed to telling the reader; this 

is at the core of Kinsella‟s later development. This also reminds one of Kinsella‟s 
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praise for Wallace Stevens‟s poetry: „They are, in a way, the statements of a 

philosopher, but a philosopher to whom a subtle and wide-open sense are as 

important as clear thinking‟.
153

 Kinsella feels that to successfully communicate a 

philosophical message the poet must be wide open to the sensual as well as the 

rational. He summarizes the „essential doctrine‟ as „the real motive force of man 

essential to his continual upward striving towards perfectibility − not the 

perfectibility of man, but of a Nature which is as indifferent to the waste of human as 

of insect life‟.
154

 Through this rather agnostic view of life Kinsella is noticing the 

importance of the poet who must act with „superhuman calmness‟ as he discovers 

that he is only a small part of the larger design of life. In this review Kinsella 

registers a connection with Nietzsche‟s thought, and he also notices how the poet 

acts as a mediator between the human subject and the overpowering truths of nature. 

He sees how the poet can act as the conduit for these ideas into modern poetry and 

concepts of subjectivity. Kinsella is showing an appreciation of a literature that, like 

Stevens‟s poetry, can make the connection between the intellect and the senses. 

Kinsella is beginning his own journey of self-realisation through his poetry as he 

attempts to find a more complete way to represent his subject that is not distorted by 

the forces of binary divisiveness. He moves towards a more inclusive and effective 

representation of modern man‟s awareness of „being-in-the-world‟ by first 

unpacking the outdated forms for defining that existence.
155

 

 In Moralities and Downstream, Kinsella explores existence and how it is 

represented even further than he did in the 1950s. He looks at the moral and ethical 

implications of the divisive ways of seeing that existence by examining the 

rational/sensual alongside of the mind/body dualisms. The analyses of this chapter 

also provide a further examination of Christian dogma and how it affects and is 

affected by dualism. The following section comments on some of the formal aspects 

of the two collections. These formal developments highlight the shifting thematic 

changes, as mentioned, although at this point they are much more subtle than the 

shifts that occur at the end of this decade when Kinsella embraces more open forms. 
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The formal arrangements of Moralities and Downstream:  

 

The development of a style of poetry that attempts to more naturally represent its 

subject coincides with a movement from more formal poetry to looser freer verse. 

This is no accident; as Kinsella searches for different ways to thematically represent 

his poetic subject he also looks to different formal methods. In these, he discovers 

more freedom in the looser forms particularly those of the American poetry school; 

specifically in the shifting verse of Robert Lowell but also the work of William 

Carlos Williams. Lowell‟s movement from the formal verse of his early career to the 

freer style of Life Studies (1959) is a significant example to Kinsella‟s poetry of the 

later 1960s such as Nightwalker and Other Poems (1968). Lowell‟s early collections 

Lord Weary’s Castle (1946) and The Mills of the Kavanaughs (1951) showed a 

similar attention to formal lineation and metre as Kinsella‟s early work. The novelty 

of Life Studies was its abandonment of these strict formal measures and adoption of a 

more personal theme. Lowell was also extraordinarily successful with his early 

formal poetry, and thus acts as an example for Kinsella of someone willing to 

abandon success in pursuit of their thematic.
156

 In a 1965 panel on Yeats Kinsella 

comments on Lowell‟s shift as a „subsequent re-positioning, a lucky relaxation of 

effort and the finding of an easier level, [it] is a high technical achievement – and 

[...] instructive‟.
157

 Williams‟s inspiration on Kinsella is well noted; Ian Flanagan, 

for instance, credits Williams with helping Kinsella to find an enabling influence 

through his voice or usage of an American vernacular, but he also sees Kinsella‟s 

debt to Williams‟s formal innovations such as the „variable foot‟.
158

 Kinsella says in 

an interview that when he moved to America Williams‟s „voice suddenly took on 

flesh and made sense‟.
159

 Thematically, Kinsella also finds an important influence in 

Ezra Pound‟s Cantos as an example of how a poet can include historical experience 

in his poetry. Kinsella will not attempt to include all of history as Pound did (or 

attempted to) but instead focuses on a significant part of his own communal 
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background but through the lens of his own psyche. At this point in time though, 

Kinsella is still more formally influenced by the tighter formal structures of 

Romanticism and the earlier more rigidly structured verse of Yeats and Auden. The 

American influences are much more pronounced in the later 1960s. 

 The 1960 Dolmen Chapbook Moralities is a fascinating poem which shows 

Kinsella‟s thematic approach beginning to alter. It is a poem that has had many 

interesting revisions across the decades. Moralities is also collected in Downstream 

which, like Another September, was a Poetry Book Society Autumn Choice for 

1962. The formal impulse in Moralities remains strong while the thematic continues 

to develop an analysis of the human subject in relation to Kinsella‟s themes of love, 

death and dissolution. Donatella Abbate Badin also sees this sequence as a 

crossroads in his work and as „the apotheosis of Kinsella‟s abstract, allegorical 

style‟.
160

 Moralities shows Kinsella‟s poetic becoming more aware of its own 

existence as the self-reflexive urge grows and a further analysis of binary 

divisiveness is highlighted through the separation in art between life and its 

representation. This self-reflexivity, as this thesis has been arguing, is a part of a 

modernist impetus to investigate the ability of poetry to represent despite the 

problems inherent in that attempt due to the elusiveness of language and subjectivity 

itself.  

 Moralities provides an early example of Kinsella‟s desire to work in broad 

sequences and a continued revision process associated with that urge. Kinsella shows 

a consistent desire for revision to his poems over the years and they are very rarely 

left as finished products; he reorganises entire sequences to achieve his overall goal. 

An examination of Kinsella‟s oeuvre shows how he tinkers with and changes 

sequences of poems. Certain critics such as Derval Tubridy see Kinsella‟s work 

developing as a cohesive whole and the desire to alter poems across the years 

highlights Kinsella crafting his work in this fashion.
161

 The original pamphlet 

version of Moralities identifies itself as a collection when the title is followed with 

„poems by Thomas Kinsella‟ (M, cover page). But the series of poems is most 

definitively a sequence which works as a long poem since all of the poems speak 

towards the central theme, which is an examination of morality through four parts; 
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„Faith‟, „Love‟, „Death‟ and „Song‟.
162

 The sequence has been collected in Poems 

and Translations (1961), Downstream (1962), Selected Poems 1956-1968 (1973), 

Collected Poems 1956-1994 (Oxford, 1997), Collected Poems 1956-2001 (Carcanet, 

2001) and Selected Poems (2007).
163

 Another hint at the poem‟s classification as a 

sequence is its omission from the 2007 Claddagh Records recording Poems 1956-

2006 which signals that, separated into its constitutive parts, it does not work to 

generate the meaning that Kinsella desires.  

 Critics such as Kit Fryatt and Thomas Dillon Redshaw have focused on the 

revisions of the poems „Downstream‟ and „Wormwood‟, but few have discussed the 

revisions in Moralities although it has remained a staple in the oeuvre.
164

 It is crucial 

to note these revisions now as they show a facet of Kinsella‟s developing style which 

is an important part of this thesis, but it is also something that needs to be critically 

recognised on its own. „A Toast‟ from the 1962 collection Downstream is a revised 

version of „The Overrun‟ from Moralities. The newer version contains imagery that 

is much clearer and thus communicates its meaning more effectively; this in itself 

highlights Kinsella‟s urge to write poetry that has the act of communication as its 

core drive and thus contributes to an argument for a development towards a poetry 

that seeks clarity of image and message as its main drive. The significant rewrite is 

followed by the omission of „The Toast‟ from Selected Poems 1956-1968 (1973) and 

it remains consistently omitted from the later collections and selections, which may 

signal Kinsella‟s frustration with the poem even after its revision. „Under Scorpio‟ is 

another poem that alters considerably in the 1962 publication where its name is 

changed to „The Nest‟. The changes make the subject of the poem much more 

understandable as in the other altered poem. The original poem only hints at the 

theme of dissolution and death as an inherent part of the creative act, while the 

second poem more directly addresses the poem‟s action which is two lovers 

uncovering a decomposing bird‟s nest. The 1960 version is much more abstract than 

the 1962 version which changes events to ground the poem‟s action in the lovers‟ 
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memory of discovering the nest with the dead and decaying animals within it. By 

changing the direction of the poem‟s action from a vague suggestion to a more direct 

action, Kinsella highlights the importance of directly communicating events as 

opposed to broad abstractions. The early poems still suffer generally under these 

metaphysical abstractions but the revision of this poem shows that urge to shift to a 

style that favours an increased clarity in its images and actions. The shift in 

perspective that this revision shows highlights Kinsella‟s growing concern with the 

perspective of the narrator and becomes even more vital in later poems such as „Hen 

Woman‟ and „Tear‟ found in Notes from the Land of the Dead.   

 The „Interlude‟ is also a section that undergoes changes throughout the 

years.
165

 The second and third sections are omitted from every further version. The 

second section‟s theme of two lovers and a cup does recur in the poem „Phoenix 

Park‟ from the 1968 collection Nightwalker and Other Poems, while the third 

poem‟s exploration of the character Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682) finds 

recurrence in themes found in the poems „Downstream‟ and „Nightwalker‟.
166

 

Interestingly, Ted Hughes (1930-1998) also shows himself to be interested in a 

figure like Browne at this time as can be seen in his poem „Urn Burial‟ which is 

directed to the author of Urne-Buriall (1658).
167

 Kinsella‟s exclusion of certain parts 

of Moralities after 1960 may point to their being further worked out in his later 

poems and thus their superfluous nature here, but it also highlights a desire for 

clarity.  

 In the „Death‟ section, Kinsella‟s active and continuing revision process is 

once again seen at work. „The Doldrums‟ is omitted from the 1973 Selected Poems 

but once again added back in the 1996 Collected Poems 1956-1994 and the 

2001Collected Poems 1956-2001. Between 1960 and 1962, Kinsella rearranges the 
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order of the poems in this section; both start with „The Doldrums‟ yet rearrange the 

other poems. The 1973 Selected Poems also rearranges the order and omits „Sons of 

the Brave‟ along with „The Doldrums‟. Collected Poems 1956-1994 and Collected 

Poems 1956-2001 add back „The Doldrums‟ and „Sons of the Brave‟ while the 2007 

Selected Poems loses „Sons of the Brave‟. The last line of „The Doldrums‟ also 

changes between 1960 and 1962. The 1960 version ends with „Achilles rising from 

the Trojan sand‟ while the 1962 version ends with: „And violence entered on the 

moment planned‟ (M 12; DS 33). This once again show Kinsella‟s growing dislike 

for using Greek myth to represent his themes as was becoming obvious in his work 

from the 1950s. The final section „Song‟ is one of the sections that is most consistent 

in the revisions between 1962 and 2007. „Song‟ loses „The Beer Drinkers‟ in the 

1973 Selected Poems but remains the same in Collected Poems 1956-1994 and 

Collected Poems 1956-2001 as well as the 2007 Selected Poems. The ongoing 

replacement of parts of this sequence over a forty-seven year period shows 

Kinsella‟s continuing concern for his poems as unfinished dialectical entities whose 

meanings and ability to communicate consistently change. One can assume that the 

next publication will yet again change this sequence. Because Kinsella is developing 

new ways of dealing with his theme he feels he must alter the entirety of his oeuvre 

to reflect a more precise moment of engagement with his reader and his reader‟s 

perceptions. This need to constantly revise the poems highlights Kinsella‟s desire to 

see the poem as a site of meaning that is always engaging with the reader; the poem 

is an active site of meaning-making that the reader is constantly bringing his or her 

understanding to. This highlights Kinsella‟s developing style since the poem is seen 

as a place where meaning is shared between the reader and the poem. This is 

something that changes as both the reader and the poem change; it is an ongoing and 

active dialectic and thus left open-ended for revision by the poet. An active and 

dialectical engagement with the past is especially significant in the Irish context as 

the decade develops. The growing sectarian issues in Northern Ireland are also 

matched by shifting methods for understanding Irish history through the growth of 

historical revisionism.
168

 Revisionism is thought to have begun as early as the 1930s 

                                                 
168

 For a concise summary of this see D. George Boyce and Alan O‟Day, „Introduction: 

“Revisionism” and the “revisionist” controversy‟, The Making of Modern Irish History: Revisionism 

and the Revisionist Controversy, ed. by D. George Boyce and Alan O‟Day (London: Routledge, 

1996), pp 1-14.  



68 

 

in Ireland but is known to have reached it apogee in the 1960s and 1970s.
169

 In 

Moralities it is an aesthetic impulse but later poems such as „Tear‟ (Notes from the 

Land of the Dead (1972)) highlight temporal viewpoints that ring with some 

interesting connections to post-colonial ideas that revolve around how history is 

viewed.  

 Formally, the Moralities sequence contains poems of eight lines each. These 

are generally iambic lines of between four and five syllables. The original pamphlet 

contains four sections of poems with four poems in each section.
170

 The desire for 

formal order disappears in Kinsella‟s later selections and collections which tend to 

break up the order of four poems per section, but they retain the four sections and 

eight line stanzas. The disappearance of this more formal style coincides with 

Kinsella‟s exploration of different ways to represent his subject, and it is apparent 

that by using freer verse forms Kinsella saw that he could better represent his 

subject. In speaking about the traditional forms he utilises during this time Kinsella 

says „my early efforts were kind of entrapment‟.
171

 The movement away from these 

restrictive traditional forms coincides with Kinsella‟s search for other ways to 

represent his theme beyond the binary classifications.  

 In Moralities the rhyming scheme in each stanza remains consistent at first 

and depends on how each eight line poem is further broken up into separate stanzas. 

The first poem („Moralities‟) is one eight line stanza with an ABABBCBC rhyming 

scheme. The second poem also follows this form. By the third we find one poem in a 

five and another in a three line stanza. The rhyming structure also changes to 

ABCBC DDE. The third poem shows another stanzaic differentiation with two four 

line stanzas and an ABBA rhyming scheme for each. The fourth poem returns to the 

first poem‟s formal arrangement. There are six different stanzaic arrangements for 

the poems through the seventeen different eight line poems in the sequence (not 

including the „Interlude‟ which contains three sections of four lines each). The 

rhyming schemes remain consistent across the stanza forms although it does break 

down as the series develops especially in the „Death‟ section which shows Kinsella, 
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once again, toying with the dissolution of form as a way to express his thematic 

development. This dissolution of form encapsulated in the poem shows us a 

microcosm of what happens to Kinsella‟s poetry over the next decade. The later 

poems eventually dissolve into the free forms of the 1970s which include broken 

stanzas and lines; Kinsella will use varied arrangements that suit the material as 

opposed to forcing the form onto the material. Interestingly, by the crucial final 

section of Moralities, „Song‟, the deviations are softened which may hint at the 

importance of song or poetry to the conclusions of this quasi-morality tale. As the 

structure of faith and love breaks down in the face of death some sort of order is 

found in the representative nature of poetry (song). This is crucial to the 

development of Kinsella‟s poetry as a focus on the artist figure becomes increasingly 

apparent in the later poetry. Justin Quinn says: „The most important figure in the 

Peppercanister Poems is that of the artist‟.
172

 This character is found in poems like 

„Worker in a Mirror at His Bench‟ from New Poems 1973 which is an analysis of the 

poet and his creative process, or the poet figure in The Good Fight who acts as a foil 

to John F. Kennedy and Lee Harvey Oswald. 

 The collection Downstream is divided into four sections with „Moralities‟, a 

close version of the 1960 pamphlet, compromising the second section. Generally, 

this collection follows the formal trend associated with Kinsella‟s earlier work 

comprising poems of four to five syllables, structured stanzas, and consistent 

rhyming schemes. The first section contains poems that by and large explore love; 

this is often in reference to death and the decay associated with it.
173

 Section three is 

interesting in that it contains Kinsella‟s first concentrated effort at examining wider 

socio-political themes, although still not as pronounced as the later poems. The poem 

„A Country Walk‟ contains a minor analysis of Irish history as the narrator walks 

through the Wexford countryside and remembers events ranging from pre-Christian 

Irish myth through to the 1798 Rebellion, Irish Revolutionary War, as well as the 

Irish Civil War and its political aftermath in the Free State. „Downstream‟ comments 

on the horrors of the Second World War as its narrator recalls a boating trip through 

an Irish countryside during that time. Section four of Downstream concludes with 

some powerful personal explorations. This division into sections that deal with 
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broader issues is something also found in Nightwalker and Other Poems as well as in 

Notes from the Land of the Dead, but the impetus to interconnect the sections 

thematically is stronger in these later collections. The thematic separation of sections 

in Notes from the Land of the Dead are crucial to the overall theme of the collection 

whereas in Downstream there does not appear to be as strong an overall thematic 

interconnection. 

 The formal techniques in Moralities and Downstream shows the same 

attention to the well-made poem as the earlier work, but it is also beginning to 

highlight some interesting shifts as the forms begin to come under pressure from the 

thematic. The collections also highlight the development of a critique of binary 

divisiveness in Kinsella‟s work which is a key part of his development of a new 

style; he must examine and throw out what is not working in order to find the best 

possible way to express his poetic subject. Firstly, the rational/sensual is examined 

and then the mind/body dualism. The exploration then moves on to a contrast of 

good and evil and finishes with a look at the binary problems of Christian thought. 

 

 

The binary divisiveness of the rational and the sensual: 

 

As Kinsella maintains a search for more inclusive ways of representing his poetic 

subject he continues to examine rationalism against its binary opposite in the 

sensual. Certain poems from the early 1960s highlight Kinsella exploring these 

contrasting viewpoints. The development of these explorations sees Kinsella 

examining how the subject can be seen in this binary fashion but crucially finds this 

type of seeing as problematic; it is the beginning of a push towards the more varied 

and multiple ways of viewing his poetic subject that will occur in the late 1960s, 

intensify into experiments with numerological and psychological analyses and 

finally evolve into his more inclusive style by the 1970s. „A Portrait of the Engineer‟ 

from Downstream contrasts the cold, hard rationality of the engineer with the looser 

more sensual approach of the poet. It begins with an historical depiction of an 

engineer and his family which seems inspired by the narrator‟s musing over a 

portrait of the engineer. The first and the third stanzas are italicised insinuating their 

separate existence as a meditation by the narrator over the portrait. Although there 

are few full rhymes in these opening stanzas they provide a wonderful rhythmic flow 
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supplemented with half rhymes and a plethora of free flowing assonantal and 

alliterative sentences such as the opening: 

 

 The frock coat and the snowy cuff 

 Sit well; he handles a bright black hat; 

 Lips that a moderate span of life 

 Tautened and drew down are shut. 

 The boardroom sun swells on the glass- 

 And-gold gleam of his picture frame (DS 15, italics in text).
174

  

 

 The second stanza, which is not italicised, takes the portrait and extends it 

into a view that includes the monuments and acts of the engineer and his family. It 

then implicates them in the horror of the First World War, not by their actions but 

rather by their refusal to raise  

 

 the fingers to the mouth  

 When change demanded they take part  

 In humanism‟s privy death (DS 15).  

 

 While the first stanza ends in the „glass- / And gold gleam of his picture 

frame‟ the second stanza ends with the engineer‟s „steely spectacles‟ (DS 15). The 

third stanza then switches back to the portrait and focuses on the engineer‟s 

instrument, not a measuring device but a diagram or a blueprint which connects the 

written word of the poet to the drawn symbols of the diagram. The fourth stanza 

shifts back again to the non-italicised commentary and heads into a much more 

surreal examination of a demonic entity which appears to be conjured from the 

engineer‟s work:  
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 A demon rose from the finished task,  

 Drew intoxicated breath  

 And flexed its golden strength to pester  

 The lazy places of the earth;  

 But when did demon usher master  

 Lightly from the toils of birth?  

 On marsh and moor his mind was bent  

 Till slowly they gave up their hearts  

 And split the seam of his content (DS 16).  

 

The question put forth in the middle of this stanza appears to be delivered ironically; 

it is as if it was not the demon ushering the engineer but rather the reverse and that 

this conjuring was no easy or accidental birth, but rather one delivered through hard 

toil. The concluding three lines of the stanza see the engineer back in his native 

„marsh and moor‟ as opposed to the „lazy places of the earth‟ where he helped to 

spread the colonial empire through his constructions. The engineer‟s mind is bent by 

his deeds and he becomes fractured by the work that has formed his career. The life 

abroad constructing an enforced empire contrasts with the peace and tranquillity of 

his privileged life back in England. The engineer is split by these actions as is seen 

when the singular „his mind‟ is followed in the next line by „they gave up their 

hearts‟; it is as if there is a complication between the engineer and the demon of 

colonisation he has produced, as this immediately splits „his content‟. This inner 

psychological turmoil is born out of an Hegelian master/slave type dialectic as the 

engineer has not found any comfort in his dominance over those he helped colonise, 

but is instead haunted and even torn by his acts of dominance. Like Samuel 

Beckett‟s Pozzo and Lucky in Waiting for Godot (1953), the master/slave dialectic is 

just as taxing on the humanity and psyche of the colonizer as it is the colonized; 

Pozzo is a more troubled individual than Lucky. The strain of designing the tools for 

imperial domination has shown its mark on the engineer; his inner world is as 

shattered as the colonial worlds his inner demon has torn asunder. The engineer is a 

representation of not only an Enlightenment form of rationalism, but also the 

imperialism that co-existed and grew with the Enlightenment. Through this portrait, 

Kinsella is offering up a post-colonial analysis of the psychological impact of 
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colonisation on the coloniser. The split identity of the engineer is interesting and 

represents an early analysis of the split mentality of colonial identities which is 

examined further in Kinsella‟s prose that culminates in The Dual Tradition (1995) 

and is the subject of the final chapter of this thesis. Kinsella is disparaging the binary 

viewpoint in this poem as a successful way to view his subject; exploring existence 

through the split lens of binary identification colours the reality of existence since we 

view our world as a whole, in effect unifying the binaries. In his later work, Kinsella 

continues to engage with split and dual ways of seeing but recognises that they are 

an integral part of how we see ourselves but also our society. This is particularly 

important in Ireland as the crucial political divisions between England/Ireland, 

Unionism/Nationalism and Catholic/Protestant underlie so much of Irish history. For 

Kinsella then, the binaries are seen as a problem for creating a unified poetic vision 

in these poems of the early 1960s, but as the decade develops and the next one starts, 

the binaries enforce themselves further into the Irish psyche and are seen as a part of 

the political and social problems he encounters. Kinsella recognises these divisive 

formations as a part of the integral psyche of the Irish writer as well as the modern 

writer when he states that the „divided mind‟ of the Irish writer „may not be the 

exclusive property of the modern Irish poet‟ and is a useful model of the whole of 

modern poetry‟.
175

 Thus, dual and split identities will recur throughout Kinsella‟s 

poetry and criticism after he unpacks them in the late 1950s and early 1960s. As a 

part of his drive for a more inclusive poetic style he explores these binary 

viewpoints, recognises the problem with a narrow vision due to such a standpoint, 

but then also identifies these binaries as an important part of Irish society and culture 

that must be recorded. 

 The distinction between the engineer and the poet figure is also very 

intriguing. The final stanza contrasts the engineer with the poet and finds more 

common ground than is initially apparent. The poet also „[f]eeds a second demon‟ 

who guides the poet‟s work; this is similar to the spirit voices that guide Yeats‟s 

work which he so memorably records in A Vision (1925). In a way this insinuates 

that there is some guiding force that is similar in the engineer as in the poet; they 

have different muses but these muses share a common bloodline. The narrator/poet 

finally considers how the two might meet in the afterlife:  
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 […] O should it come  

 To pass at length that our ghosts met,  

 We‟d match our hatreds in a gaze:  

 Mine for the flesh his engines ate,  

 His for the blurred response of a phrase (DS 16).  

 

When examining the products of the engineer‟s life and the calamity of the world 

war mentioned at the beginning, it is seen how the engineer is complicit in the 

machines that the automated war produced. But the poet‟s complicity through his 

„blurred response‟ is also a crucial part of humanism‟s guilt in the wars of the 

twentieth century. Hannah Arendt argues that tradition is replaced with humanism‟s 

historical continuity or fiction-making, which Frank Kermode sees as the necessity 

for humanism to create fictions to replace the loss of mythical fictions in the modern 

era.
176

 He sees that this can be positive as in the Romantic embracing of nature to 

answer our questions but also dangerous since „on the other hand you have the gas 

chambers‟.
177

 Thus, the writer in the modern era contributes to humanism‟s blurring 

of the ethical complication of modern warfare. This „blurred response‟ or fiction-

making is just as responsible for the horrors of the modern world as is the engineer. 

In a similar argument, Theodore Adorno states: „In the most general sense of 

progressive thought, the Enlightenment has always aimed at liberating men from fear 

and establishing their sovereignty. Yet the fully enlightened earth radiates disaster 

triumphant‟.
178

 The rationalism that guides the Enlightenment is being called into 

question by these twentieth-century thinkers after the horrors of two world wars. 

What is crucial is that Kinsella neither sides with the engineer nor the poet; both bear 

responsibility for „humanism‟s privy death‟ (DS 15). For Kinsella, it is the entire 

Enlightenment project itself, the science of the engineer and the literature of the 

intellectual that have failed to respond and that have contributed to the horrors of the 

early part of the twentieth century leaving Adorno to famously state: „To write 
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poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric‟.
179

 Engaging in the artistic pursuits of the modern 

era is impossible because the same Enlightenment ethos that moved the arts into the 

modern has also moved society into the mechanised and structured genocide of the 

Holocaust. This theme continues in the later consideration of the Second World War 

in „Downstream‟ where Kinsella‟s narrator observes how „[t]he soil of other lands / 

Drank lives that summer with a body thirst‟ (DS 49) and later in „Nightwalker‟ 

where he envisions the Holocaust as reflected through two German businesspersons:  

 

 A red glare  

 Plays on their faces, livid with little splashes  

 Of blazing fat. The oven door closes (NOP 60).  

 

The horrors of the twentieth century continue to drive Kinsella‟s poems in the 

coming years and it can be seen entering his concerns at this early point. This shows 

a very politically aware poet whose debt to W. H. Auden and the politicised verse of 

the 1930s contrasts with the Movement poets at this point. Andrew Fitzsimons 

notices an „international style‟ in the early work modelled after Auden, and indeed 

many critics have noticed the connection between Kinsella‟s early work and 

Auden.
180

 This once again highlights the danger in narrowing Kinsella‟s verse to a 

Movement style of poetry. Historical and political realities still underlie his poetry, 

even though it is not there to the extent we will see in the later 1960s with 

Nightwalker and Other Poems and the early 1970s with Butcher’s Dozen.  

 In „A Portrait of the Engineer‟, Kinsella is contrasting the rational and the 

sensual through the engineer and the poet to highlight the problematic of this 

divisiveness. The engineer‟s cold and calculating rationality does not create a 

balanced person or society and thus is shown as an incompleteness that is ultimately 

dangerous. The enlightened rationalism that frees the world of superstition and 

allows science to take centre stage also contains the demons of imperialism and 

fascism that Kinsella is beginning to critique here. Interestingly, the poet also comes 
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under the strain of a similar evaluation; his poetic project is seen just as wanting as 

the engineer‟s constructions when he follows a monomaniacal ideological path. 

 „Scylla and Charybdis‟ which is also from Downstream, uses a butcher and a 

green grocer to contrast the warm, sensual earth with the cold sea. Kinsella turns 

these two men into mythic figures whose daily anxieties turn into an epic battle.
181

 

Reynold‟s and O‟Neill‟s struggle becomes a heroic confrontation for the poet who 

„slips at evening through that ghostly quarrel / Making a third, to round the simple 

moral‟ (DS 18). Once again, as in Three Legendary Sonnets, the Greek myth will not 

have the impact of the later Gaelic tales. But the references to Greek myth are much 

more muted in this poem; it is only hinted at in the title and the action of the poem 

guides the analogy instead of structuring it as in the earlier poem. This is a perfect 

example of how the earlier Greek myth-based poems failed and a hint at the direction 

of the later, more successful myth-based poems. 

 The contrast between north and south in reference to a cold, hard north and a 

warm, sensual south, as seen in „An Ancient Ballet‟ and „The Fifth Season‟ from 

Another September, becomes central to the theme of „Scylla and Charybdis‟. 

Intriguingly, the butcher O‟Neill craves the soil and the earth that the green grocer 

Reynolds comes in contact with:  

 

 Wiping his gamy hands he turns and thirsts  

 Abruptly for clay and fragrance, until it seems  

 The South in a sweet globe sinks to his lips and bursts (DS 18).  

 

In this poem though, the two men seem to be craving a unity since Reynolds also 

desires what O‟Neill has:  

 

 […] and dreams  

 That he flies with the snipe in the sparse bracken,  

  or thrusts  

 Cold muscle to the depths and dumbly screams (DS 18).  
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The two yearn for the fulfilment of a unity represented by their merging; the butcher 

craves the sensual warmth of the earth while the grocer desires the cold sea and 

forest. The characters represent a dichotomy that the poet/narrator will analyze by 

becoming the third in this group and discovering the „simple moral‟ which is a 

critique of the way that both characters view their existence from their own singular 

viewpoints yet show a desire at the core of their beings for unity (DS 18). „Scylla and 

Charybdis‟ shows the attempt to get past these binaries by creating a third entity − 

the observing poet. This highlights once again the necessity for poetry as a mediator 

between divisive entities. 

 The final poem in Moralities sums up the binary concerns of the entire 

sequence and points towards Kinsella‟s past and future work. In „Fire and Ice‟ the 

title itself signals binary opposition in the juxtaposition of two disparate and 

irreconcilable items. In the opening lines we find two creatures facing „each other, 

fixed in song‟ (M 15). These two, the satyr and nymph, stare at each other „across the 

darkening brain‟ signalling the direction of Kinsella‟s upcoming psychological 

explorations that begin in Nightwalker and Other Poems and find their ultimate 

manifestation in Notes from the Land of the Dead (M 15). The narrator dreams of the 

binary opposites of reason and drunkenness signalling a Dionysian and Apollonian 

concern similar to Three Legendary Sonnets, but here each are contrasted by the 

other; a dream of reason causes him to be as „[d]runk as a whirlwind‟ while a „dream 

of drunkenness‟ causes „his words‟ to „grow sane‟ (M 15). The poem ends like The 

Starlit Eye with the two lovers after they have just had sex. Once again, a desire to 

unify opposites is found as the union of the lovers highlights the necessity of seeing 

that both sides of the dualism contain aspects of each other. Love and the image of 

the beloved are the unifying forces.  

 Kinsella has shown in these two collections, as indeed he has in the earlier 

collections, that the rational/sensual binary divide is problematic and that there needs 

to be a union for completeness. Whether it is in the union of two lovers or a society 

torn apart by the Enlightenment rationalism, too much reliance on either the rational 

or the sensual causes a problematic rift that the poet is continually seeking to unite. 

 

The mind and the body:  
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An ideological framework that divides the mind from the body underlies the strict 

Catholicism that guides Irish society at mid-century. As we shall see in the final 

sections of this chapter, Kinsella‟s unpacking of this divisive ideology is an 

important part of what is developing in Moralities and Downstream. Before 

exploring these Christian themes we can examine the poems that expose a division 

between the mind and the body. „Into Thy Hands‟ from Moralities provides an 

analogous representation of blind faith through the high diver giving his body over to 

the act of diving. This poem could be an attempt to rewrite William Empson‟s poem 

„High Dive‟ which Kinsella writes critically of in his review of Empson‟s Collected 

Poems in The Irish Press of 28 January 1956. Kinsella finds that Empson‟s tendency 

to provide notations on the poem is lamentable and recommends that he show his 

theme through the poetry as opposed to providing extensive notes that decipher the 

poem‟s meaning.
182

 Kinsella disparages this and other of Empson‟s poems as 

„tortured, overloaded and ruthlessly bullied into holding the last ounce of 

significance‟.
183

 The opening stanza of Empson‟s poem describes the act of a high 

dive but also alludes to much more, and Kinsella sees this as too much: 

 

 A cry, a greenish hollow undulation 

 Echoes slapping across the enclosed bathing pool. 

 It is irrotational; one potential function 

 (Hollow, the cry of hounds) will give the rule. 

 

 Holding it then, I Sanctus brood thereover, 

 Inform in posse the tank‟s triple infinite 

 (So handy for co-ordinates), chauffeur 

 The girdered sky, and need not dive in it; 

 

 Stand, wolf chased Phoebus, ø infinite-reined, 

 Aton of maggots of reflected girder 

 (Steeds that on Jonah a grim start have gained) 
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 And need not keep the moment, nor yet murder.
184

 

 

This is amazingly obscure and packed with odd references. Kinsella sees that there is 

too much movement between the event portrayed and the broad allusions Empson is 

drawing. Kinsella decides that if a poem gets too far away from what it is trying to 

communicate then it is in danger of losing its meaning and thus its reader. This is a 

clear sign as to where Kinsella‟s poetic form of naturalism is coming from. In the 

1970s Kinsella will also use a broad base of mythological, historical and 

psychological imagery to create his poetry but he will provide a key for the reader in 

the poem itself as opposed to burying them in a myriad of allusions as Empson does 

here. Kinsella is favouring a style of poetry that has its meaning contained within it. 

It is still complex poetry that requires close reading but does possess attainable 

meaning. Kinsella‟s later reading of Ezra Pound is performed in such a manner; he 

tells his students at Temple University in the early 1970s that everything they need 

to know about Pound‟s Cantos is contained within the text itself.
185

 Kinsella‟s „Into 

Thy Hands‟ also alludes to something more than the dive itself, but his imagery 

seeks to show the act of diving and let the language of the poem leave the reference 

open; in this case to birth as opposed to the extensive allusions contained within 

Empson‟s poem. 

 In Kinsella‟s poem the sheer physicality of the dive contrasts with the 

spirituality of faith as the diver‟s body feels the board beneath him, yet he also trusts 

in the water that receives him. This highlights the type of blind faith required by 

Christianity that asks the corporeal body to defer to its trust in the afterlife. As the 

narrator watches, he sees the dive in his own terms and extends the „salty joy‟ of the 

dive into the accident of life (M 6). The first stanza ends with the diver‟s splash 

being contrasted to procreation as the „accident / Complete[s] our dreadful journey 

into being‟ (M 6). The final stanza self-reflexively highlights the artistic position in 

relation to these two acts (salt-water diving and procreation). Witnessing the act of 

diving and the blind faith involved in the leap as well as the blind procession into 

life, becomes analogous to the creative act. The narrator becomes „possessed of time 

and flesh at last‟ like a new-born infant as human subjectivity is shown to be 
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dependent upon an awareness of one‟s physicality (M 6). The poet then hurls „the 

Present bodily at the Past‟ as witnessing this physical act causes him to reminisce 

about the past in which his being came into existence through birth (M 6). The final 

italicised line: „Outstretched, into the azure chasm he soared’ is the diver leaping 

against the sky but could also be the poet leaping into his past existence (M 6). The 

word „chasm‟ could hold two meanings as many of Kinsella‟s later poems dealing 

with the feminine image do.
186

 The contrast here is between two physical acts; diving 

and procreation, but a third act of writing is also brought in and triangulated in an 

interesting way. But both of these other allusions to birth and creativity are drawn 

through a reading of the language and imagery of a description of the dive and, 

unlike Empson‟s „High Dive‟, no other references are needed other than the dive 

itself. In Kinsella‟s poem the reader makes the connections through the subtle usage 

of poetic imagery and language.   

 The narrator observes that the physical and the spiritual coexist in the diver‟s 

act. This is crucial to Kinsella‟s explorations of binary divisiveness since he 

recognises faith and action on the same level and refuses to favour either. He 

searches for a poetry that highlights the scope and variety of life by disallowing 

binary divisiveness to limit that experience. Thus, the act of faith must be grounded 

in the physical moment; there must be some connection between what the diver 

believes in and his physical reality. 

„Charlie‟ from Downstream highlights a contrast between the physical and 

the mental through its depiction of an animal which contains human-like features. 

Charlie is an ape in a zoo being observed by the narrator. Kinsella comments that 

Charlie is  

 

 locked in his lower phase of development, is unaware of his own seediness. 

 Servitude has penetrated so far into his spirit that it has, so to speak, come out 

 the othr [sic] side; he has grown to accept his bonds and become quite 

 solemn about them.
187

 

 

Kinsella‟s ape has fallen victim to a form of servitude that Nietzsche critiques in The 
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Genealogy of Morals (1887) when he denigrates the Judeo-Christian slave morality 

for alienating man‟s true nature.
188

 In this poem the ape‟s dependence on its master 

supersedes his natural function. Thus, he becomes a less powerful animal than he 

was in the wild and „unaware of his own seediness‟. By disallowing its physical 

traits to be properly manifested because of its bondage, the ape is not achieving its 

true being in a similar fashion to how a Nietzschean character is not complete if it 

does not embrace its primal physicality. 

 What is interesting about Kinsella‟s poem is the mind/body dualism that the 

creature highlights. The ape creature is first seen as a pure animal shuffling around 

its smelly enclosure but by the second stanza the narrator is reminded of „Jacob on 

his midden mourning‟, which is more of a reference to Thomas Mann‟s Jacob and 

His Brothers (1933-43) than to the biblical Jacob (DS 17).
189

 The impact of Mann‟s 

writing on Kinsella is found throughout his poetry: in textual references such as the 

account of Joseph‟s death in the poem „The Death Bed‟ from New Poems 1973 

(1973), Mann‟s letter quoted in Her Vertical Smile (1985), or the reference to Tonio 

Kroeger seen in Personal Places (1990) and quoted on the next page.
190

 There are 

also characters within both writer‟s work that seem to be acting in similar ways, such 

as the strange prostitute-like figure that Kinsella encounters in „Phoenix Park‟ who 

mirrors the woman who seals Adrian Leverkühn‟s fate in Doctor Faustus: The Life 

of the German Composer Adrian Leverkuhn as Told By a Friend (1948). Kinsella 

and Mann also engage with music throughout their work and show an interest in the 

impact on the development of Western thought by the early theories behind 

polyphony. A connection is also found in the themes that run through Kinsella‟s 

work showing the impact of Mann‟s writing, most significantly, the Faustian descent 

into damnation and its link to the artist through the descent into their own personal 

darkness. In a 1989 interview with Denis O‟Driscoll, Kinsella points out the crucial 

influence of W. B. Yeats as well as „Thomas Mann, for the comprehensiveness and 

reach of his ideas, his minute control over detail‟.
191

 This attention to the smallest 
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detail is a part of the rigorous examination of his subject that Kinsella is developing 

and highlights his desire to critically analyse his subject. He also highlights and 

contrasts Yeats and Mann in his poem „Brothers in the Craft‟ from the 1990 

collection Personal Places:  

 

 Out in the dark, on a tree branch near the Bridge, 

 the animus of Yeats perched. 

      Another part of the City, 

 Tonio Kroeger, malodorous, prowled Inchicore.
192

  

  

The „animus of Yeats‟ is a component of Kinsella‟s own psyche, something that 

must be faced inside himself for the completion of his personal poetic development 

in a similar fashion to the Jungian completion of self or individuation.
193

 Yeats is a 

significant influence for any Irish writer and Kinsella is no exception; what makes 

him unique though is that in his attempt to get past the Yeatsian influence he also 

winds up returning to many Yeatsian stances. Indeed, Kinsella‟s style shows a 

development of a radical admixture of his influences and then a sublime recreation 

of a personal tradition that in many ways matches Yeats‟s development. Whereas 

Yeats recreates Davis, Mangan and Ferguson, Kinsella recreates Yeats, Joyce, as 

well as European and American modernist poets in his own sensibilities.
194

 The 

Dolmen book Davis, Mangan, Ferguson? Tradition and the Irish Writer (1970) 

collects Yeats‟s essays on these three writers along with Kinsella‟s essay „The Irish 

Writer‟ in order to highlight how tradition develops and how it is interpreted by 

these two poets. In his foreword Roger McHugh states that Yeats saw Davis, 

Mangan and Ferguson as „progenitors of the Irish literary revival‟ while Kinsella 

sees these poets along with Yeats and Joyce and how they affect Irish tradition in 

particular „modern Irish poets writing in English under those different conditions 

which Yeats and Joyce helped to establish in literature‟.
195

 The book highlights the 

question of literary influence and tradition and tracks how these nineteenth-century 
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writers are reinterpreted by Yeats and then passed on to be reinterpreted again by 

Kinsella.  

 The ape figure in „Charlie‟ reminds the narrator of Jacob at first, but then by 

the end of the second stanza there is some sort of transformation as he sees Jacob‟s 

eye staring back at him. The ape changes into a paternalistic figure that guides the 

narrator and his accompanying friend ending with this prayer-like incantation:  

 

 “Come from the light of the sun,” it seemed to say,  

 “Into the mindless dusk, and we‟ll repeat   

 The open vowels of our common Fathers   

 Forever. Come to my dandruff paradise.” (DS 17)  

 

The creature contrasts the light of the sun where the narrator has come from to his 

„mindless dusk‟ or the area where there is less of a focus on the mind and more on 

the body − a place where the body and its knowledge dominates. The ape-like 

creature connects these two disparate forms of knowledge which Kinsella explores in 

a similar fashion to the connection between imagination and instinct he found 

promising in Stevens‟s poetry.
196

 It is in this physically dominant place that the 

original language, the pure „open vowels of our common Fathers‟, connects the ape 

and the human and unites the two opposites of the animalistic and the rational (DS 

17). By turning the animal into a reasoning sage-like creature he then acts to 

encourage the humans to recognise their own proximity to the „mindless dusk‟ of the 

sensual (DS 17). 

 These poems highlight the binary division of the mind and body. As 

mentioned in Chapter One, this comes directly from Descartes‟ separation of the 

mind from the body through the Enlightenment ideas of rational thought. Kinsella‟s 

poems explore how this division is problematic when it comes to representing 

experience. The body‟s knowledge such as highlighted in the diver‟s faith or the 

ape‟s abilities is just as important as the mind‟s ability; it is crucial for the modern 

man to be as aware of his physical sensations as he is of his rational thought. In his 

poetry, Kinsella highlights his desire for a unity between the rational thought of 

modern man as well as the physical body and its sensations. Kinsella envisions that 
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the modern man should feel therefore I am just as much as Descartes‟ command to 

„think therefore I am‟; he sees a problem with the modern divisiveness between the 

mind and the body that is a result of rational thought. 

 

The contrast of good and evil: 

 

The contrast between good and evil is a theme that recurs in Kinsella‟s oeuvre; it can 

be seen in these early poems, in the poem/pamphlet about Kennedy and Oswald 

mentioned earlier (The Good Fight) and in the later Peppercanister pamphlets such 

as Belief and Unbelief and Man of War. In 1960 Kinsella explores the good/evil 

binary beside religious issues in „A Pillar of the Community‟ which ends the „Faith‟ 

section of Moralities. The examination of faith and religion is crucial to each of the 

poems in that section whether overtly or covertly: „An Old Atheist Pauses by the 

Sea‟ deals with the opposite of faith, „Into Thy Hands‟ explores blind faith, and „The 

Overrun‟ discusses vision. „A Pillar of The Community‟ is a poem that is revised in 

the 1962 version although the revisions between 1960 and 1962 are generally only 

minor alterations; here there is only one major line change with a few minor 

adjustments which generally retains the original meaning. The poem is edited 

considerably for its inclusion in the 1996 and 2001 collected poems with only minor 

editorial changes between these two, and is not included in the 1973 or 2007 selected 

poems. In this strange poem Lucifer materialises in a Dublin laneway as does a 

„noble savage‟, which is a term coined by Jean Jacques Rousseau glorifying the 

indigenous in the colonial encounters with other races.
197

 The meeting of the devil 

and the noble savage in Kinsella‟s poem is an example of man rising from the 

primordial mud of existence and coming into a realisation of a dichotomy between 

the divine and the satanic which go hand in hand in western biblical mythology. The 
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poem concludes:  

 

 Since then all share a readiness to be gone  

 Who see that puckish rump, inscribed: Do good.  

 Some care and a simple faith will get you on (M 7).  

 

This insinuates that since man knows evil he will do good, or in other words if man 

did not know evil he would not have the impetus to be good. It is inscribed on 

Lucifer‟s „puckish rump‟ that we must do good and that if we pay some attention to 

our personal matters and practice „a simple faith‟ we will get on well in the temporal 

plane of existence. This highlights Kinsella‟s growing concern with evil showing it 

to be much more about choice than metaphysical dualism. In a review of Ezra 

Pound‟s Cantos Kinsella comments: „value is centred in the human: good and evil 

are things solely of this world, as are Hell and (if we keep trying to make it happen) 

Paradise‟.
198

 Kinsella is recognising a concern in Pound‟s work for the placing of the 

good/evil binary outside of a metaphysical presence and into the realm of a man-

made dichotomy. Nietzsche also goes to lengths in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-

85) to emphasise a similar point about the dangers of the good/evil binary division 

and the fact that it occludes truth: „For all things are baptised at the well of eternity 

and beyond good and evil; good and evil themselves, however, are only shadows in 

between damp glooms and drift clouds‟.
199

 Like Nietzsche, Kinsella recognises an 

inherent problem in the Christian conflict of good versus evil and the problematic 

exclusion of a complete experience.
200

 Kinsella‟s concern in this poem with the 

binary of good and evil shows an attempt to see it as less of a clear cut demarcation 

and more of a unity forcibly sundered through faulty ideology. Kinsella‟s later 

poems that explore Jungian ideas also point towards the split human psyche and the 
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need to embrace the dark brother, or the negative attributes of the human psyche, as 

opposed to denying it through the Christian based duality of good and evil. 

 In the third section of Downstream one poem in particular is worth analysing 

because of its focus on the potential good and evil in the choices people make. „Old 

Harry‟ explores the decision of the American president Harry S. Truman (1884-

1972) to drop the atomic bombs on mainland Japan and how the judgement of that 

decision weighs upon him. At the core of its examination is the question of good and 

evil and whether we are responsible for our decisions. It is written in three line 

stanzas in a quasi terza rima without the rhyme; the three line stanzas scan formally 

but lack the rhyming scheme. The title poem „Downstream‟ in its original form as 

found in this collection, is also in three line stanzas and does follow the terza rima 

scheme. The later version of „Old Harry‟ omits several sections and includes the 

body of the poem under two titled sections „Death states the theme’ and „The 

Twilight of Old Harry’. This author prefers the original version since, like the 

„Nightwalker‟ revisions, much of the explanatory material is removed in favour of a 

flowing poetics. Interestingly, the 2001 edit moves the sections entitled „IV‟ and „V‟ 

in the original version around so that the poem ends with the predatory animals and 

the scene with Harry in the winter garden becomes the penultimate section. This 

highlights the meaning and the analogy between Harry‟s decision and nature‟s 

predatory makeup. 
201

 „Old Harry‟ and its themes of leadership and decision-making 

as well as good and evil, pre-figures the before-mentioned poem The Good Fight. 

 Death establishes the theme of the spirit and the flesh, and how good and evil 

act upon these entities in the first section „THE ORDEAL: Death states the theme‟. 

A Yeatsian premise is seen when the „grim instructor‟ informs the narrator of the 

irony of the spirit possessing a body:  

 

 Before our dust was chosen or choice began,  

  

 Devising, for spirits that would not crumple  

 At a touch, a flesh of thirst and pain, a blood  

 Sped by onward self-torment and by desire (DS 41).  
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Death tells the narrator that „Master Love‟ created the flesh to torment the spirit with 

its desires. The eternal nature of the spirit which will „not crumple‟ is confounded by 

the temporal nature of the body and its insatiable desire for life (DS 41). The narrator 

hesitates and then watches as „[b]ody and spirit together, open-eyed, / Drink up their 

sour ordeal, heaped with curses‟ (DS 41). His body rocks, „enduring this bitterness‟ 

while fathoming his „own misery‟ (DS 41). This imagery of a cup heaped with curses 

recurs in „Phoenix Park‟ from the 1968 collection Nightwalker and Other Poems.
202

 

He then asks his instructor whether the innocent and the guilty will reap their 

respective rewards. The instructor informs him that the innocent spirit‟s „flesh 

proceeds to its harmonious end‟ and warns that the guilty will repay „with flesh and 

blood‟ (DS 41). There is a subtle irony at work here as both the guilty and the 

innocent flesh meet their timely end and there is no insinuation of a judgement in the 

afterlife. The poem is exploring whether there is any divine justice, and if there is 

any comeuppance for our earthly acts. By trying to establish whether we pay on 

earth for our sins, this poem connects to the poem before it, „Tyrant Dying‟, which 

explores the death of a tyrannical dictator and discovers that there will be no divine 

retribution for his earthly sins or a solution to the problem of the tyrant‟s rule. 

Truman, like the unnamed tyrant, is eventually judged for his actions within his own 

psyche as well as within the collective judgement of mankind as opposed to any 

supernatural tribunal. 

  „Old Harry‟ or Truman is introduced in the second section as he muses in his 

garden as an old man.
203

 The pastoral scene paints a picture of a feeble and decaying 

man amidst the bountiful spring garden contrasting the renewable capability of 

nature with the decay of the human. The second part of the second section starts with 

Truman‟s hand which in the last section had been „laid on a rich red tree‟ and is here 

„slapped down sharply‟ in anger by the statesman as he presides over the nation at 

war:  

 

 […] Assembled  

 About his gleaming table like steel children  

 All the war organisms of a continent! (DS 42)  
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Truman recalls the day he decided the fate of hundreds of thousands at Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki. He is surrounded by his advisors but in the end „chose in loneliness 

near the blurred curtains / The greater terror for the lesser number‟, which also 

interestingly uses the term „blurred‟ that reminds us of the „blurred response‟ of the 

poet from „A Portrait of the Engineer‟, which implied humanism‟s responsibility for 

the horrors of the twentieth century (DS 43, 16). Truman‟s decision ultimately comes 

from within his own person as he unleashes the „dreadful moral blast‟ (DS 43). The 

decision is shown to be a personal and lonely moment suggesting that the moral act, 

whether judged good or evil in retrospect, comes from the will of one man. Thus, the 

decision‟s moral weight rests not on the will of society but the leader‟s sole 

imperative. 

 The style that Kinsella develops by the 1970s relies on graphic physical 

descriptions. This culminate in the representations of human sacrifices, 

slaughterhouses, and other stunning depictions found in One and Other Poems 

(1979). In „Old Harry‟ Kinsella foreshadows those vivid descriptions with his 

powerful depiction of atomic bomb explosions. The „notorious cities of the plain‟ 

gives the cities an almost Sodom and Gomorrah like feeling but the imagery is one 

of peace and tranquillity being overcome by „baths of pure flame‟ as the „delicate 

creatures of love‟ are subsumed in the violent atomic explosions.
204

 Kinsella uses the 

imagistic powers of his poetry to reach inside the unknowable vision of an atomic 

blast‟s destruction on the human body:  

 

 Swayed in a rose illumination of thighs,  

 Their breasts melted shyly and bared the white bone;  

 At that sight men blushed fiercely and became shades.  

 

 The air in a passion inhaled, and all dissolved  

 Or collapsed shimmering on black recesses,  

 A silken scenery of Heaven and Hell;  

 

 Exhaled, and a tympanum of earth shuddered,  

                                                 
204

 Harmon, 1974, p. 38. 



89 

 

 Day cracked like a lantern and its blazing oils  

 Soared up in turmoil in thick vessels of dust (DS 43). 

 

Kinsella‟s study of science during his time at University College Dublin as well as 

his readings in science fiction combine here with his poetic abilities to create a 

sublime and terrifying vision of an atomic blast.
205

 Kinsella captures the blast‟s 

effects in a surreal vision of melting flesh, gaseous explosions and shuddering 

shocks. The powerful image provides a contrast between the beautiful Japanese 

society with its delicate inhabitants and the terrors of a nuclear detonation. Within 

this contrast „Heaven and Hell‟ are also mentioned furthering the contrast of good 

and evil apparent within the poem.  

 Truman‟s decision is given some sort of legitimacy in part IV as the poem 

reverts to another pastoral scene, but this is complicated as it becomes a nightmarish 

vision of predatory destruction aligning Truman‟s act with a primal physical urge. „A 

nest of twittering naked animals‟ is attacked by a creature that at first appears to be 

stroking the young animals „as though to comfort‟ but soon exposes its carnality:  

 

 […] Slight, razor-sharp, flesh-severing embraces.  

 At each light touch a little blood enriches  

 The threads linking heart to heart and lip to lip (DS 44).  

 

This statement seems to enhance the necessity of Truman‟s decision by comparing it 

to the necessary destruction of the nest of young creatures by the predatory animal 

whose actions are seen as life enriching. The eating of the young creatures by 

another is seen as a necessary and life confirming act as the „blood enriches‟. The 

devouring of another, although introduced out of the darkness, becomes a part of the 

necessary destruction that sustains life. Devouring and eating metaphors become 

central to Kinsella‟s work in Notes from the Land of the Dead as is seen in Chapter 

Four. Here it is used to contrast Truman‟s decision to the brutal but necessary cycle 

of life and death found in nature.  
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 A postscript entitled „Vale‟ adds the final qualification to the poem. Section 

V just before this returns to Truman later in life as he reminisces in his earthly 

garden. Again a pastoral scene, yet this time it is not the springtime of the second 

section but the „winter silence‟ that embraces Harry (DS 44). Harry scratches himself 

„[i]n vacant memory of mucous pleasure‟ while hearing „his favourite/ Martial 

music‟ connecting the violent predatory acts of the last section with the horrific 

decision of the third (DS 44). In a by now familiar fashion, Kinsella changes the 

direction of the poem in the postscript. Up until this point the poem seemed to be 

registering a horrific but necessary decision. The references to the natural order of 

predatory destruction and the annihilation of the baby animals at the hands of a 

superior predator is made analogous to Truman‟s decision to violate the innocent 

lives of the Japanese. The postscript, whose title and opening stanza returns us to the 

pastoral scene, highlights the natural order of things, but then the second stanza 

reminds the „sentinels of the wood‟ not to „allay‟ their „soft suspicion‟ of the inherent 

wrongness of Truman‟s actions and that „[i]n certain cases death is a suspicion‟ (DS 

44). Kinsella is telling us that although nature shows us the predatory and destructive 

ways of man and nature we should not put aside our moral distaste for such actions. 

What is interesting here is that God, as represented in the first stanza, falls outside of 

a proper morality; He is associated with the natural world which clouds the moral 

decision of Truman‟s destruction and allies it with the destructive predatory nature of 

animals. The Christian moral system may find that Truman‟s acts were not heinous 

but rather a necessary part of being a leader in a similar way that Christian dogma 

supported the Crusades or the Inquisition. Like the tyrant in „Tyrant Dying‟ it is not 

in an afterlife that judgement occurs but rather the death and the life that is judged 

right or wrong. Andrew Fitzsimons sees „the problem of judgement and reckoning in 

a post-Christian moral environment‟ as central to this poem.
206

 A metaphysical 

godlike entity does not provide the proper format for judging the moral value of the 

lived life and is thus challenged. 

 Truman‟s decision shows that good and evil are a part of human nature. 

Kinsella shows that both are equal parts of it and that it is the decision-making 

capability of the human, or the will, that controls these choices. Good and evil are 

seen as less a metaphysical binary and more an inherent part of the total makeup of 
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the human being; we are both good and bad and it is our own will that makes good 

and bad out of our decisions. All of these poems that explore good and evil seek to 

overturn that dualism and recognise both forces as an inherent part of the human 

makeup; it is not men that are good or bad but the decisions that they make. 

 In „Old Harry‟ Kinsella continues his exploration of the problems associated 

with binary viewpoints, but he also intriguingly broadens the scope of his poetry to 

deal with wider world issues. The early 1960s saw the rapid escalation of nuclear 

arsenals in the US and USSR which culminated in the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 

and the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction.
207

 It is shortly before this that 

Kinsella publishes this poem showing an awareness of these issues but also the 

desire to confront them in his poetry. Kinsella is unique because he chooses to deal 

with a theme like this head-on as opposed to analogously. In Britain around this time 

Ted Hughes is seen dealing with nuclear war in „A Woman Unconscious‟, which 

begins with Russia and America encircling each other but ends with a woman dying 

on her bed; he brings this world event back to the quotidian to contrast the 

insignificance of the Cold War in the face of one person‟s „normal‟ death.
208

 It is an 

excellent poem but doesn‟t have the wider philosophical and political grasp of 

Kinsella‟s; he is exploring a major world event but also getting to the core the human 

will‟s potential. Kinsella inspects his theme with an intense clarity but is also not 

restricted in what he chooses to examine. As his work grows, we will see that he is 

also not restricted in how he examines his subject as he explores a variety of novel 

ways of representing his poetic subject.  

 

Further explorations of the binary problems of religious dogma: 

 

Christian dogma is one of the areas that Kinsella explores in relation to the problems 

of binary divisiveness since by its very nature it relies on the dualism of good and 

evil. It is probably also one of the first areas of binary concern that resolves as the 

inanity of the Christian based dualisms are exposed. Kinsella‟s poetry seeks to get 

past Christianity while still maintaining its rituals and symbols as structure for some 

of the poetry. The succession of interviews about Kinsella‟s apostasy examined in 
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Chapter One showed how he saw that Catholicism became less of a direct influence 

in his work yet remained as a structuring tool for certain themes. It would be 

erroneous to see it completely erased as Irish Catholicism is a central part of 

Kinsella‟s communal background and the poems of the late 1960s and early 1970s 

use this as part of their thematic base. At this point, Kinsella is exposing what he 

sees as the underlying faults in Christian ideology.  

 Moralities excavates the ethical and moral basis of human existence. These 

examinations suggest that the morals and ethics of Judeo-Christian ideology are not 

suitable in the modern era due to their disconnectedness from the actuality of the 

lived life. The etchings on the cover and inside the collection point toward certain 

medieval themes as recognised by Maurice Harmon who says that „the epigrammatic 

poems‟ are „medieval in nature‟.
209

 Donatella Abatte Badin also states that the 

„collection has a medieval flavor‟.
210

 The cover page contains a drawing of a jester 

figure which signifies the strange character that narrates the opening of the poem. 

The title page inside the pamphlet shows a Faustian scene where a devil barters with 

a man on horseback while another man approaches a seated person with dagger 

drawn and a fourth man is tortured on a wheel in the background. The scene seems 

to highlight a bartering with evil and the results of such a Faustian bargain. But 

while the title and etchings point towards a medieval morality tale, the text of the 

sequence interrogates our assumptions in relation to that morality. Through an 

analysis of human faith, love and death as well as poetry or song, Moralities 

questions the very nature of these central ethical themes bringing the modern view of 

morality into question since it is based on certain premises in relation to these 

themes. The Judeo-Christian morality in general finds that through an unquestioning 

faith and love we will be able to defeat death, but these poems find this premise as 

too simplistic and attempt to complicate this morality tale. The simple binary of the 

choice between good and evil, which a Faustian bargain prefigures, is brought into 

question through these analyses. The poems themselves revolve around more current 

issues such as emigration („Handclasp at Euston‟) or a contemporary lovers‟ stroll on 

the beach („The Doldrums‟), but also contain poems dealing with Irish historical 

themes such as „Seventeenth Century Landscape: near Ballyferriter‟ and „Sisters‟ 

that both deal with Pierce Ferriter the seventeenth-century Catholic soldier, harper 
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and bard who was executed in Killarney by English soldiers in 1652.
211

 Thus, the 

medieval theme is a structuring tool as opposed to the poem‟s central subject matter 

and points back to where the author sees the origins of the topics he explores. For 

Kinsella the philosophical questions around morality are deeply ingrained in the 

origins of western society and thus a broad scope is required. 

 The surreal opening poem of Moralities highlights the religious theme 

underlying the collection as the „[b]ronze entrance doors alive with angels‟ wings‟ 

and „[s]aints in martyred rings‟ that „[h]alo vast windows‟ show that the poem is set 

in a vast ornamental cathedral similar to a medieval church (M 5). Intriguingly, the 

„[w]estern face‟ of man is associated with the demonic and death through the 

reference to „a field of stone / Furrowed with devils‟ (M 5). The first grouping of 

poems, „Faith‟, highlights and contrasts varying styles and degrees of faith. Through 

its sea imagery, the first poem, „An Old Atheist Pauses by the Sea‟, harkens back to 

the ending of „An Ancient Ballet‟ and also forward to a poem like „Ballydavid Pier‟ 

from Nightwalker and Other Poems. These poems use the sea as a way of registering 

the impermanence and fragility of life. „An Old Atheist Pauses by the Sea‟ shows a 

character walking along the seashore as the detritus of the ocean causes his sombre 

reverie about the fragile nature of existence. The solemn tone of the poem does not 

glorify a lack of faith but instead registers the sublime essence of nature‟s 

impermanence: „shores are eaten, rocks are split, / Shells ghosted‟, which is a muted 

listing that ends in a dismal, almost Beckettian death sequence delivered in a 

deadpan tone: „The skin turns porcelain, the nerves retreat, / And then the will, and 

then the consciousness‟ (M 6). This section challenges faith in its personal and public 

manifestations and finds them unsuccessful. These representations of blind faith are 

shown as detrimental to a proper inner and outer development. Kinsella is building 

his own critique of the Christian moral system. This system demands a blind 

adherence to a morality that does not question life or death; the Christian faith 

demands that the bodily sensations be made subservient to the dictates of an 

unknowable spirituality. Kinsella‟s poetry challenges this blind faith as it limits the 

experiences of the body but also does not question that which is put before it. 
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 An overtly religious theme pervades „Carol‟ from Downstream which may be 

a reason Kinsella excludes it from his later work. In the opening stanza, the biblical 

garden is mentioned and the sacrifice of Christ is also introduced: „His body splayed 

/ In pity on the cross‟ (DS 19). When this line is considered with the rest of the poem 

then the reference to pity takes on a Nietzschean tone as it could be an ironic 

reference to Zarathustra‟s dislike of Christian pity.
212

 For Zarathustra part of his 

loathing of blind Christian faith is that it lacks the action he desires, and Christian 

pity may be akin to inaction in that it is a way to ignore the fact that action is 

required. Nietzsche‟s übermensch will act instead of wallowing in pity of any form. 

In „Carol‟ the „He‟ of the first stanza becomes a „rank‟ weed and a „sour root‟ 

suggesting some kind of denigration of the divine image (DS 19). The third stanza is 

one of the most Nietzschean with the Christ-like figure connected to death as he 

hungers for the pyre while men „retreat, retire / And turn away their faces!‟ (DS 19) 

The Christ figure has become so connected with death and the death-drive that life 

itself is ignored. By the final stanza the Christ figure is presented as a cold entity in 

its „icy barn‟ that „sleeps before the play‟ (DS 19). This is the Christ child sleeping 

but it also implies that the Christian divinity is no better than the Greek gods it has 

replaced; this god also toys with humanity as did the Greek gods. The poem ends 

with the call to:  

 

 Adore Him, now our hearts are mild,  

 To profit us when we have whiled  

  Our innocence away (DS 19).  

 

Which returns to the ironic tone of the opening stanza as it asks us to adore blindly 

the coldness of the Christ/death figure; the Christian dogma requires an 

unquestioning belief in these abstract figures and a denial of any doubt arising from 

our feelings of the unnaturalness of these cold dogmas. The poem sees that „our 

hearts are mild‟ suggesting that there is a dulling of the sensual side of man through 

these teachings which softens the senses allowing for the control of Christian dogma. 

Kinsella explores the Christian faith and how it places itself between our intellect 
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and our feelings and he sees this as problematic to the psychic unity of the 

individual. His next poem continues this journey and delves even deeper. 

 „Cover Her Face‟ recurs throughout Kinsella‟s poetry collections pretty much 

unchanged.
213

 Given Kinsella‟s desire to revise, this highlights it as a key poem in 

his oeuvre but also shows a poem that he chooses to keep in its original form with its 

initial sentiment.
 
The opening sets up the funeral of a young woman in Dublin whose 

family have come from the country to bury her. The death of a young woman would 

have been significant to Kinsella at this time since his wife, Eleanor, suffered from 

tuberculosis and spent a considerable amount of time in the hospital. The themes of 

death, dying and hospitals permeate Kinsella‟s early poetry as the spectre of death 

hovered so closely to his own life and love.
214

 The girl‟s country origins also recall 

the type of characters found in Irish literature dealing with the wave of rural people 

who found themselves in the nation‟s capital as public servants, such as those found 

in the novels of John McGahern.
215

 This is a theme Kinsella would have been 

familiar with coming into contact with many such people while working in the civil 

service, not to mention his own wife Eleanor whose family came from County 

Wexford.  

 The first stanza has the family members assembling at the door of the death 

room as „words forsake / Even their comforters‟ and „[t]he bass of prayer / Haunts 

the chilly landing‟ (DS 22). The people assembled about the family are unable to 

speak words of comfort because of the tragic loss of a young life. The chanting of 

prayers is the only response which in itself is not enough as it haunts the scene 

instead of helping to alleviate any of the pain. By the next stanza the family 

assembles around the Irish death rituals: „They know their parts‟ and are resigned to 

„all that ends at these drab walls‟ (DS 22). The family walks blindly through the 

Christian burial ritual not questioning the complete unacceptability of their faith to 

explain why a young life was snatched away. For the narrator the rituals, most often 

performed on an elderly corpse, falter in the face of one who dies so young, but the 

blankness of the family in face of the ritual registers the inability for the Christian 
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burial rights to explain away the loss of this young life into the void of non-

existence.  

 The narrator is able to see the girl as she was in her life while the priest and 

family are only able to envision her through the detached Christian death ritual. The 

narrator observes her:  

 

 […] with panicked heart,  

 A virgin broke the seal; who understands  

 The sheet pulled white and Maura‟s locked blue hands? (DS 22)  

 

Maura‟s death is compared to the loss of her virginity; a sublime contrast of the 

virgin grasping the bed sheets as she is deflowered and the „locked blue hands‟ that 

now grasp the shroud. By the third stanza:  

 

 Later her frown will melt, when by degrees  

 They flinch from grief; a girl they have never seen,  

 Sunk now in love and horror to her knees,  

 The black official giving discipline  

 To shapeless sorrow, these are more their kin,  

 

 By grace of breath, than the grave derelict  

 Whose blood and feature, like a sleepy host,  

 Agreed a while with theirs […] (DS 22). 

 

The family‟s faith and the church‟s reaction to this death fail in the narrator‟s eyes 

because they miss the life of the girl and can only see her through an abstracted 

death. The priest tries to put a shape on the horror of her death but this fails to place 

the life and death within its proper signification. The narrator registers the life and 

death of the girl in a Nietzschean paradigm where the Christian morality system 

abstracts the human being from the pure physicality of life and the permanence of 

death; by creating a myth around death, Christianity spoils the joy of life but also the 

recognition of the horror of death and its significance in the journey of life itself. 

Nietzsche questions Christian death practices in „On the Preachers of Death‟ from 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra: „They are preachers of death, and the earth is full of people 
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to whom departure from life must be preached‟.
216

 By burying themselves in the 

Christian death myth the family are obscured from both Maura‟s life and death and 

thus the „sleepy host‟ agrees „a while with theirs‟ (DS 22). The family has fallen 

victim to the numbing of their sensual side, which should rage at this dying of her 

light but is instead lulled into acceptance by these modern day „Preachers of 

Death‟.
217

 

 One is also reminded at this point of Wallace Stevens‟s explorations of faith 

and its lack which, as mentioned earlier, would have been in Kinsella‟s mind since 

his 1956 review of Stevens‟s Collected Poems. During the composition of „Cover 

Her Face‟ Kinsella may have been thinking of Stevens‟s „Of Heaven Considered as a 

Tomb‟ when writing his poem:  

 

 What word have you, interpreters, of men  

 Who in the tomb of heaven walk by night,  

 The darkened ghosts of our old comedy?
218

 

 

 The reason that the family and priest cannot connect to Maura is because her 

physical presence is exchanged in their minds for her death:  

 

 […] Her body‟s tact  

 Swapped child for woman, woman for ghost,  

 Until its buried sleep lay uppermost (DS 22).  

 

Her „buried sleep‟ becomes the centre of her being in the world insinuating that there 

is a void of emptiness within us all. Maura‟s death is accepted by her family as her 

„few glories are shut from sight‟ (DS 23). Her memory then becomes the „gossamers 

as hold / Friends and family‟ to her presence but these also „sever with bitter 

whispers‟ as the reality of death shrivels to humanity‟s „anchors in extinction‟ (DS 

23).
219

  

 The poem shifts though from the family and the priest attending to Maura‟s 
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death rituals, along with the narrator observing them, to the narrator‟s own attempt to 

deal with Maura‟s death and its signification to him. The narrator stands at the door 

of the death-room „effaced in self‟ as the reality of the loss sinks in. He is „[d]ogged 

by a scrap of memory‟ that recalls a private time shared with the dead woman and he 

remembers her laughing „[a]s though she knew a single day / Would serve to bleed 

us to a diagram‟ (DS 23). The „diagram‟ brings to mind the engineer‟s diagram in „A 

Portrait of the Engineer‟ which was also a way to establish order out of the chaos of 

existence. Here the narrator recognises that, in his memory of Maura, it seems as if 

she knew that this memory would serve to leave an imprint within the narrator‟s 

consciousness which will serve to minimize yet also portray her existence. Maura‟s 

power over her memory is  

 

 [...] waived validity  

 The night she drank the furnace of the Lamb,  

 Draining one image of its faint I am‟ (DS 23, italics in text).  

 

Maura‟s death is co-opted by the Christian mythic system and her death only 

registers as a small part of the totality of the divine represented by the English 

translation of the response God used in the Old Testament when Moses asked for His 

name: „I am what I am‟.
220

 Death is the „furnace of the Lamb‟ or that place where all 

identity is melded into the Christian monotheistic myth and Maura loses herself and 

thus her identity within the mythic embrace of death. 

 The penultimate stanza is set on the day Maura‟s body is prepared by the 

nuns for its final repose. The last stanza recognises that the Christian myth that both 

the nuns and the family have embraced (recognised as those who in communion „bite 

its ashen bread‟ (DS 24)) may bring some sort of peace even through its negative 

portrayal of life and death. The narrator sees that  

 

 […] when our questions cease  

 Such peace may come, consenting to the good,  

 Chaste, biddable, out of all likelihood (DS 23).  
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The peace promised by the Christian death myth may come and it will consent to the 

desires of „the good‟ and the „chaste‟ but also those easily swayed such as the 

„biddable‟. In a sublime twist similar to the end of „Old Harry‟, he adds „out of all 

likelihood‟ to deflate the hope that these last lines tentatively build up and restore the 

irony of the poem‟s theme.  

 Maura‟s death provides the poet with a platform to judge the Christian death 

rituals; the inability of Christian myth and ritual to appreciate the fullness of life is 

found in its inability to see death for what it is − an integral part of life. The 

supernatural separation of life and death disallows for a full appreciation of both. 

The rejection of the physical body by Christian dogma is reflected in the abstract 

treatment of death and thus is found wanting; the treatment of death as something 

more than the physical end of life is a part of the Christian division of the body from 

the spirit and thus further rends the human from his/her bodily reality. Death is the 

ultimate and final physical experience and needs to be recognised for all of its horror 

and physicality as a part of the full human experience.  

 Several of Kinsella‟s poems in Moralities and Downstream choose the 

Christian religious system as their thematic base with the idea of critiquing the 

simplistic binaries that Christianity represents such as good and evil as well as the 

spirit and body, but they also show how these separations belie an inherent problem 

at the very core of this system. Like Nietzsche, Kinsella eventually sees the problems 

in the Christian way of thinking and, as mentioned earlier, he jettisons his own faith 

when applying it to his poetic themes in the years to come. But Catholicism as a 

particularly Irish social and cultural construct remains at the centre of his concerns. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

„Mirror in February‟ is one of Kinsella‟s more well known poems and was included 

on the Leaving Certificate Syllabus in the late 1960s.
221

 This beautifully structured 

poem explores life and its fragility through a narrator who is examining himself in a 

mirror while the season is changing outside. Kinsella ends Downstream with this 

personal poem of a man coming to an awareness of his body and its impermanence 

showing how important images of the body are for him at this point. The poem‟s 
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subject sits in his bedroom preparing himself for the day ahead surrounded by 

symbols of decay such as „must and rain‟ and by the end of the first stanza turns to 

his own „dry downturning mouth‟ (DS 63). By the second stanza he realises that he 

is gazing into the „mirror of his soul‟ and is coming upon a turning point in his life. 

This is symbolised by a comparison to Christ:  

 

 I read that I have looked my last on youth  

 And little more; for they are not made whole  

 That reach the age of Christ (DS 63).  

 

Kinsella would have been thirty-three around the time of the composition of this 

poem in 1961, which is the presumed age of Christ at his crucifixion. He is 

registering the transition from his youth into his middle ages, but he is also crucially 

putting Christianity behind him as he chooses life over death by refusing the 

Christian myth as seen in „Cover Her Face‟. He will instead follow a path that 

favours the body in all of its imperfections and temporal finitude. In a way, Kinsella 

is showing that the exploratory path of this collection is a method for registering his 

own „death of god‟, but it is also a movement towards the importance of the body as 

opposed to the Christian alienation of the corporeal. This apparent loss of faith 

contradicts Kinsella‟s 1966 comment: „I am Catholic and find no obstacle to poetry 

in that‟, in that it appears he is abandoning his faith at this point.
222

 But one must 

consider that the 1966 comment is reflective and that the poetry also represents a 

working through of ideas that are developing in relation to the poetry. 

 The final stanza registers the mortality of the human body by contrasting it 

with the natural but necessary pruning of trees for the winter months. Kinsella 

realises that the flesh is also mutilated by the necessity of aging and that finally he is 

„[n]ot young and not renewable, but man‟ (DS 63). The human body in all of its 

beauty and ugliness is set at centre stage. 

 Kinsella is unpacking ways of exploring his poetic subject by examining and 

discounting the Enlightenment form of rationalism that excludes too much of its 

binary opposite in the sensual. In the poems between 1952 and 1962 he registers a 

concern with the way the poetic subject is represented and thus also the essence of 
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subjectivity. Kinsella‟s probing of the binary divisiveness of modern/enlightened 

thought has uncovered a problem with how the poem represents due to this false 

dualism; he is seeking a truer representation for his poetic and finds that too much 

emphasis on dual ways of thinking can occlude that representation. At the core of 

these analyses is Kinsella‟s desire to represent reality in as open a manner as 

possible; he wants to portray human existence honestly and thus expose faulty ways 

of representing the poetic subject. His next collection begins to expand the way he 

approaches the subject in his poems in some interesting new ways that starts a 

thematic experiment that will redefine his poetics. These changes will match the 

formal changes that become much more pronounced over the late 1960s and early 

1970s and are coterminous with the thematic shifts. As the momentous 1960s alters 

Ireland and the world, Kinsella‟s poetry follows suit. 
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Chapter 3 

 

‘The foot of the tower. An angle where the darkness / Is complete’: The 

exploration of alternative methods during the late 1960s and the movement 

towards Kinsella’s mature style.
223

 

 

Kinsella makes his first crucial move towards a new style of poetry in the late 1960s 

with Nightwalker and Other Poems. It is at this point that Kinsella‟s drive for a way 

to represent his poetic subject in a clear and concise fashion takes on a new twist. 

Kinsella absorbs the examples of the American confessional poets as well as 

developing his own mythical and psychological methods. We see Kinsella recording 

his poetic subjects with an attention to actuality which becomes complicated by his 

choice of these mythical and psychological themes. The irony of this complication is 

that Kinsella is seeking to represent the experiences of his protagonists as thoroughly 

as possible and this means that he wants to tap into deep psychological feelings as 

well as broad communal mythical and archetypal representations. This development 

results in poems that engage with inner personal matters and wider public issues in 

some interesting comparisons and contrasts. The inner and outer examination of the 

poetic subject and the union of the two in Kinsella‟s poems are at the core of the 

style that Kinsella advances in the 1970s.  

In 1963 Kinsella won an Irish government grant to do research in the United 

States on his translation of the Iron Age epic Táin Bó Cuailnge.
224

 Kinsella was 

granted a leave of absence from his job in the Irish Department of Finance which 

also gave him the opportunity to do a series of poetry readings in the United 

States.
225

 In 1965 an offer from Southern Illinois University at Carbondale as a 

Writer in Residence allowed Kinsella to devote himself full-time to the translation 

and to his own poetry. Kinsella remains in Carbondale until 1970 when he takes up a 
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post as Professor of Poetry at Temple University in Philadelphia. The Carbondale 

position begins a twenty five year teaching career in the US that ends with his 

retirement in 1990. Around this period and shortly before he moved to the US, 

Kinsella said that he felt „the growth point of contemporary poetry shifted from 

England to America‟.
226

 He recognizes that North America provides a new platform 

for the growth of poetry and that his own poetics will benefit. The examples 

provided by the American poets, in particular the confessional poets, informs 

Kinsella‟s poetic development in the late 1960s.  

 It is also during this time that Kinsella‟s poetry begins some significant new 

stylistic changes. These changes, influenced partially by a confessional style, are a 

stage in the development of a distinctive poetry that seeks to represent the poetic 

subject in a clear and concise naturalistic manner which is apparent in Kinsella‟s 

poetry of the 1970s. At this point it is represented in the desire to document inner 

experiences and wider public events; at first this is done in a confessional manner 

and then as the poetry evolves a mythic/archetypal style examination. There is a 

seeming inconsistency that the reader may face between definitions of naturalism, 

wherein nature and empiricism in general are the focus, and the increasingly deep 

psychological journeys encountered in Kinsella‟s poetry during the late 1960s and 

1970s. It is by addressing the psychological in a documentary style that resembles 

naturalism though that makes Kinsella‟s work so unique as well as challenging. 

Kinsella attempts to document or map the inner world of his poetic subject in a 

naturalistic style. It is an attempt to record deep psychological imagery in a clear and 

exact language. He is searching for what Andrew Fitzsimons compares to a version 

of Real, or „the artistic expression of the ultimate knowledge hidden within 

reality‟.
227

  

 Eavan Boland notices that during the 1960s and 1970s Kinsella‟s form shifts 

dramatically, and that these forms are „perceptions in themselves, insights into how 

experience should be selected and organised‟.
228

 This selecting and organising is a 

part of the search for a way to represent that experience; he is looking for the most 

effective way to relate lived experience to the reader. This is the drive that results in 
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his mature style. The confessional is one such liberating form that Kinsella explores. 

As his poetry shifts in the late 1960s, it at first matches some of the unique American 

experimentations in confessional styles of poetry such as those found in Robert 

Lowell‟s Life Studies (1959). Lucy Collins notices the significance of 

confessionalism as a stage in the development of a well-developed poetics.
 229

 This 

definition of confessionalism relates to Kinsella‟s work since we can see a 

confessional style as a discernible part of the evolution of the poetry analysed in this 

chapter. For Kinsella, the examples of confessional poetry will help him to continue 

exploring ways to successfully represent lived experience in his poetry.
230

 

 Confessional poetry is a retroactive label applied to a form of poetry that 

used personal subject matter to highlight wider historical issues, or vice-versa. The 

two operate in sublime contrast such as in Sylvia Plath‟s „Daddy‟ where the horrors 

of the Holocaust contrast to her own relationship with her father: „I made a model of 

you, / A man in black with a Meinkampf look‟.
231

 Confessionalism was a significant 

shift in poetic form that coincided with the radically altering post-war American 

world. Brian John states that labels such as confessional poetry or other controversial 

American poetic inventions cannot be used to represent the extent of Kinsella‟s 

work.
232

 This is a pertinent point because Kinsella‟s poetry cannot be reduced to 

such a simple formulation as we have seen with attempts to label his work as part of 

the British Movement poetry. Kinsella shows the urge to write the well-made-poem 

that the Movement poets sought but also exemplified an Audenesque desire to deal 

with wider issues. But in order to understand Kinsella‟s development the steps he 

used to get to his mature style must be identified by examining and labelling these 

influences. The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms defines confessional poetry as: 

„An autobiographical mode of verse that reveals the poet‟s personal problems with 

unusual frankness‟.
233

 The problem with this generic definition is that it can 

incorporate a vast body of poetry or any poetry that is written about one‟s own inner 
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psychological feelings. This definition of confessional poetry as an autobiographical 

form that explores intimate issues when applied to Kinsella‟s work, finds certain 

similar aspects; Kinsella‟s poems explore the inner world of the poet and his 

relationships with both the familial past as well as the present. In M. L. Rosenthal‟s 

seminal book The New Poets: American and British Poetry since World War II, he 

sums up his argument on the confessional poets. Rosenthal outlines his definition of 

confessional poetry as „the speaker himself at the center of the poem in such a way 

as to make his psychological vulnerability and shame an embodiment of 

civilization‟.
234

 In a later essay on Plath and confessional poetry, Rosenthal qualifies 

his explanation of a confessional style of poetry to include the fusion of the private 

and the culturally specific which greatly expands the scope of this type of poetry. 

Reading Rosenthal‟s ideas about confessional poetry shows us that it also involves a 

crucial contrast between the inner world of the individual and the outer world of 

contemporary society. These definitions can be compared to the growth of Kinsella‟s 

work at the end of the 1960s. This chapter shows how Wormwood and parts of 

„Nightwalker‟ fit these definitions.  

 Rosenthal includes Kinsella in his analysis of contemporary Irish poets in 

The New Poets. Rosenthal finds Wormwood „almost entirely inward and at times 

confessional‟ that supports the argument I put forward for this poem which discovers 

that, through its personal themes contrasted to wider philosophical ideas, it shows a 

quasi confessional aspect.
235

 If Rosenthal had continued reading „Nightwalker‟ (The 

New Poets was published in 1967), he would surely have followed the book‟s 

confessional trend. „Nightwalker‟ is an intensely personal poem documenting the 

experiences of one man but contrasting it to wider public issues. Rosenthal discusses 

the creative collision of the public and the private in Sylvia Plath‟s poetry and how 

that development highlights the confessional manner of those poems.
236

 Kinsella‟s 

work shows a similar development as his poems contrast the public and the private 

and indeed also focus on the collision of these two areas. Deborah Nelson describes 

the confessional movement after Lowell and notices that the poets who „took Lowell 

as their exemplary confessional poet [...] began to drain him of his confessionalism, 
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reorienting his work toward the historical imagination‟.
237

 This adds an interesting 

layer to the idea of confessionalism and can be used to see how Kinsella transforms 

his idea of this style in relation to the Irish historical imagination. As his work 

evolves this confessional method develops into a style which relies on mythical and 

archetypal formations that can be seen progressing out of the confessional technique; 

poems like „Nightwalker‟ highlight this movement. This poem begins by exploring 

the intimate life of the narrator and contrast it to the wider public life he is involved 

with, but then moves on to explore wider archetypal and mythic images within the 

narrator‟s psyche.  

 In Ireland, as poets sought to break free of their own post-war limitations 

such as the legacy of Yeats and the censorious Irish society, confessionalism could 

have been a way for writers to break free of the rigid structures holding them back, 

but not many poets appear to take this up in the late 1960s. It doesn‟t occur as a 

significant influence until the mid to late 1970s when poets like Seamus Heaney start 

writing poetry that shows influence from confessional styles. Heaney, when drawn in 

interview to comment on a confessional approach in „Summer Home‟ from the 1972 

collection Wintering Out said: „Those little poems [...] come more from pressure of 

personal experience than any literary influence. Lowell didn‟t make his presence felt 

in the way I wrote until a couple of years later‟.
238

 For Kinsella though, it appears as 

one of the many American poetic devices that he begins to experiment with. 

Interestingly, a writer like John Montague does not show much experimentation with 

the confessional style at this time though he was also heavily influenced by 

American poetry during the 1960s.
239

 His 1967 collection A Chosen Light contains 

interesting poems about romantic love, memory, myth and some occasional 

historical poems but nothing that could be considered confessional.
240

 Austin Clarke, 

on the other hand, publishes the sublime Mnemosyne Lies in Dust in 1966. It 

contrasts personal and public history in certain sections as it looks back on his youth 
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and public events and thus does contain certain confessional aspects. For instance, in 

part X the main character Maurice Devane thinks about „a storybook jungle‟ where 

the „high boots of the colonists‟ watch, which seems to contrast a personal event 

with wider political issues.
241

 Dillon Johnston also sees certain comparisons between 

this collection and Lowell‟s Life Studies although he shows certain reservations 

about a confessional label and notices how Clarke‟s collection does not contribute to 

his entire output as Lowell‟s did.
242

 Johnston claims that it is „a masterful confession 

that clears the stage for Clarke‟s next phase‟ in which it seems that Johnston is 

claiming more of a Catholic-style confession than a poetic confessional style for this 

work.
243

 Clarke profoundly influences Kinsella‟s development as can be seen by his 

criticism on Clarke as well as poems dedicated to him, and there is a lesson in 

Mnemosyne Lies in Dust in how the personal and inner world can contrast to a larger 

communal vision. Kinsella does still appear unique when compared to Heaney, 

Montague and even Clarke at this point though. The extent of his confessional style 

explorations at this time, when read against their work, shows Kinsella beginning the 

broad experimentations that will mark his work for the next decade. Indeed, Heaney 

himself comments on „Nightwalker‟s‟ significance: 

  

 This new capacity for accommodating (within the ordering principle of the 

 archetype) both the data of the contemporary and the poet‟s own 

 autobiographical projects has vastly extended Kinsella‟s poetic scope and 

 produced a body of work that marks an important stage in the evolution not 

 just of Irish poetry but of modern poetry in English.
244

 

 

Heaney notices that Kinsella combines contemporary events with autobiographical 

matter in a unique fusion that is a significant development in Irish and modern 

poetry. Kinsella‟s development and usage of personal material in contrast to 

contemporary events is a novel move that resonates with a confessional type 

approach. 

 The public and private nature of confessionalism is also a convenient way for 
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Kinsella to deal with another binary issue that is central to his work. In an interview 

with Donatella Abbate Badin, Kinsella says that the public and private  

 

 are not separated. They are a joint response to everything. If it is significant, I 

 want to handle it. If it is internal, so be it; if it is external, likewise. I want to 

 deal with them on their own terms‟.
245

  

 

This is an important statement because it shows Kinsella‟s desire for an 

inclusiveness of both the public and the private and their intrinsic connection. He has 

come face to face with another problematic binary and has developed a way around 

it. The public and personal is a binary that Kinsella chooses to deconstruct. At first 

he finds the confessional method appropriate but soon discovers that it is limited in 

that it also, ironically, separates reality by disconnecting the personal and the 

communal through its imagery. Thus, Kinsella uses more mythic/archetypal imagery 

to connect his subject to a wider understanding. He wants to show how the public 

images are reflected through the private understanding of the individual; this is done 

by showing how these communal images interact within the psyche of the poet. By 

doing this he reflects communal knowledge that the reader will presumably share. 

The reader will then be able to connect to the personal images as they are reflected in 

broader mythic and archetypal images; it is a superb fusion of the private and the 

public. Kinsella has already identified poetry as the best method for relating lived 

experience to the reader through metaphor and image, and he is now sharpening his 

forms and themes to further develop his distinctive poetic.    

 

Wormwood and the private 

 

Thomas Dillon Redshaw discusses Wormwood: „Kinsella‟s lines carefully refrain 

from blurting out autobiographical detail, yet they do attain discomforting 

“confessional” power.
246

 Redshaw is noticing that Kinsella is using a confessional 

style in this sequence by relying on personal material without directly stating what 

the circumstances are. A close reading of Wormwood shows how the personal deeply 
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underlies this poem in a quasi-confessional manner. Kinsella‟s earlier work shows 

that his poetry utilizes personal relationships as source material such as in The Starlit 

Eye or the selection of love poems that comprised his first collection Poems, but 

Kinsella‟s thematic is beginning a deeper penetration of his personal life and psyche. 

The poems of Wormwood contrast this personal matter with wider philosophical 

issues giving them their confessional edge. But because they are not contrasted to 

wider public issues they do not attain a fully confessional mode as we see in 

„Nightwalker‟. 

 Interestingly, Wormwood opens with a prose poem that, although not as 

involved as Lowell‟s „91 Revere Street‟, may point towards that structuring prose 

poem from Life Studies. In 1965, Kinsella recognises the importance of Lowell when 

he comments that there is „in American poetry a seriousness that is fruitful, and that 

is embodied‟ in „Robert Lowell‟s poetic progress‟.
247

 The most important aspect of 

Lowell‟s poetry for Kinsella though is the seminal shift in how he registers the 

poem‟s theme in Life Studies. Kinsella discusses this in an interview with Daniel 

O‟Hara:  

 

 He exits from the jams of The Mills of the Kavanaughs − an impossible 

 poem − into Life Studies, into a realization that he must define his terms, 

 that he cannot manage to get the meaning across without working at the 

 substructure of experience. So that, relying on the few things we actually 

 share: the fact that we are human beings, have mothers, fathers, uncles − 

 families in general − he moves outward from that point, taking a single 

 consciousness and moving it step by step out among the grades of shared 

 being.
248

  

 

The movement to a more personal theme is crucial for Kinsella as he too recognises 

the importance of a „substructure of experience‟ in archetypal imagery. Kinsella uses 
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the example of Lowell‟s important personal shift as a marker for his own movement; 

he will move away from the broad metaphysical conceits of his earlier poetry and 

towards a type of poetry that registers his own personal experiences as its thematic 

base. Lowell allows Kinsella an example of a major poet whose early work is „not 

from the personal and memoiristic but allegorical and cosmological‟, who then 

moves to poetry that contains „large historical and political questions‟.
249

 What is 

crucial for Kinsella is how Lowell is able to use the „few things we actually share‟ to 

create a poetry that will highlight a „shared being‟.
250

 This is exactly what Kinsella is 

trying to find in his poetic − a method for sharing experience with his reader. He has 

already found that poetry is the best way to do this but now must find a way to 

reflect that experience. Kinsella believes that by tapping into deep personal and 

communal themes he can accomplish this goal. Lowell cited the spoken verse of the 

Beat poets as his inspiration for the freeing up of his style, while Kinsella claimed 

that it was the stylistic experimentation of William Carlos Williams that spurred his 

thematic changes.
251

 Lowell‟s example is a pointer to how this can be achieved 

through a confessional theme but also through a loosening of the formal poetic 

influence that both poets shared in their earlier work. The shift in both poets was 

inspired by the recognition that the poetry they wished to pursue demanded different 

forms than the style they had been using. Both poets were also slated for their 

abandonment of those successful styles for an abrupt less lyrical line. Lowell was 

denigrated for his constant changing and experimenting after Life Studies (1959), but 

Kinsella‟s movement away from the lyrical line placed him into a hinterland of 

recognition. Kinsella commented on his radical change as: „Yes, I kicked the whole 

scheme asunder at a certain point realizing that the modern poet has inherited 

wonderfully enabling free forms‟.
252

  

 It is during this period that the formal movement becomes most pronounced; 

the tight formal structures of the poems examined from Another September, 

Moralities and Downstream open out into looser stanzas and lines that allow more 

room for thematic development. The poems still scan fairly regularly but are 
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arranged in a variety of differing stanzaic arrangements and generally contain no end 

rhymes. Deborah Nelson comments on something similar in Lowell and Plath:  

 

 What makes Lowell and Plath successful in this first confessional moment is 

 not only the breaking of form − the relaxation of familiar stanzaic structures 

 and rhyme scheme as well as the meter of lines – but the fact that this break 

 is incomplete. In nearly any Life Studies poem, rhyme, blunted by 

 enjambment, and iambic meter remain available to the ear even while the 

 poems scan with a deliberately proselike [sic] rhythm‟.
253

   

 

Kinsella‟s poems follow a similar formal development to what Nelson describes in 

that they still contain the traces of their earlier forms; they show an attention to 

poetic language such as alliteration and assonance, some inner rhyme, as well as a 

rhythmic metre although it is broken by the stanzaic forms and lineation. The poems 

show a willingness to use looser stanzas and syllables per line if the thematic 

demands it. An example of the shifting formal arrangement can be seen in a poem 

like „Forsaken‟: 

 

 I bow and approach 

 My lips to a heart 

 Of steel and cloth and stone 

 

  . . . A moon descending; 

  In its depths, residue 

  Of despair, of hope, of change, 

  Loosening and scattering like coals (W 10).  

 

There is a general tendency for a three line stanza throughout the rest of the poem 

although this second stanza contains four. This favouring of a three line stanza is a 

nod towards Williams‟s style which also favoured truncated three line stanzas of 

three syllables each.
254

 Kinsella shows a tendency to break up the pattern of stanza 
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lines throughout the collection where the thematic demands it. There is also the 

willingness to break up the lines to achieve dramatic impact. „Nightwalker‟ 

continues the dissolution of form in favour of thematic as its sections also contain 

differing stanzaic and line arrangements. None of this shows too drastic a shift but it 

will evolve in the later poems of the 1970s into even looser and more varied forms.  

 A good example of a shifting thematic approach in Wormwood is found in 

„First Light‟ which portrays a domestic scene with man, woman and child. It is also 

connected to a similarly titled poem in Another September and could be considered 

as a rewrite of that poem. In this earlier version there is no child and it is set outside 

using natural descriptions to create a quasi-Romantic atmosphere around the 

narrator‟s musings on his beloved.
255

 In the 1966 version, the early dawn is the 

setting for a confessional examination of the family and its turmoil. Instead of a 

Romantic-styled musing, the poem approaches its theme through the direct 

experiences of the couple. These thematic differences highlight the changes in 

Kinsella‟s poetics as his theme moves further inward and away from the formal 

poetry of his earlier attempts; Kinsella is handling his material in a much more 

personal and confessional manner. The differences between these two poems can be 

used as a marker for the overall changes occurring in Kinsella‟s poetic themes.
256

 

                                                                                                                                          
Poems 1921-1931 (1934); „These‟ from The Complete Collected Poems 1906-1938 (1938); „To 

Daphne and Virginia‟ from The Desert Music (1954); „Sonnet in Search of an Author‟ from Pictures 

from Brueghel (1962). A lot of these lines use three and six syllable lines, although most are not 

consistent in their metre but generally favour the shorter line. 
255

 In „First Light‟ the stars are a way to register the passing of time as they tick „uncontrollably down 

/ The night face‟ (AS 14). The stars roll across the night sky as if „two lips / Were seen to break the 

crests of speech in fair order‟. The second stanza records the speech of this unnamed voice as it 

records the mythic and supernatural speculations that the night held:  

 

 Last night, it is said, at least one goddess came back,  

 Her flocks flickering in darkness,  

 And omens hatched in marshes.  

 Certainly the sea waved, as nothing forsook  

 Its own calamity but one spoken  

 Shining syllable like a footstep on surfaces (AS, 14).  

 

This metaphysical speculation is immediately qualified by the voice of the narrator who records the 

voice of the „two lips‟ with the deflationary fourth line of this stanza which, by stating that the sea 

„certainly…waved‟, brings the validity of the speculative supernatural assumptions of the first three 

lines into a rationalising light. The last stanza grounds the poem‟s action in the natural world so as to 

highlight the real wonders of the estuary at daybreak, and leaves the narrator without words and the 

„unanswerable dawn upon‟ his hands. The effect of the three stanzas is to create a description of the 

dawn which also attempts to interpose an outside, metaphysical voice onto this wonder that fails in 

the face of the majesty of nature. 
256

 Andrew Fitzsimons also notices this when he says that the differences between the two poems 

„illustrates how far Kinsella in „Wormwood‟ had moved away from „literary‟ posture and control‟ 

(Fitzsimons, The Sea of Disappointment, 2008, p. 84). 
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 The subject matter of Wormwood is the love between the narrator and his 

wife, and how this interacts with the wider issues of life and death. It shows the lover 

and his beloved as they go through the physical and psychic turmoil of a 

relationship. The title poem „Wormwood‟ gives an excellent metaphor for this 

relationship in a twisted tree. The poem identifies itself as a dream where a twisted 

tree becomes the two lovers growing entwined about one another: „A black tree with 

a double trunk − two trees / Grown into one‟ as their „their join‟ becomes „[a] slowly 

twisted scar‟ (W 7).
257

  The couple grow together and their bond is solidified by the 

scar which that pain leaves behind. But death has the last word as  

 

 A quick arc flashes sidewise in the air,  

 A heavy blade in flight. A wooden stroke:  

 Iron sinks in the gasping core (W 7).  

 

The painful and persistent growth of the tree is eventually no match for the iron 

finality of the death stroke. By delving deeper into the psychological basis of the 

relationship this poem shows its impetus for a confessional style approach; it is the 

same couple from The Starlit Eye but the inner turmoil of their relationship is 

becoming much more pronounced. Instead of the two people‟s relationship being 

examined against the idealistic backdrop of oceans and stars, a much more personal 

metaphor of intertwined trees is used to exemplify the relationship. 

 „Mask of Love‟ records the inner dynamics of this relationship while hinting 

at a Jungian significance. This becomes much more pronounced in „Nightwalker‟ as 

it is a part of the method that will shift the confessional method to the 

mythic/archetypal method (while still retaining aspects of the confessional), but its 

presence is seen here as well. In a draft note, Kinsella highlights this when he writes: 

„The archetypes rise‟, and then crosses out „archetype‟ replacing it with „mask of 

love‟.
258

 He is beginning to use archetypal representations as ways to explore his 

theme but here it appears too direct. Instead of suggesting archetypal meanings 

through imagistic connections this poem tries to overtly recognise the intrusion of 

the archetype. In „Nightwalker‟ Kinsella subtly suggest the archetype by contrasting 
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 Fitzsimons also makes a connection to the story of Baucis and Philemon at this point (Fitzsimons, 

The Sea of Disappointment, 2008, pp. 82-3). 
258

 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 4, folder 12. Handwritten verse draft. 
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images like his grandmother, Cathleen Ní Houlihan, Queen Victoria and the 

feminised moon to create these suggestions. This poem crucially turns from using 

metaphors that explain the couple‟s relationship to contrasting the poet‟s beloved 

against an eternal/archetypal image of love. The 1968 version then asks  

  

 Mask of Love,  

 Do you turn to us for peace?  

 Me, flinching from your stare?  

 Her, whose face you bear? (W 8) 

 

This immediately separates the couple from the archetypal image but in a 

questioning manner. As the archetypal mask falls to the background, the couple‟s 

relationship steps to the forefront. The second, third and fourth stanzas all explore 

different aspects of the ordeals that the couple experience and each stanza ends with 

a mention of the „narrow‟, „silent‟ or „fuming abyss‟, which again places the finality 

of death as the unanswerable conundrum that all existence faces (W 8-9). The final 

stanza has the „mask of love‟ return, almost mockingly this time:  

 

 Dumb vapours pour   

 Where the mask of Love appears,  

 Reddening, and disappears (W 9).  

 

The mask returns but seems futile as its placement against the finality of death mutes 

its power to give the lovers some sort of appeasement. The archetypal representation 

of their love is just as fragile as the physical bodies that the love is based in; indeed, 

it is crucially connected to the physical. The physical connection between the 

archetype and the lovers highlights the origins of the psychological memories within 

the physical body. 

 An omission from this poem‟s final draft helps to highlight what Kinsella is 

trying to work through in the poem. In a handwritten draft of the poem the following 

lines are included which are edited from the final published drafts:  

 

 I have chewed her heart  

 She has eaten my mind/brain  
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 We have made the weak strong  

 The strong weak; spoiled  

 And built up, the one the other.
259

   

 

We can see a Jungian „other‟ or „shadow‟ present in the relationship as the couple 

metaphorically eat each other in order to form a whole which is strongly reminiscent 

of the Jungian completion of the self (individuation): a man‟s embracing of his 

feminine side (anima) and the woman‟s embracing of her masculine side (animus) 

help to balance the psyche. The metaphor of eating, which recurs in Kinsella‟s 

poetry, is used to emphasise the sharing of each other‟s lives between the couple 

which strengthens them as individuals and as a unit; fortifying them against the 

„abyss‟ of non-existence. The Jungian influence here is palpable but, as mentioned, it 

is used too overtly and not as subtly weaved into the poem‟s development as in 

„Nightwalker‟. The omitted piece quoted earlier signifies how Kinsella is just 

beginning to deal with Jungian ideas and unable to fuse their concerns successfully 

into the poetry as of yet. They are increasingly important as formal structuring tools 

for the work to come. The Jungian archetypes are seen as a way for Kinsella to move 

from the confessional to a wider mythic styled analysis. In Wormwood, these images 

are just pointed to as the poem develops its overall theme centring on the love of 

these two characters (the poet and his beloved).  

 The penultimate poem from Wormwood, „Remembering Old Wars‟, is a 

poem that sums up the sequence as the couple are seen in their corporeal and 

impermanent state of existence: „In the smell of decay [...] our bodies leaking‟ (W 

15). Their aging bodies decompose as they lie in their marriage bed. As the morning 

light awakens them it is no longer the idealistic sunrise of the earlier poetry but 

instead a flood of light that highlights the „hells of circumstance‟ that they must 

endure (W 15). The lovers carry on in this dismal recurrence and „renew each other 

with a savage smile‟ (W 15). There is no joy in this very real and brutal view of the 

lovers‟ lives. As the title suggests, it is indeed a remembrance of the old wars 

between a man and a woman as they battle onwards through the daily slough of 

life.
260

 This poem is quite similar in its theme to Montague‟s 1967 poem „That 
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 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 4, folder 12. Handwritten draft. 
260

 This could also refer to the ancient battle between men and woman that Robert Graves discusses 

(Graves, 1992, pp. 13-15). 
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Room‟ from A Chosen Light. In Montague‟s poem his two lovers also lie „[s]ide by 

side on the narrow bed‟ and by the end of the poem there is also renewal: 

 

 But when we came to leave 

 We scrubbed each other‟s tears, 

 Prepared the usual show. That day 

 Love‟s claims made chains of time and place 

 To bind us together more: equal in diversity.
261

  

  

Kinsella‟s lovers reflect wider philosophical issues as their bodies show decay and 

are portrayed „[l]imp as the dead‟ (W 15). Montague‟s characters though are more 

grounded in their love and place as they scrub „each other‟s tears‟ and prepare „the 

usual show‟ in a quotidian reflection of their morning routine.
262

 Kinsella‟s poem 

does bring the collection back to the corporeal but through abstract concerns about 

death and decay; thus, connecting the ideal to the real. By making these broader 

connotations between the relationship and wider issues, Kinsella is using a 

confessional method although he is contrasting the relationship to philosophical 

issues which still ring with Romantic-styled metaphysical undertones. 

 The Wormwood sequence is confessional in certain aspects as it gets inside 

the personal life of the poet, his beloved and family, and uses that experience to 

highlight the universal condition of life and its futility in the face of death. Kinsella 

still maintains some of his Romantic sensibility as love transcends the finality of 

death, in a fashion. But this transcendence is seen for what it really is: a stalling 

process as man hurls into the abyss of nothingness. Wormwood does not make the 

broader connection to wider public issues that Rosenthal‟s qualification signifies and 

thus does not attain a fully confessional manner in the way the American 

confessional poets do. Through its development, „Nightwalker‟ shows a connection 

between the inner psychological development of the narrator and the wider socio-

political happenings. This aligns the poem closer to the definitions of 

confessionalism that Rosenthal makes in his criticism. „Nightwalker‟ also begins the 

move into wider mythic and archetypal representations as it develops. 
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 John Montague, „That Room‟, Collected Poems (Winston-Salem: Wake Forest University Press, 

1995), p. 220.   
262

 Montague, „That Room‟, p. 220. 
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‘Nightwalker’ and the analysis of Irish society in part I  

 

„Nightwalker‟ represents an important milestone in Kinsella‟s career; it is the 

culmination of his poetic development to date and embodies one of the first major 

poetic attempts to deal with modern Ireland. „Nightwalker‟ breaks new ground by 

dealing with issues surrounding mid-century Ireland and its political and 

administrative aspects as seen from a civil servant‟s poetic imagination. It is a multi-

layered poem that shows a broad inclusiveness of experience combined with a rich 

mixture of literary influences. The poem opens out from a personal walk through 

Dublin into a superb musing about personal and communal identity. In its 

development it manages to incorporate a scathing critique of modern Ireland 

alongside a sublime examination of the personal muse figure and the poet‟s inner 

psyche in relation to his influences and society. The poem resonates with echoes of 

Dante Alighieri, Goethe, Aogán Ó Rathaille, Sir Thomas Browne, Yeats, Joyce, 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Jung and Lowell. Dante‟s The Divine Comedy through 

its journeys of descent and discovery as well Jung‟s archetypal theories significantly 

structure and influence the poem.
263

 

 Like Wormwood and „Downstream‟, „Nightwalker‟ is a poem that has seen 

extensive revision over the years.
264

 It was first published in a 1967 Dolmen 

                                                 
263

 These influences are noted throughout the chapter except for Aogán Ó Rathaille and Pierre 

Teilhard de Chardin. Teilhard de Chardin‟s theories saw mankind developing into a worldwide, 

connected and evolving consciousness he describes as the „noosphere‟ (Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, 

The Phenomenon of Man (London: Collins, 1966), pp. 181-182). Aogán Ó Rathaille was an 

eighteenth century Irish language poet whose poetry Kinsella uses for source material in some of the 

later seaside parts of „Nightwalker‟. For example:  

  

 You wave down there, lifting your loudest roar  

 the wits in my head are worsted by your wails.  

 If help ever came to lovely Ireland again  

 I‟d wedge your ugly howling down your throat! (Aogán Ó Rathaille ,„The Drenching Night 

 Drags On‟, An Duanaire 1600-1900: Poems of the Dispossessed, curtha i láthair ag Seán Ó 

 Tuama with translations into English verse by Thomas Kinsella (Dublin: Foras na Gaeilge, 

 1981), p. 141.)  

 

Kinsella will also use the ocean‟s edge and Ó‟Rathaille as inspiration for the later poem „At the 

Western Ocean‟s Edge‟ from Personal Places (1990) and will include Ó Rathaille as a character in 

the poem. Ó Rathaille will remain a part of Kinsella‟s poetic consciousness throughout his career. 

Dillon Johnston adds John Milton‟s Paradise Lost and J. M. Synge‟s plays as influences for 

„Nightwalker‟ (Johnston, 1985, 108). 
264

 Kit Fryatt, „Thomas Kinsella‟s „Downstream‟ Revisions‟, Irish University Review, 36.3 (2006), 

321-34. Thomas Dillon Redshaw, „The Wormwood Revisions‟, Éire-Ireland, 6.2 (1971), 111-56. And 

this trend continues with Collins, 2008, 283-94.  



118 

 

pamphlet. Kinsella‟s notes show the extensive amount of drafting and planning that 

went into the organisation of the first versions of this poem. This thesis will use the 

1968 version from the collection Nightwalker and Other Poems which is much 

longer than the later versions thus providing more text for analysis. 

 An analysis of the notes Kinsella made while composing this poem show that 

he is attempting to organise it around three representative entities to highlight the 

principle parts of the poem: „Earth‟, „Sea‟ and „Moon‟.
265

 The earth is represented by 

the opening walk; the sea by the musings in Bullock Bay where the walker stops; 

and the moon by the lunar journey in the final section along with its significance as 

an archetypal image.
266

 Typed and handwritten outlines in the notes point 

consistently to this but a handwritten outline that appears to be from Kinsella‟s early 

planning notes shows some core organising principles. The note is headed by 

„darkness‟ and then continues: 

 

 1. Night  

 opinion & condemnation: the book of love (Dante)  

  [Dev. Blyth, Civil War] scattered leaves  

 Germans; suburbia / chaos – massed human wills (Sir Th. Browne)  

  the possibility of evil  

 

 2. Sea  

 Acceptance & calm: the book of love bound (Dante)  

 chaos – conceiving order (Jung)  

 the possibility of final order.
267

 

 

The note is then followed with „the pendulum of reason and unreason‟ as a footer 

indicating an overall conclusion.
268

 This note shows how Dante‟s Paradiso, and 

indeed the journey represented by the entire The Divine Comedy, is seen as 

structuring the poet‟s journey from the representations of evil and its possibilities 
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 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 5, folders 20, 27 and 29 all have outlines following this 

principle. The outline in folder 20 is typed. 
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 Kinsella‟s notes point towards the section containing the Joyce musings as being in Bullock Bay, 

South County Dublin. Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 5, folder 18. 
267

 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 5, folder 17. The selection titled „2‟ is facing „1‟ on the 

same page. 
268

 Ibid. 



119 

 

towards his own Beatrice-like figure represented by his personal muse Eleanor 

Kinsella (née Walsh). The reference to Sir Thomas Browne connects to the final part 

of the finished poem as the „massed human wills‟ are found on the surreal 

moonscape at the end (NOP 69). Browne also bookends the poem since the opening 

quote is also taken from his Urne-Buriall (1658): „The greater part must be content 

to be as though they had never been‟ (NOP 55, italics in text).
269

 The outline from 

Kinsella‟s notes shows a plan for a thematic development towards the ordering of 

chaos which is the ultimate drive of the poem and represented by the theories of 

Jung. By delving deep within the divisions of his own psyche, Kinsella is hoping to 

write a poetry that matches the fusion of opposites that is the goal of Jungian therapy 

or individuation as mentioned earlier.  

 Section I is preceded by a short poem that sets the tone of the walker‟s 

journey:  

 

 Mindful of the  

  shambles of the day  

 But mindful, under the  

  blood‟s drowsy humming,  

 Of will that gropes for  

  structure – nonetheless  

 Not unmindful of  

  the madness without,  

 The madness within (the  

  book of reason slammed  

 Open, slammed shut)  

                                                 
269

 Sir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici and Other Works, ed. by Martin L. C. (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1964), p. 121. Browne‟s quote in context runs as follows: „Oblivion is not to be hired: The 

greater part must be content to be as though they had not been, to be found in the register of God, not 

in the record of man‟. One can assume that Kinsella is also trying to find his own register to preserve 

the ghosts that populate his poem. Browne was an „antiquary, embryo naturalist, enlightened 

physician‟ and „restlessly speculative philosopher‟ during a time when old forms of knowledge were 

being questioned and new ones forming (William P. Dunn, Sir Thomas Browne (Minneapolis: The 

University of Minnesota Press, 1950), p. 3.). Browne appears as an attractive subject for Kinsella 

because he represents a thinker who, as a Christian doctor and scientist during the early 

Enlightenment period, is trying to reconcile empiricism with faith and thus represents someone 

negotiating with binary thought based on Enlightenment ideas. Browne highlights the Enlightenment 

ethos of the rational versus the irrational as it first comes under stress with its contact to Christianity; 

the inconsistencies that an enlightened, Christian medical doctor faces highlight the dualisms that 

Kinsella has been negotiating. Browne is important to the ideas of this thesis as an example of 

someone who must reconcile opposing views or traditions within himself.  
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  we presume to say: (NOP 56)  

 

The poet lets us know where the journey is heading; into „the shambles of the day‟, 

his day and time but also within the poet‟s own mind where the human will „gropes / 

for structure‟, where reason and unreason are tested. The narrator also faces his own 

conflict and a space is delineated for this debate. He is instantly placed to comment 

on the themes of the poem but as they are reflected through his own psyche. 

 The protagonist of the poem begins a walk through his native Dublin at night. 

A naturalistic description is created as the reader becomes aware of the walker‟s 

surroundings as well as his thoughts. We witness „[m]onsters of ivy squat in lunar 

glare‟ which immediately introduces us to another central character/object in the 

poem − the moon (NOP 57). The moon begins and ends this poem as it transforms 

into a representation of the Jungian feminine and eventually enters as an important 

setting for the final sections, as mentioned before. In an earlier draft, Kinsella uses 

the metaphor of a pendulum swinging back and forth to represent the wild „swings of 

reason and unreason‟ showing that the book opening and closing in the preface is 

meant to represent the human experience of these two extremes.
270

 This highlights an 

inner turmoil in the narrator between these states, but as the poem continues we can 

see it contrasted to wider historical issues thus showing it to contain confessional 

aspects. In the opening of part I the moon is connected to this swinging pendulum: 

 

    There, above the roofs,  

 It hangs, like a fat skull, or the pearl knob  

 Of a pendulum at the outermost reach of its swing, 

 Motionless. It is about to detach  

 Its hold on the upper night, for the return (NOP 57).  

 

This pendulum is the moon as it swings between the two states of man, reason and 

unreason, but here it is a brutal image as it tears through humanity „breaking off / -

millions of little sharp limbs, jets of blood‟ (NOP 57). The metaphor shows the 

violent depravity of unreason as one end of the swinging pendulum which is like 

                                                 
270

 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 5, folder 21. Handwritten draft version. The swinging of 

the pendulum, like Edgar Allen Poe‟s „The Pit and the Pendulum‟ (1842), is also a metaphor for the 

approach of death. 
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Yeats‟s gyres that alternate between the high and low points of civilization.
271

 The 

moon is transformed into a brutal and violent entity that slices through man‟s 

history. Kinsella‟s drafts of this part of the poem mention his being „a child when it 

passed through not far from here‟ and then mentions the „great gun barrels and 

burning chimneys‟ which sounds like the war time England that the young Kinsella 

witnessed as a child in Manchester.
272

 The moon is being used as a symbol for the 

great swings of mankind between the heights of reason and the depths of unreason 

which produces the vicious modern war he witnessed and recalls the conflict 

between the engineer and the poet in „Portrait of an Engineer‟. In „Nightwalker‟ the 

narrator says  

 

    It meant little to me then,  

 Though I remember playing in the silence  

 When the rain of fragments dropped in the streets afterward (NOP 57). 

 

Kinsella is recalling a childhood memory of the brutality of modern warfare, a 

tragedy made possible by the swinging pendulum which enlightens us through 

reason but swings back in its arc to unreasonable things like aerial bombardment. 

Kinsella writes in a note: „these times: the post-atomic [unreadable text] – 

disappointment with the “age of reason”‟.
273

 This shows his concern for the 

disappointment man feels with the mechanised warfare that reason has produced and 

its ultimate horror in atomic weapons. The theme of the poem is highlighted as 

confessional in these notes since the narrator‟s inner turmoil is contrasted to the 

wider turmoil of World War II and the Cold War.
274
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 W. B. Yeats, A Critical Edition of Yeats ‘A Vision’ 1925, ed. by George Mills Harper and Walter 

Kelly Hood (London: Macmillan, 1978).  
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 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 5, folder 21. Verse drafts to „Walking at Night‟ an early 

title for „Nightwalker‟. For more on Kinsella‟s time as a child in Manchester see Harmon, 2008, p. xii. 
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 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 5, folder 17. Handwritten note. 
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 The correlation between psychological issues and the insanity of atomic war are crucial to 

Lowell‟s poem „Inauguration Day: January 1953‟ from Life Studies. In this poem, the narrator‟s 

thoughts turn to the American Civil War and then the Cold War as he walks through Manhattan: 

 

 Look, the fixed stars, all just alike 

 as lack-land atoms, split apart, 

 and the Republic summons Ike, 

 the mausoleum in her heart (Robert Lowell, „Inauguration Day: January 1953‟, Collected 

 Poems (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007), p. 117).  

 

Kinsella‟s narrator, like Lowell‟s, is also contrasting issues of man‟s insanity reflected in war; and, as 
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 The narrator of „Nightwalker‟ places himself into the midst of the people he 

has been observing as he walks through Dublin in the first section. He says that he 

„must lie down with them all soon and sleep‟ (NOP 59). The narrator has experience 

within this society as a civil servant; he questions the society he is helping to develop 

„[o]n clear principles, with no fixed ideas?‟ and realises that it must develop 

„[w]ithout principle, based on fixed ideas‟ (NOP 59). The new Irish state, created out 

of the heady ideas of Irish nationalism, must succumb to the base necessities of 

modernisation, a modernisation that is only just beginning. As mentioned, while 

working as T. K. Whitaker‟s personal secretary in the Department of Finance during 

the early 1960s, Kinsella held a crucial position in the government that modernised 

Ireland and thus would have been very familiar with the ideology behind this 

modernisation.
275

 The final stanza highlights these thoughts as coming from 

someone who is at the heart of this process:  

 

 To show them our growing city, give them a feeling  

 Of what is possible; our labour pool,  

 The tax concessions to foreign capital,  

 How to get a nice estate through German,  

 Even collect some of our better young artists (NOP 59).  

 

The narrator is at the core of the creation of the new, modernising Ireland which 

develops out of the predominantly agrarian society at mid-century. This process is 

portrayed in a negative and satirical tone as it betrays the revolutionary ideas of the 

state‟s creation. This is a similar to Yeats‟s critique of Irish mercantilism found in 

Paudeen fumbling „in a greasy till‟.
276

 But in Kinsella‟s analysis this „[m]orose 

condemnation‟ is identified as „a weakness‟ that „turns on itself‟; this critique applies 

to the critic as well as those criticised (NOP 60). He sees that the „[c]lean bricks / 

Are made of mud; we need them for our tower‟ (NOP 60). The state needs 

                                                                                                                                          
shall be seen later in this poem, world war and civil war will also play significant parts. Lowell‟s 

significance to Kinsella is obvious in both the formal and thematic concerns; here we see that both 

writers are unafraid of dipping back into their immediate past to reflect current crises. 
275

 Also, in an interview with Haffenden, Kinsella responds to a question about „Nightwalker‟ and its 

attack on Irish nationalism and mercantile compromise: „They were easy targets. I would step back 

and let the opinions of the main characters emerge without feeling committed to them as a writer, 

even though he is of course oneself‟ (1981, 106).  
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 See „September 1913‟ and „Paudeen‟ in Responsibilities (1914) and „The Tower‟ in The Tower 

(1928). 
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metaphorical bricks to create itself, but the tradition that the poets need to build their 

Yeatsian tower of tradition from is made from the same mud; both come from tainted 

sources. Kinsella‟s interrogation of Ireland‟s state ideology is also a critique of his 

own poetic tradition. Kinsella is assessing the idea of tradition, both the nationalist 

and poetic tradition; his later criticism which culminates in The Dual Tradition: An 

Essay on Poetry and Politics in Ireland (1995) continues this critique.  

 As the narrator‟s inward journey continues ,„[s]pirit-skeletons‟ come 

„straggling into view‟ representing the nationalist calamities in Europe that are now 

presenting themselves before the narrator‟s mind as well as the nationalist ghosts of 

those who built the country which he is helping to modernise (NOP 60). The first 

two entities encountered represent the wider European calamity and are from the 

narrator‟s immediate memory. He recalls two German business siblings who cause 

him to visualize the „red glare‟ as „[t]he oven door closes‟ connecting these modern 

Germans with the Holocaust and implicating Ireland in that calamity (NOP 60). By 

doing business with Germany in the post-war period Ireland shows its own 

complicity in that horror. Kinsella is placing the disaster of Germany‟s National 

Socialist state into „the night sky‟ as one of the „Pale influences‟ of the Irish state 

(NOP 60).
277

 In a way he is critiquing Irish neutrality but also critically assessing the 

official and unofficial involvement with Germany during the war.
278

 Kinsella sees 

this complicity continuing in the post-war business connections with Germany. The 

narrator is strolling through Dublin and contrasting his own personal life with wider 

socio-political events. This does not have the contrast to an inner emotional or 

psychological state that would give it a fully confessional aspect as of yet, but it is 

developing.    

 The narrator moves on to discuss the officials and ministers of the Irish state. 

„All about and above me‟ he sees the „[d]ragon old men, upright and stately and 
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 This could be a pun on the skin tone of the German siblings or the area near and around Dublin 

known as „The Pale‟. 
278

 It should be noted that during both wars Irish government connections to Germany were unofficial. 

The aid was sought through unofficial channels by members of illegal organizations not directly 

sponsored by the state. During the First World War they would have been conducted by nationalist 

interested in a republic and during the Second World War by members of the then outlawed Irish 

Republican Army. Ireland‟s neutrality was on paper only and recent research has shown that Ireland 

aided the Allies in repatriation of airmen and espionage against Germans stationed in the German 

Embassy in Dublin during the war. In fact having Ireland remain neutral was beneficial to the war 
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blind‟, which reminds us once again of a Yeatsian diction as it elevates and deflates 

at once (NOP 60). But this also connects to Jungian archetypes; Kinsella‟s notes 

from his reading of Jolande Jacobi‟s book on Jung mentions the „dragon‟ as an 

important image.
279

 In these notes, Kinsella also connects this poem and these 

„dragon‟ men to Old Harry in the poem by that title. He sees these dragons, like 

Harry Truman, as beasts who are consumed and blinded by their duty; old men who 

are guided by their passions.
280

 Donald R. McCoy sees Truman‟s apocalyptic drive 

as typical of most Americans at this time who saw „the nation‟s history as a series of 

stands at Armageddon‟ and like most Americans he was „not prepared to act 

patiently to anything that threatened‟ American ideals.
281

 Thus, Truman acts as an 

example of a passionate yet blind politician; someone who is willing to sacrifice 

their fellow humans and their own humanity for their ideals. On the same page 

containing the marginalia note about Old Harry‟s blindness and age is a verse draft 

that reads „consumed by homosexual fire‟, which puts an interesting twist on these 

„[d]ragon old men‟ and their passion for power and its trappings. Another draft note 

which mentions „C. Haughey‟ says: „The moral world admits monsters which the 

physical rejects (Burke i.e. Fr. Republic: „a double-natured monster; republic above, 

& monarchy below)‟.
282

 This contains a quote from Edmund Burke‟s Letters on a 

Regicide Peace (1796) wherein he describes a double-headed monster as the natural 

outcome of a monarchical republic. This shows the political implications that 

Kinsella‟s dragon monsters represent and also points ahead to the significance of the 

later references to Charles Haughey.
283

 Kinsella sees the nationalist spirits of his 

past, portrayed in the next section with the „Wedding Group‟ analogy, as creating a 

similar double-headed monster in the nationalist republicanism of Fianna Fáil.
 284
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Maurice Harmon first notices the significance of the „Wedding Group‟ along with its 

critique of the Irish Civil War and the resulting politics in his 1974 analysis of 

Kinsella‟s work. Harmon sees that this part of the poem is based upon a photograph 

from Kevin O‟Higgins‟s wedding in 1921.
285

  Eamon de Valera is the Fox, 

O‟Higgins the Groom and Rory O‟Connor is the Best Man.
286

 The drama enacts the 

violence of the Irish Civil War, the execution of O‟Connor and the assassination of 

O‟Higgins.
287

 The split and turbulent post-revolutionary society results in the bloody 

Irish Civil War; it is one of many disappointments with the new Irish state registered 

in this poem.  

 The poem criticises the predominant rulers of the new Irish state, the Fianna 

Fáil party. Similarly to the double-headed monster of Burke‟s monarchical republic, 

Fianna Fáil republicanism is tainted since it is based in a Victorian styled 

nationalism. The republican ideals of the Irish state sit next to Victorian ideas of 

nationalism and are transfigured into a monstrous entity. As this poem develops a 

further contrast is made between images of Irish republicanism (Cathleen Ní 

Houlihan) and the Victorian monarchy (Queen Victoria) that have a similar critical 

basis.   

 Part I of „Nightwalker‟ is a confessional type exploration; the narrator walks 

through Dublin and begins to question his duties as a civil servant within the mid-

century Irish state, but he also contrasts this to wider socio-political issues. He uses 

this exploration to examine these issues as well as historical events that background 

the society he writes out of. It is a confessional manner in the broader definition of 

confessionalism as he uses the personal to contrast the public. But the psychological 
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depth of the exploration needs to delve much deeper in order for it to match the 

confessional type explorations of Lowell and Plath. The next section achieves this as 

the personal psyche is mined to produce more images that contrast the personal 

against the public.  

 

‘Nightwalker’ II: the poet’s private influences contrast with the public 

 

The personal journey of part I which develops a contrast to wider socio-political 

events, is represented by the narrator‟s naturalistic journey through night-time 

Dublin as he muses on the state with which he so crucially interacts. The journey 

develops into a critique of the materialistic nature of the modernisation of Ireland 

and the current nationalist republic with its background in the bloody Irish Civil 

War, but it is still lacking the deeper psychological concerns that mark it as fully 

confessional in line with the American examples. In part II, the critique of Irish 

society continues but some significant new ghosts are introduced as the journey 

moves further inwards; into the walker‟s inner psyche and experiences. This inward 

movement helps to make the overall direction of the poem‟s theme more 

confessional but also begins the development towards the mythic/archetypal method 

that the poem ends with. 

 As this section opens the narrator notices „[t]he human taste grows faint. / It 

is gone‟ suggesting that the reality of the walk is disappearing as he descends deeper 

into his own mind and experiences (NOP 62). He is left with „a taste of self and 

laurel leaves‟ implying that it is his own psyche and poetic influence that will guide 

him from here, but he also adds „[a]nd rotted salt‟ which leaves a peculiarly physical 

essence remaining there as well (NOP 62). As the poem moves deeper inwards, into 

the narrator‟s psyche, it also registers a more physical imagery which recalls the 

mind/body contrasts discussed in the last chapter and the importance of including the 

physical with the mind in order for a more complete representation of being. In this 

section, „Joyce‟s Martello tower/ Rises‟ up shortly before a newspaper blows to the 

narrator‟s feet reminding him of the „new young minister‟ which is Haughey who 

was first elected to the Daíl in 1957 and whose first cabinet post was as Minister for 

Agriculture in 1961 (NOP 62). This contrasts two interesting antithetical characters. 

 The narrator hears his „footsteps echo back from the terrace‟ pointing to some 

sort of shadow following him but one that is connected to his self (NOP 62). 
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Maurice Harmon assumes that „Haughey is his dark Jungian brother‟ that shades the 

narrator at this point and there is evidence to point to that, but there is also evidence 

to point towards Joyce as that brother.
288

 The next section starts in a prayer-like 

mantra as he says: „Watcher in the tower, be with me now‟, as if he is calling the 

spirit of Joyce to his side (NOP 63). Indeed, Kinsella is trying to achieve a pluralistic 

representation for the identity of the „dark brother‟ as opposed to a singular identity. 

Kinsella‟s reading notes from Jacobi‟s writings on Jung point towards Harmon‟s 

assessment as does this note: „Arise, dark brother, follower of the Fox‟ which 

insinuates that the „dark brother‟ is one who follows de Valera, which would be 

Haughey since he was a Fianna Fáil parliamentarian during de Valera‟s presidency, 

obtained the office of Taoiseach later in his career and was the most high-profile 

politician to follow de Valera.
289

 But another note contains a draft verse as follows:  

 

 He, watcher on the tower is,  

 my dark brother rising  

 from the Jungian Sea.
290

  

 

The „watcher on the tower‟ is Joyce as represented by a character watching from a 

similar Martello Tower such as the one seen in the opening of Ulysses. He is also a 

„dark brother‟, like Haughey; thus, the two characters connect into one. The Jungian 

other is not necessarily one person but the „contents of the unconscious‟.
291

 Kinsella 

shows that this „dark brother‟ is a variety of images from his unconscious (which he 

probably misidentifies since he seems to be pointing to the subconscious), not just 

one person as Harmon theorises, but rather a grouping of identities and personalities 

within the psyche of the walker that together form the self-image of the individual.
292

 

This compiling of identities shows Kinsella developing a multiple image; identity 

within the individual is a contrasting admixture of other personalities − here it is a 

combination of literary and political figures. This is a crucial step towards the style 

that Kinsella is developing; he wants to portray inner realities with the same type of 
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fidelity to actuality as he does the outer realities. The web of identities that mix 

within the human psyche to create a person‟s ego are being pointed to here as the 

poem attempts to identify how images of Haughey and Joyce interact within the 

psyche of the narrator to create his identity. This is also where the idea of a poetic 

naturalism becomes complicated but also unique in that a style that seeks to be 

responsive to actuality is being applied to inner psychological themes. This is an 

important facet of Kinsella‟s style; he is in effect exposing his subject‟s psyche to the 

reader in as thorough a manner as can be achieved with such an endeavour. 

 The ghost of Joyce is called forth through the assistance of physical imagery: 

„A dripping cylinder / Big as a ship‟s funnel‟; „Then a whole head. Shoulders of 

shadowy muscle‟ (NOP 63, 64). The physically accentuated creature which is also 

mounting an „animal with nostrils straining‟ and „[f]orehoofs‟ scraping is then 

recognised as Joyce astride a horse:  

 

    Father of Authors!  

 It is himself! In silk hat and jowls,  

 Accoutered in stern jodhpurs! The sonhusband  

 Coming in his power: mounting to glory  

 On his big white harse (NOP 64).  

 

Joyce is manifested as a muscular and brutally physical creature using a deliberate 

Hiberno-English phonetic misspelling similar to those found in Finnegan’s Wake. In 

an earlier draft Kinsella writes: „What muscular husband, my dark brother‟, 

connecting Joyce once again to his Jungian „other‟ and the creature riding the 

horse.
293

 Kinsella gives Joyce a physical presence in his psyche connecting him to 

the bodily and sensual which Joyce explicates so superbly in Ulysses, particularly in 

the sensual, womanly-man character of Bloom and Molly‟s final soliloquy.  

 The narrator then sees Joyce as 

 

    He climbs the dark  

 To his mansion in the sky, to take his place  

 In the influential circle – a new sign:  
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    Foxhunter (NOP 64).  

 

Joyce ascends to the heavens to join the influential circle of stars. But his presence 

upsets the basis of the state as his job will be to unsettle the status quo of the Fianna 

Fáil republic founded by de Valera, or the „Fox‟ as he was identified in the „Wedding 

Group‟ section of the poem. The earlier image of Haughey on horseback and Joyce 

also coming on horseback connects the two persons in the one image but as stark 

opposites; Kinsella‟s new rider will have the political savvy of Haughey and the 

critical intelligence of Joyce. Kinsella, like Stephen Dedalus, is forging the uncreated 

conscience of his race; a new Irishman for a new Ireland, one who is „able and 

willing for the foul ditch‟ or capable of transcending the ugliness but also „as well as 

any at the kill‟ (NOP 64). The double character of Joyce and Haughey represents the 

inner psyche of the narrator as well as the idealised modern Irishman in general.   

 The next section finds the narrator at „[t]he foot of the tower. An angle where 

the darkness / Is complete‟ (NOP 65). He is at the base of a tower that, as mentioned, 

is often seen as Joyce‟s Martello Tower but could just as easily be a representation of 

Yeats‟s tower, Thoor Ballylee.
294

 The tower is neither Joyce‟s or Yeats‟s but is 

instead the narrator‟s consciousness as „[a] backdrop of constellations‟ reflect the 

spirits that symbolize his and Ireland‟s influences (NOP 65). Kinsella‟s literary 

influences are uniting in this poem with the public representations around him in the 

present to create these images. The historical images are actually reflections from 

inside the narrator‟s mind. As such, they are not monocular images of one person but 

rather multiple images that coalesce in the psyche of this one individual. This again 

highlights a novel aspect of Kinsella‟s poetic style as he uses deep images from his 

own psyche as a thematic base for his poetry.  

 It is at the foot of the tower representing Ireland‟s and the narrator‟s 

consciousness that we find the Christian Brothers. Kinsella was educated by the 

Christian Brothers at the O‟Connell School in Richmond Street and became one of 

the „[c]ivil servants in a state of grace‟ (NOP 66) that the Brothers produce. This 

musing, which dissolves into the voice of Brother Burke, lambasts the nationalist tint 

of that education as the Brothers push „[t]he Irish national spirit‟ and criticise the 

colonial authorities for attempting to exterminate the Gaelic language. The 
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recuperation of the Gaelic language, which Terence Brown notes was left to the 

schools to recover in post revolutionary Ireland, is used in the hands of the Brothers 

as a tool for instilling a nationalist ethos and critique of the coloniser.
295

 Brown 

notices that the „gealicization of education was [...] systematically attempted. It was 

determined that all teachers leaving training colleges should be expected to have 

knowledge of Irish‟.
296

 The Gaelic language, which was central to the Irish cultural 

nationalism, was left in the hands of the educational system in the hope that the 

teachers would raise a generation of Gaelic speakers. Brown sees this as failing since 

it wound up leaving a generation behind because the language did not have a firm 

enough base in modern terms; attempts to teach newer subjects like Physics failed 

resulting in a lower standard of education which slowed down the modernisation 

process. Brown quotes Osborn Bergin, a Gaelic scholar and professor of early Irish 

who wryly notices that „[o]nly the very young are unable to shift the burden to 

someone else‟s shoulders‟.
297

 Brown sees this dumping of the language recovery on 

the youth of Ireland as a failure to live up to the expectations of the new state and its 

promise while it also contributes to the decline of the language. Kinsella takes a 

similarly critical view of this enterprise as the tone of Brother Burke‟s speech is full 

of bombast and nationalist rhetoric:  

 

 Pupils from our school played their part,  

 As you know, in the fight for freedom. And you will be called 

 In your different ways – To work for the native language, 

To show your love by working for your country. 

 

 [...] 

  

 It wasn‟t long before Her Majesty 

 Gave us the famine – the starvation, as Bernard Shaw, 

 A godless writer, called it more accurately (NOP 66).  

 

These lines could betray a nationalist direction in the poem‟s theme but once the 
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narration leaves the voice of Brother Burke then the narrator shows the irony in the 

teacher‟s grandstanding: 

 

 [...] Take these... 

 Bread of certainty; scalding soup of memories, 

From my drowsy famine – martyrs in a dish 

Of scalding tears: food of dragon men (NOP 66).  

 

The dialogue of Brother Burke is seen as a „scalding soup of memories‟ which 

suggests that the nationalist rhetoric is the source of pain or violence. The memories 

are complicated as the „drowsy famine‟ suggests that there is something not quite 

right in that memory. Most importantly though these nationalist memories become 

food for the „dragon men‟ who we have seen from Kinsella‟s notes are the ruling 

politicians. This part of the poem represents a critique of the nationalist education 

Kinsella received as well as the government it produced.  

 The nationalist rhetoric of Brother Burke is contrasted with the mention of 

„[t]he Blessed Virgin‟ who „smiles / From her waxed pedestal, like the young 

Victoria‟ (NOP 66). The comparison of the two feminine figures, one a religious 

icon connected to the Catholicism of the colonised and another the royal 

representative of the coloniser, when used in this context reflect a third feminine 

image in the nationalist representation of Ireland as the wronged woman, Aisling 

figure or Cathleeen Ní Houlihan. Kinsella‟s notes show that all of these figures were 

very much in mind and that indeed he is trying to sort out a Jungian type anima of 

both himself and Ireland by intermixing these figures as he did with the „dark 

brother‟. This is interesting in that Kinsella is applying a personal psychology to 

Ireland‟s communal identity. Kinsella‟s notes mention his own grandmother when 

making these connections, thus adding her into this complex. An early draft of 

„Nightwalker‟ in Kinsella‟s notes shows some of these connections:  

 

 The hem of an invisible garment, taffeta;  

 Victoria... A memory of snuff  

 Old woman‟s flesh and dust, skirts crumbling  

 Over head back into darkness ancestor...  

   when we crawled under her skirt  
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 And looked up to her, a queen every inch...  

 Thighs together, clad in perpetual night;  

 Musk; a place to lift the muffled voice,  

 As in a salt cavern – life everywhere [.]
298

  

 

As a verse draft this seems somewhat confused, as if too much is going on like what 

we saw with Empson‟s „High Dive‟, but it is a draft that leads up to „Nightwalker‟ as 

well as later poems. This draft shows a connection between Victoria and the 

grandmother figure whose taffeta skirts, snuff and musk will be worked out to 

perfection in the poems of Notes from the Land of the Dead („Tear‟ and „Ancestor‟ 

specifically using this imagery).
299

 Again, a multiple image is being created that is 

reflecting the inner working of the narrator‟s mind in relation to the wider socio-

political events. This development is starkly confessional since the narrator‟s mental 

state reflects the multiple and conflicting identities of modern Ireland. The inner 

confusion of the narrator that forms his psychological development reflects the 

historical turmoil that creates the modern Ireland he lives in.  

 The feminine images build up to part III which is an  analysis of the personal 

muse figure, but they are explored in part II for their connections to nationalist 

representations. They are multi-facetted figures that exemplify a critique of colonial 

power but also an evaluation of the representations of nationalist feminine imagery 

which, similar to the religious image of the Virgin Mary, are forms of social control 

like that of the image of Queen Victoria. In fact the poem insinuates that the 

nationalism of the Victorian era is the form of nationalism that the new Irish state 

upholds. This is an ironic turn since it is the same yoke used to bridle the Irish 

people; the Irish have replaced one taskmaster‟s dogma for another of similar 

ideological hue. In a note, Kinsella writes that „Haughey‟ is „the natural outcome of 

the new Ireland‟; he sees the corrupt rule of Haughey as the inevitable outcome of 

the fusion of Victorian nationalism with Irish republicanism. „Nightwalker‟ is 

criticising the creation of the Irish state as well as the leaders and politics that arose 

out of the new state.  

 By delving into his own personal experiences in part I and then his literary 
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influences and childhood in part II, Kinsella has created an unusual portrait of mid-

twentieth-century Ireland. This matches the confessional approach perfectly as the 

personal experiences of one poet are reflecting the experiences of the wider society. 

When literary and historical figures unite in psychological images within the 

narrator‟s psyche we can see a strong confessional aspect to this poem. There is a 

reflection of the public through the personal in this which is quite similar to the 

American confessionalists like Plath and Lowell. The poems are beginning to 

register wider socio-political events through the psyche or consciousness of the 

narrator; this association is where the confessional is most obvious as opposed to 

Wormwood where the comparison is to wider philosophical truths. Thus, a different 

sort of image and poem is created which utilises a method that relies more on wider 

communal sources. The images are much more mythically based in the next section 

as they interact with the public images of the first two parts of this poem. The images 

also combine with the personal in some interesting archetypal formations such as the 

Great Mother.
300

 What this means is that the poems rely less on the personal images 

of the poet and more on the archetypal and mythical images of the poet‟s collective 

past; this does not mean that the poetry loses its personal matter but rather 

approaches and contrasts it through communal images culled from the collective 

psychological and mythical images around the poet. This will become much more 

pronounced in the 1970s but has its roots here in the end of „Nightwalker‟. 

 

‘Nightwalker’ part III: a movement towards a mythical/archetypal method 

 

There is little mention of Jung in Kinsella‟s notes outside of references to Jolande 

Jacobi‟s The Psychology of C. G. Jung (first published in English in 1942); it doesn‟t 

appear that Kinsella read much of Jung‟s work at this time. The inclusion of the 

Jungian material, as the notes show, appears to come from his reading of Jacobi on 

Jung. In an interview published in 1981, Kinsella discusses Jung‟s influence in 

„Nightwalker‟, Notes from the Land of the Dead, Vertical Man (1973), One (1974), 

and A Technical Supplement (1976): „I can‟t pretend to have been in any sense 

soundly influenced by Jung, because I haven‟t simply read that much of him. I‟ve 
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taken “cuttings” out of him‟.
301

 This shows that Kinsella‟s debt to Jung is actually a 

debt to Jacobi‟s reading of Jung.
302

  This is also a way of seeing how Kinsella picks 

and chooses a radical admixture of materials to develop his own particular style. 

Jung‟s theories, as presented by Jacobi, are crucial to what Kinsella is attempting to 

do at this time. Jung‟s systems for exploring the structure of the psyche show a 

mixture of facets that include the sensual and the intellectual, but they also crucially 

divide even further into four way representations: thought, feeling, sensing and 

intuiting.
303

 These are blueprints for examining the divisive nature of human 

existence but also a way to seek unity. This matches what Kinsella has been trying to 

do in his work as he explores the different facets of experience through binary 

representation and then attempts their unification through his poetry. This also 

becomes important in the explorations of the 1970s that rely on certain 

numerological explorations.  

 In part III of „Nightwalker‟, the Jungian method develops and culminates in 

certain feminine images. The inward journey of the narrator and his outward 

reflections on the society he lives in, draw towards conclusions that are based in the 

collective unconsciousness of the Irish as reflected through the narrator. This is 

crucial because it shows how the confessional method is transferring into a 

mythic/archetypal method. Instead of the inner world of the poet reflecting or 

reflected in the wider socio-historical information, this material is shown to be a part 

of the narrator‟s psyche; he is in essence made up of his history and surroundings. 

The narrator‟s perception of his self is grounded in the communal images he shares. 

Once again, Kinsella is seen attempting to draw the collective conscience of his race 

but this time it is the collective subconsciousness he is aiming at. Along these lines 

then it is important to remember that Kinsella‟s critique of Irish nationalism, of 

Haughey and Fianna Fáil, is based on the narrator‟s or Kinsella‟s own psyche. It is 

the nationalist ethos of his upbringing as a Christian Brother‟s boy and then as a civil 

servant that is being interrogated. Kinsella is conducting a cathartic purge of his own 
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personal and communal past, and the ghosts that populate his psyche range from the 

nationalist Brother Burke through to Joyce. In a way Kinsella is performing surgery 

on his own traditions in order to see what makes this up.  

 Kinsella is not supporting any form of politics, but he is instead trying to get 

to the core of the archetypal images that react and interact in the vortex of his own 

mind. Any support or criticism of the politics involved is ancillary to the purging of 

the image and the comparisons within his self. In a note, Kinsella writes „I will serve 

as a civil servant in a broken tradition: English: Victoria‟ while always 

„[r]emembering I am a Xtn Bros Boy‟.
304

 Kinsella is recognising himself amidst all 

of these conflicting forces and indeed these are his experiences and images sourced 

from his own psyche. Kinsella is trying to create a poetry in which an honest inward 

excavation illuminates wider communal connections; by exploring the images within 

himself he will illuminate his society. This is exactly what he praises in Lowell 

earlier when he discusses the poet showing a connection to „the few things we 

actually share‟ and moving „outward from that point‟.
305

  

 An examination of Kinsella‟s poetry finds that he does not seek to make 

polemic statements but rather highlights the different ways to view the poetic 

subject. This can be seen in „A Country Walk‟ from Downstream where Kinsella 

portrays the terror of both republican and colonial violence when he shows „knot-

necked Cromwell‟ as he massacres a convent full of nuns and then follows this with 

a depiction of the Wexford massacre of Protestants by Catholic rebels in 1798 (DS 

47). A similar trend can also be seen in Butcher’s Dozen when he finds that 

Protestants and Catholics are not the pure racial sects that dogmatic loyalism or 

nationalism would perpetrate but rather both of mixed lineage: „We all are what we 

are, and that / Is mongrel pure‟ (FD 19). Kinsella is seen seeking a detailed 

examination of his poetic subject and he is actively exploring different ways to do 

this at this time. He wants to portray his inner experiences and the wider communal 

experiences in as exact a manner as possible. That means showing his nationalist 

upbringing as well as the sectarianism of the wider Irish society as realistically as 

possible. 

 Feminine images represented by the narrator‟s lover and by archetypal 
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feminine depictions are central to the end of „Nightwalker‟. The narrator returns 

home to see a vision of domestic beauty in the opening of part III as he witnesses his 

beloved framed in the window. It is in this section that the Dantean trope and the 

Jungian imagery are most intensified as well as a reference to Goethe‟s Faust. In a 

1989 interview with O‟Driscoll Kinsella notes that he got the line: „Her dear shadow 

on the blind‟ from Goethe.
306

 The narrator‟s beloved throughout the poem but 

particularly in the final sections mirrors Goethe‟s Helen. Immediately upon his 

return the narrator again notices the „[v]irgin most pure, bright / In the dregs of the 

harbour: moon of my dismay‟ as the journey brings us back full-circle to the moon in 

heavily feminised imagery (NOP 67). The moon then morphs into the muse figure:  

  

 Quiet as oil, enormous in her shaggy pool.  

 Her brightness, reflected on earth, in heaven,  

 Consumes my sight. Gradually, as my brain  

 At a great distance swims in the steady light,  

 Scattered notes, scraps of newspaper, photographs,  

 Begin to flow unevenly toward the pool  

 And gather into a book before her stare (NOP 68).  

 

The light of the moon/muse-figure is gathering together the bits of the walker‟s 

thoughts into this poem as we see the „[s]cattered notes, scraps of newspaper‟ and 

„photographs‟ found throughout the poem combining into the book now before us. 

This is a self-reflexive moment as the poem speaks to its own composition. Kinsella 

is stepping back and showing the hand of the poet and breaking the illusion of 

authorship which again highlights a more modernist approach. We have seen how 

this self-referential aspect grows in Kinsella‟s work and as it develops the artistic 

figure looking at himself in the act of creation becomes more central to Kinsella‟s 

work. This is seen in some of the later poems that deal directly with the artist and the 

artistic act such as „Worker in a Mirror at his Bench‟ and poem IXX from A 

Technical Supplement (1976). Both of these poems are examined in the final chapter 

of this thesis. This self-referential tendency is an important part of Kinsella‟s 

developing style; he applies the same critical naturalism to the act of writing as he 
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does to his poetic subject. 

 In the next stanza, the waters are mentioned again but instead of a bitter cup 

such as found in the opening of Wormwood these waters have a reviving aspect as 

the narrator feels his „patience and trust‟ returning (NOP 68).
307

 This ends with:  

 

 There are times it is all part of a meaningful drama  

 That begins in the grey mists of antiquity  

 And reaches through the years to unknown goals  

 In the consciousness of man, which is very soothing (NOP 68).  

 

This is a quote from Jung‟s Alchemy drawn from a paragraph in Jacobi‟s The 

Psychology of C. G. Jung: An Introduction with Illustrations which discusses Jung‟s 

theories of the archetypes and their recurring patterns in history. The entire 

paragraph follows:  

 

 Thus those who recognize the reality of the psyche experience it not with the 

 instruments of the understanding but with other means that have been the 

 same since time immemorial. Each epoch seeks and finds its own ways of 

 illuminating the inner  cosmos, but through them all runs a continuity and 

 kinship. Sometimes it may seem as if mankind were weary of the arduous 

 journey and would never again find its way in the darkness. But if we look 

 more closely, we shall see that there has been no cessation and that 

 everything that has happened up to now has been a meaningful chain of 

 „episodes in the drama that began in the grey mists of antiquity and stretches 

 through all the centuries into a remote future. This drama is an Aurora 

 consergens- the dawning of consciousness in mankind‟.
308

  

 

In his notes to this Kinsella quotes the above section starting with „Each epoch...‟ but 

ending the quote with a parenthetical comment: „A higher human consciousness 

developing on the way too unknown goals‟.
309

 This connects to the writings of Pierre 

Teilhard de Chardin whose theories, as mentioned in an earlier footnote, also saw 
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mankind developing into a worldwide, connected and evolving consciousness he 

describes as the „noosphere‟.
310

 Teilhard de Chardin discusses evolution of the mind 

to the point in humanoids where they begin reflection. He sees this point creating a 

world consciousness or „noogenesis‟ where „for the first time in a living creature 

instinct perceived itself in its own mirror, the whole world took a pace forward‟.
311

 

He then identifies a new level of evolution: „above the biosphere there is the 

noosphere‟.
312

 This shows Kinsella rewriting or approximating the ideas of Jung and 

Teilhard de Chardin into his own conceptual rendering. Kinsella is noting a 

connection to the ideas of Jacobi/Jung at this point showing that these images are the 

core of the poem. The end of this section draws together the poem‟s images into a 

Jungian archetypal representation of the feminine:  

 

    A wind sighs, the pool  

 Shivers: the tide at the turn. Odour of lamplight,  

 Sour soil, the sea bed passes like a ghost  

 – the hem of her invisible garment.  

      Our mother  

 Rules on high, queenlike, pale with control.  

     Hatcher of peoples!  

 Incline from your darkness into mine!  

 I stand at the ocean‟s edge, my head fallen back  

 Heavy with your control, and oppressed! (NOP 68)  

 

The moon‟s presence is felt in the tide turning as the feminised moon „passes like a 

ghost –the hem of her invisible garment‟ which we discovered from Kinsella‟s notes 

could be Victoria or the grandmother. But the next line, „Our mother‟, connects the 

image to a broader and wider archetypal image like those discussed in Jung‟s 

theories. This is an archetypal, primal feminine image like the Good Mother, the 

„Hatcher of peoples‟.
313

 The narrator has deconstructed the feminine representations 

in his psyche and is preparing himself for the journey of differentiation, or the 

uniting of the opposing images within his psyche which we will see occurring in the 
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collections to come in the 1970s such as Notes from the Land of the Dead and One 

(1974). The narrator is noticing how potent these images of the feminine are to his 

psyche and also how they connect to control his image of self while also connecting 

to broader communal representations and identities.  

 „Nightwalker‟ mirrors Kinsella‟s own descent into his personal and 

communal past to source his poetry in this collection and those that follow by 

tracking the descent of the narrator into his own psyche. This material is a part of the 

„meaningful drama‟ of archetypal and mythic meaning which underlies all subjective 

existence. He exposes his own personal life in a quasi-confessional manner 

contrasting the personal with the public life of Ireland that his own inner world is 

invested with. The development between Wormwood and this poem and indeed 

within the poem shows a progress from a confessional type approach to a more 

mythic/archetypal examination that still retains aspects of a 

confessional/psychological type of poetry. Kinsella is developing his poetry in a way 

that Lucy Collins commends in the evolution of other poets who work through and 

then out of a confessional mode.
314

 Kinsella‟s growth shows an active and exciting 

poetic progress. This is only the beginning of this journey but the pointers are there 

for its continuation. 

 

Conclusion: 

 

A new version of „Downstream‟, the title poem from the 1962 book of the same 

name, ends Nightwalker and Other Poems, but „Phoenix Park‟ is the last poem in the 

new series of poems. It picks up on and expands the themes of Wormwood and 

„Nightwalker‟ while exploring departure and transition. It continues with the same 

personal/confessional material and archetypal/mythic imagery, but relies more on the 

archetypal/mythic method as opposed to a confessional manner in general. This is a 

poem about leaving and beginning a journey; about the Kinsellas and their departure 

for the United States but more significantly Kinsella‟s journey into the depths of his 

own psyche. What is crucial here though is the development of the Jungian imagery 

as he packs and unpacks his personal life; he is finding a way to meld these 

confessional explorations into his own style. In the first section, the narrator 
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remembers another walk where he met a strange feminine entity. This character has 

an almost prostitute-like aura as she reaches out to touch the narrator „in vague 

hunger‟ with no shame (NOP 75). She does not react to the narrator‟s kindness since 

she seeks someone to sate her hunger or desire. He passes her by and moves on to his 

beloved in her sick bed. This character recalls the prostitute-like figure from Thomas 

Mann‟s Dr Faustus who seeks to lure the narrator into a Faustian deal with 

temptation. The character also has an archetypal/mythic feel that Kinsella‟s notes 

highlight as he develops this figure. These organizational notes also mention Ulysses 

and Finnegan’s Wake which could point to Joyce‟s treatment of the female character 

as being important to the ideas Kinsella is developing.
315

 All of these points stress 

the importance of these feminine images but specifically within the psyche of the 

narrator. The poem, like „Nightwalker‟, is building these images up into one multiple 

image. The feminine image is focussed through the muse/beloved but is also shown 

to be a mixture of different feminine images within the narrator‟s psyche.  

 The poem shows that the personal inward explorations and the outward 

public examinations are all muted by the beloved; her presence is everything and 

negates any other development. But the archetypes that he is uncovering with the 

help of his beloved/ muse figure are what is important:  

 

 Attracted from the night by my wakefulness  

 Certain half-dissolved- half-formed- beings loomed close:  

 A child with eaten features eating something-  

 Another, with unfinished features, in white-  

 They hold hands. A shadow bends to protect them.  

 

 The shadow tries to speak, but its tongue stumbles.  

 A snake out of the void moves in my mouth, sucks  

 At triple darkness. A few ancient faces  

 Detach and begin to circle. Deeper still,  

 Delicate distinct tissue begins to form (NOP 82).  

 

The beings mentioned are archetypal figures in their formative state within his 
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psyche. He points to the ghosts from the rest of the poem and shows through the 

disjunctive nature of the penultimate stanza that these formations are still tentative. 

All of these figures develop an archetypal meaning inside the poet‟s psyche. The 

continual dashes of this stanza give it a broken, incomplete sense as if the poet is 

searching and receiving only partial messages from the muse. Kinsella is 

highlighting the provisional nature of this search and the open-endedness of the 

theme as he points towards the direction his work is moving. The ending of this 

poem is mirrored in the beginning of Notes from the Land of the Dead. Indeed, the 

two connect to form one complete stanza showing how the poems are meant to be 

read as one.
316

  

 Kinsella‟s notes show him contemplating the triple darkness which he 

mentions in the final stanza of the published poem quoted above. He identifies this 

triple darkness as follows:  

 

 Triple darkness  

 1 in the head of me  

 2 in man‟s heart  

 3 in the whole world  

 

 a triple will  

 a triple furnace 
317

 

 

The narrator, who is the shadow bending to protect the images of his family, but also 

the other or „dark brother‟ from „Nightwalker‟, tries to represent the archetypal 

messages yet the void of non-existence robs him of his speech as the darkness of 

man, the world and himself complicate matters but also fires the passion to interpret 

and communicate experience. The ending of „Phoenix Park‟ shows the archetypal 

figures beginning to gel within his consciousness as the psyche begins to 

differentiate its parts. The narrator/poet then notices that deep within his psyche 

„Delicate distinct tissue begins to form‟ which compares to the tissue of life he plants 

within his beloved‟s womb (NOP 82). The poet is preparing to give birth to his 
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innermost archetypal images which will define the work of the 1970s.  

 As the archetypal images build up and develop within the poem they reflect 

the narrator‟s psyche and its makeup; they show how these communal images act to 

create the personal identity or self. Instead of contrasting the public through the 

private, Kinsella is using the public in the private − he is showing how the images 

and experiences of his life mirror the larger world around him. This is a crucial shift 

as it highlights Kinsella‟s changing method which is guided by his quest for a more 

effective poetic communication. The historical and mythical images of his society 

are an important part of the individual poet‟s psyche and resonate with archetypal 

importance; this is something that was tracked developing in „Nightwalker‟ and 

continues in „Phoenix Park‟.  

 Kinsella‟s poems are now engaged more thoroughly with his political and 

social surroundings but are also deeply embedded in personal psychological images. 

The unique part of Kinsella‟s developing style is the fusion of these two in the 

poems and an attempt to document both in a naturalistic style. The method used 

between Wormwood and Nightwalker and Other Poems begins in a confessional 

style but morphs into a mythological and psychological technique to portray the 

poetic subject. Kinsella‟s approach is a sublime mixture; a creating of his own poetic 

tradition from an admixture before him. Like John‟s argument from the opening of 

this chapter, the poetic classifications cannot safely contain the extent of his work, 

but like Collins‟s argument, they can be seen as developing stages in Kinsella‟s work 

as he moves from the confessional through to an archetypal/mythic based poetry.
318

 

What is important to note though his how this evolution still contains traces of what 

it displaces; Kinsella maintains rudiments of the confessional style as we can also 

trace elements of the Romantic and neo-romantic formalism of his earlier work. The 

developing style focuses all of these poetic modes into its project of representing the 

poetic subject as effectively as possible.  

 If we return to Heaney‟s comments at the beginning of this chapter we can 

see how truly unique this attempt by Kinsella is; he is mapping his inner 

psychological impulses onto a broader public arena and thus taking poetry to where 

no other Irish poet has gone before.
319

 Kinsella‟s usage of images of descent at the 

opening of Notes from the Land of the Dead is significant as we see him descending 
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into the depths of his own psyche in that collection, but we can see the start of that 

descent here in the poems of Nightwalker and Other Poems. He develops a new way 

to view his poetic subject through an analysis of the forces within his own psyche 

compared to wider communal images which will allow the reader to access these 

shared images. This is a part of the development of the new style that comes to 

fruition in the 1970s. For now, he has developed a unique style that incorporates a 

confessional and mythic/archetypal approach. In Notes Kinsella develops the 

psychological and mythic method further, and the move to Kinsella‟s fully mature 

style enters its crucial final stages.  



144 

 

Chapter Four 

  

‘tears of self forming’: The development of a more immediate style by exploring 

the psyche through memory and myth.
320

 

 

Kinsella‟s analysis of psychological and mythic symbols in Notes from the Land of 

the Dead (1972) marks an important stage in his development of a distinctive later 

style. Indeed, it is the penultimate stage before we see the fruition of his mature style 

found in the poems of The Good Fight (1973) and One (1974), and most apparently 

in A Technical Supplement (1976) and Song of the Night and Other Poems (1978). In 

Notes Kinsella is seen attempting to record the inner psychic impressions of his 

protagonists in as clear and exact a manner as is possible with such an endeavour. 

Kinsella draws a roadmap of his subject‟s psyche as he is engaging with his 

experiences. The resulting poetry is quite dense yet it touches on deep connections 

within the reader who will share many of these impressions within his or her own 

psychological makeup. The poems also open up questions about the nature of 

memory and representation which are at the core of Kinsella‟s concern with how to 

successfully represent lived experience. The resulting poetry, which finds its fruition 

in the poems following this collection, paves the way for a style of poetry that 

represents a responsibility towards the actuality of its subject matter. The lessons 

Kinsella learns from the failure of the systemic representations he experiments with 

in this collection, in particular the numerological examinations, informs his final 

push for a more inclusive and organic style.  

 By the time Notes from the Land of the Dead had been published, Kinsella 

had spent nearly seven years teaching in the US and was in his second year as 

Professor of Poetry at Temple University. As a professor at an American university 

in the 1970s and 1980s Kinsella is exposed to the advent of post-structuralism, 

deconstruction and postmodernism. But what Kinsella seems to mirror most 

attentively are the literary trends of psychoanalysis. His deliberate attention to 

Jungian ideas is a marker of this but certain facets of Freud and Lacan are mirrored 

in the readings that follow. Psychological ideas of the other, Lacanian ideas of 

radical alterity as well as Freudian ideas around instinctual drives can all be seen in 
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Kinsella‟s work alongside his concerns for Jungian archetypal formations. Although 

living primarily in Pennsylvania at this time, Kinsella is still strongly attached to 

Ireland and in 1971 he establishes another home in Dublin at Percy Place. He divides 

his time between both countries until he retired in 1990 and still maintains a home in 

both countries to this day. Ireland remains a strong influence in both his life and 

writings across these years. Kinsella publishes Butcher’s Dozen (1972), his response 

to Lord Widgery‟s Tribunal into the Bloody Sunday massacre, shortly after Notes. 

Even though Notes is a much different collection in its abstract and esoteric themes 

than the polemic Butcher’s Dozen, it also can be seen containing Irish issues in the 

way that Kinsella deals with the history-making potential of the human psyche. 

 Nearly all critics of Kinsella notice the seminal importance of Notes. Maurice 

Harmon, in his 2008 book on Kinsella, recognises how the Jungian work there is 

crucial for validating Kinsella‟s ideas and an important entry point for Irish myth.
321

 

Harmon sees the Jungian work alleviating Kinsella‟s existential disappointment with 

modern man‟s isolation in a cold and evil world, while Andrew Fitzsimons finds the 

Jungian influence as a way for Kinsella to continue his exploration of that same 

disappointment.
322

 Fitzsimons sees a Jungian completion of the personality as the 

goal for the searches in this collection.
323

 The idea of a complete personality, of 

reconciling the different parts of the personality that cause conflict within the human 

psyche, resonates with what Kinsella has been investigating in his exploration of 

binary forms of representation as he looks for a more inclusive way for embodying 

existence through his poetic subject. Fitzsimons identifies Kinsella‟s exploration of 

existence as a „pursuit of the Real‟.
324

 Fitzsimons follows Oscar Milosz‟s definition 

of the Real which rails against the removal of religion, philosophy, science and 

politics from poetry‟s domain; poetry must not become an aesthetic object removed 

from these real life concerns.
325

 This inclusiveness is a way to allow more into the 

poetry but also to examine the poetry‟s theme from a variety of viewpoints. 

Fitzsimons‟s ideas owe some of their conceptual complexity to an earlier work by 

Thomas H. Jackson in which the subject of Kinsella and the Real is first explored in 

depth. Jackson sees that Kinsella is moving „beyond lyric‟ in this collection and the 
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last; he puts aside a poetry seeking to name and place and is instead „responding 

lyrically to „situations‟, he is about to undertake a pursuit of the Real‟.
326

 This 

matches what I have been tracking as Kinsella is developing a style that can most 

succinctly represent what these critics call the Real, but it is actually a thorough 

representation of the way that the psyche registers its existence in relation to all of its 

stimuli, whether personal or communal. The Real in this definition is closer to the 

Lacanian idea of the Real, which is the seemingly unknowable core of subjective 

identity or wholeness of the self and its desires that we can never attain due to the 

complications of language. Lacan‟s idea of the Real grows out of his theory of the 

psychological development of man wherein the budding psyche firstly engages the 

Symbolic phase and then the Imaginary phase and finally the Real, which Lorenzo 

Chiesa describes as something that subverts „Lacan‟s previous notions of 

subjectivity insofar as it obliges him to reconsider the precise role of the signifying 

structure that founds the subject of the unconscious‟.
327

 Kinsella attempts a poetic 

style that creates a picture of the psyche that seeks to represent this unknowable core 

of the psyche. He wants his poetry to work so that another person can engage with it 

through the moment of the poem and thus attempts to bridge the gap between the 

Real and poetry or language. Kinsella is making a move at this point into his inner 

psychological existence but also reflecting wider communal imagery; it is a move 

that gives the Jungian material a stronger emphasis as well as highlighting the 

increased impact of myth since he is attempting to create a complete poetic picture of 

the inner and outer world of his protagonists. Kinsella is developing a new way to 

represent his poetic subject through the event of the poem; he creates a space in the 

poem where the psychic material of the poet‟s life is shared with the reader by 

contrasting these personal images against wider communal images. The poem 

becomes a dialectical entity that Kinsella uses to engage with his readers; by 

touching on these deep psychological and mythical images he hopes to create poetry 

that can make that engagement as true to the inner life of the reader as it is to the 

poet. Notes shows this style reaching its penultimate climax before the poems found 
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in the 1979 collections Fifteen Dead and One and Other Poems.
328

 

 The early chapters of this thesis explored how this attempt at clarity began in 

examinations of binary ways of representing the subject and their eventual 

complications. It then continued by examining the confessional method which then 

shifts to a more archetypal and mythic manoeuvre. This mythic method, or 

explorations of the communal images that the poet shares with others, is a crucial 

part of Notes. In this collection, Kinsella continues to portray his own personal 

memories alongside archetypal and mythical imagery in order to create a unique 

portrait of his inner world. Many interesting formal and thematic changes occur 

which are crucial for an understanding of Kinsella‟s aesthetic development. Most 

significantly for this thesis, Kinsella shows an increased awareness of the nature of 

being or how the idea of the self is created in relation to the stories we tell ourselves 

as a people. He develops interesting new ways of exploring his inner-self that grow 

out of the binary preoccupations into a concern for mystical, numerical systems. 

Kinsella begins by utilizing images of zero through the analogy of the egg and then 

progresses through other numerical examinations, in particular the number four that 

figures prominently in the mythology-based poems from the collection.
329

 Kinsella 

comments on this system in 1989:  

 

 It‟s an enabling idea. A reading of Jung threw full light on it once. It‟s very 

 hard to work on profound personal and family matters without coming up 

 numerological. One begins at zero, one develops as one, one meets another 

 and becomes two; with luck three emerges. This is a ridiculous reduction... 

 Something like a psychic zero is in an act of preparation, and something like 

 a personal unit in its finding its way into existence. The scheme I have found 

 most useful can count up to five; that is as far as it gets. So far, I am barely 

 managing in number two but this is more and more retreating, with the 

 numerological idea itself becoming subject matter. It has fallen back into its 

 position as a part of the material I am trying to write about − a person 

 locked in a scheme of that kind. The real sin is to impose order, but if the 
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 order is there and can be found, that is very important.
330

 

 

We can see here that Kinsella is connecting this numerical system to his own 

personal and familial relationships, but we can also see that he has found it 

problematic. When he states that „[T]he real sin is to impose order‟ he is in effect 

critiquing is own attempt at this numerical system, which he sees retrospectively as 

faulty since he is trying to impose the same type of order that he found faulty in the 

binary systems. He also claims not to have got beyond the number two while 

utilising this system, yet we see representations up to the number four being 

explored in this collection. What he is discussing here though is how numerological 

systems have impacted his oeuvre over the years (interview is dated 1989). 

Crucially, he discovers that it has become a part of his material as we noticed with 

the confessional aspects of his work in the last chapter. He incorporates the 

numerological along with the Jungian into his overall system for analysis and 

stresses the importance of not imposing order but rather letting it be found. This 

thesis tracks a similar development as Kinsella refuses any systems that attempt to 

impose any kind of order that is not a natural part of what is being examined. This is 

why he explores, incorporates and also abandons so many different ways of 

examining his poetic subject; the order is found within the aesthetic object itself and 

not outside of it. Thus, the poetry Kinsella seeks to write shows responsibility 

towards the actual event or image depicted and lets the meaning come from within 

the representation itself.  

 The communal images or the mythic representations that Kinsella utilises are 

not unique in themselves as Irish writers have consistently used myth to structure 

their poetry. Historically, Yeats stands as most significant in this but there is also a 

long tradition of myth attached to Gaelic poetry from which modern writers like 

Kinsella have drawn their sources. What is unique about Kinsella though is how he 

applies this myth in an examination of the personal against the communal in such a 

fashion that the myths are artfully connected to archetypal/psychological images 

within the psyche of the poetic subject. Other Irish poets such as W. B. Yeats, 

Patrick Kavanagh and Seamus Heaney have done something similar but it is the way 

that Kinsella maps these communal connections within the personal psyche that 

                                                 
330

 Kinsella in interview with O‟Driscoll, 1989, pp. 61-2. 



149 

 

makes his work so unique. Austin Clarke‟s early career was marked with poetry that 

explored Gaelic myth, but the collections between 1966 and 1972 show a lessened 

dependence on myth for their source material. In Old Fashioned Pilgrimage and 

Other Poems (1967) and The Echo at Coole and Other Poems (1968) Clarke is often 

found directing his poems at poets like Yeats and James Stephens who dealt with 

myth as opposed to directly dealing with any form of myth himself. In „House 

Breakers‟ the narrator begins: „As I was trespassing among the Seven / Woods‟; it is 

as if he is speaking to Yeats.
331

 He then asks: „Was it the spirit that eyed me / Or the 

great Peacock that Yeats made out of pride?‟
332

 This shows that he is questioning 

and perhaps denigrating Yeats‟s mythologizing. Later in the same collection there 

are some interesting poems that use myth as their base such as „Lactuca Prodigiosa‟, 

which utilises Greek myth, and „Aisling‟. „Aisling‟ is among a few poems after the 

Gaelic poet Dáibhí Ó Bruadair (c. 1625-1698) found at the end of the collection that 

employ some Gaelic myth as thematic devices. It is an intriguing poem as it appears 

to be speaking to the Aisling myth as well as the personal muse, which recalls 

Kinsella‟s mixing of the muse and archetypal/mythic imagery at the end of 

„Nightwalker‟. Later poems in Orphide and Other Poems (1970) use Greek myth as 

their subject matter as does Tiresias: A Poem (1972).
333

 None of Clarke‟s poems 

though show the particular attention to a deep psychic connection between the 

narrator and myth which is found in Kinsella‟s explorations. Kinsella attempts to 

show how myth operates in the present psyche of the individual; our psychological 

selves are made of the stories that precede us. 

 John Montague‟s poetry in The Rough Field (1972) contains figures such as 

the old people in „Like dolmens round my childhood...‟ who resonate with a 

connection to mythic types and are culled from the personal memories of the poet.
334

 

The entire collection is a superb lyrical journey through a particular Irish history that 

also contains certain mythical figures, but it does not attain the psychological depth 

of Kinsella‟s work. Seamus Heaney‟s Door into the Dark (1969) and Wintering Out 

(1972) predominate with poems that explore the people and places of Heaney‟s past 

and also offer exquisite poems that examine the connection of language to these 
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themes, yet they do not make the deep psychic connections that Kinsella‟s work 

attains. The poem „Shore Woman‟ from Wintering Out though has an intriguing 

depiction of a mythic or archetypal woman that ends with her noticing: „A 

membrane between moonlight and my shadow‟, which seems almost Jungian and 

could easily be a nod towards „Nightwalker‟ which Heaney responds to positively in 

his criticism.
335

 „Good Night‟, another poem from Wintering Out which is echoed in 

the title of a poem in Notes, ends with these lines: „Till she strides in again beyond 

her shadows / And cancels everything behind her‟.
336

 This gives the woman a 

mythic/archetypal feel as she carries considerable power over the narrator by her 

presence. While some of these contemporary writers are using myth as source 

material at this time, they do not show the depth of the psychological explorations in 

connection to the mythic that Kinsella attempts. 

 In Nightwalker and Other Poems and Notes we can see Kinsella beginning to 

write in a broad sequence. Brian John sees Kinsella‟s poetry as having „resonances‟ 

back to older poems within his oeuvre since the poems reference each other through 

the years.
337

 It is in the 1970s that these resonances become much more pronounced. 

The first stanza of Notes completes the poem „Phoenix Park‟ from the last collection 

Nightwalker and Other Poems (excluding the final poem „Downstream II‟ which is a 

rewrite of that poem from the previous collection Downstream). In the 1996 and 

2001 collected poems, „Phoenix Park‟ ends and „Notes from the Land of the Dead‟ 

(a significantly rewritten version) begins on the facing page. Thus, the odd ending of 

„Phoenix Park‟ with a comma makes sense as it is seen to continue in the opening of 

„hesitate, cease to exist, glitter again‟.
338

 The final stanza from „Phoenix Park‟ is 

found in red ink in Notes on the facing page to the opening poem. When this is put 

together with the three opening lines of „hesitate, cease to exist, glitter again‟ it 

becomes one stanza:  

 

 A snake out of the void moves in my mouth, sucks 
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 at triple darkness. A few ancient faces 

 detach and begin to circle. Deeper still, 

 delicate distinct tissue begins to form, 

 

 hesitate, cease to exist, glitter again, 

 dither in and out of a mother liquid 

 on the turn, welling up from God knows what hole.
339

 

   

This creates a womb-like image where something appears as if it is being formed 

while pointing towards the archetypal images explored. It also ends with a trite pun 

on the vagina that shows Kinsella using an Irish vernacular; this mirrors Williams‟s 

usage of the American vernacular that Kinsella praises.
340

 Kinsella‟s mapping of his 

own psyche against the communal myths he shares with the wider society around 

him creates a poetry that can be quite obtuse to a reader who does not engage with 

Kinsella‟s wider oeuvre. This is an ironic development when one considers that the 

motivation of the style is to communicate inner realities to a wider audience. 

Kinsella is actually creating a roadmap of his own inner psyche that reflects the 

wider psychological images and mythology of his community. These broad brush 

strokes will allow a reader who engages closely with the entirety of Kinsella‟s work 

to access a broad database of information in order to interact with the imagery of his 

poetry. This is also a part of his drive for an effective form of poetic communication 

as the wider psychological and mythic imagery allows for connections to be made 

between the reader and these images on a deeper level. This also creates a 

conundrum in this endeavour since a reader of individual poems or groups of poems 

will come up against very obtuse meanings. This is the irony and perhaps a failing of 

this undertaking although Kinsella‟s attention to the broader sequencing of his work 

shows that his drive is for a type of meaning found in the connections across his 

oeuvre. Kinsella‟s attention to the reader is to a reader who is along for the journey.  

 During the 1960s and 1970s Kinsella‟s poetry can be connected to the long 

sequential efforts of US and UK poets also writing at this time. We can see groups of 

experimental poets from both sides of the Atlantic that write in broad sequences. 

                                                 
339

 Both stanzas are in this form on the facing page and page 1 of Notes. The first stanza is on page 82 

of Nightwalker and Other Poems.  
340

 Flanagan, 2001, p. 161. 



152 

 

Some of these poets use the example of Ezra Pound‟s monumental Cantos but 

modify it for their own time. Kinsella also spends time focusing on the Cantos 

during his teaching, but in an interview notes that he was reading Pound long before 

his move to America.
341

 Eric Homberger notices that the long modernist poems 

„doubted the very possibility of narrative‟ and thus showed fractured forms and 

obscure themes because they felt the world was fractured and incoherent.
342

 But the 

1960s and 1970s saw poets like Lowell (Notebook (1970)), Ted Hughes (Crow 

(1970)) and John Berryman (The Dream Songs (1969)) writing „sequences built 

upon small, discrete poems‟ while other long poems like Basil Bunting‟s Briggflatts 

(1966) and Galway Kinnell‟s the Book of Nightmares (1971) „reflect a greater sense 

of construction‟.
343

 Kinsella also shows a tendency to write in long sequences like 

Notes, but his Peppercanister Poems also highlight a thematic interconnectedness 

across the entire series. In an interview Kinsella comments that he hopes „the echoes 

of one poem or sequence go on and get caught up in the next‟ showing his desire for 

an interconnected sense across his oeuvre. 
344

 Kinsella want his poems to echo each 

other as some sort of wider message is being portrayed. The poems are open-ended 

as he comments on „Tear‟ in the same interview: „[...] a refusal to permit the poem to 

fulfil its own form; it‟s a loose end dramatically, implying what hasn‟t been 

included, keeping it valid for later use‟.
345

 This desire to use meaning later is a key 

facet of Kinsella‟s developing style; he sees the poem as a dialectical entity that will 

be used in each reading differently depending on the context of the reading. Thus, we 

see a desire to keep the poem open to various readings and meanings as well as an 

urge to create the poem as a site of meaning to be engaged with by the reader. 

 By examining the personal alongside the mythic, Kinsella attempts to 

organise his own vision for a wider understanding of societal and personal histories 

and their confluence in line with what Yeats was attempting in his mystical, systemic 

examination A Vision (1925). In a note that highlights Kinsella‟s understanding of 

the psychological impact of myth he quotes from the first edition of this book: „myth 
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and fact... fallen... far apart that man understands for the first time the rigidity of fact, 

and calls up, by that very recognition, myth... which now but gropes its way out of 

the mind‟s dark but will shortly pursue and terrify‟.
346

 Kinsella is paraphrasing a 

passage from A Vision in which Yeats asserts:  

 

 It is as though myth and fact, united until the exhaustion of the Renaissance, 

 have now fallen so far apart that man understands for the first time the 

 rigidity of fact, and calls up, by that very recognition, myth – the Mask – 

 which now but gropes its way out of the mind‟s dark but will shortly pursue 

 and terrify.
347

 

 

Throughout Notes, Kinsella is attempting to put „the rigidity of fact‟ amidst the 

mythic; he is not disallowing the importance of that myth but rather grounding it in 

the corporeal by connecting it to the self. Kinsella attempts to tie inner psychological 

experiences to the sensations of the body thus connecting the mind to the body. He 

sees the poetic act in terms of digestion:  

 

 It begins with the ingestion of experience and continues as the imagination 

 (or whatever agency may be) sieves that experience for its significance. The 

 significant experience, so ingested, spends a period in the depths of the mind, 

 forming relationships with other material similarly collected and stored.
348

  

 

Kinsella‟s poetic process involves sorting through „significant experience‟ in which 

he believes „myth plays a part at the point in the process when significant material is 

being digested, and imaginative relationships are forming‟.
349

 Gaelic myths 

alongside more general archetypal mythic formations are explored in Notes and are 

part of a reservoir of experience that the poet draws on to highlight and express his 

own experience. We see Kinsella reaching into his personal and communal past to 
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find the images that reflect each other and thus allow him to communicate his own 

experience to a wider audience. This is a move that has its impetus in the drive to 

develop a new style; Kinsella looks to this method in order to find the most succinct 

way to communicate the psychological impressions from the poet to the reader. 

Kinsella sees myth as „a kind of foundation [...] for communication and for 

understanding‟.
350

 By successfully touching upon communal myth, the poet 

expresses „one‟s own depths‟ and stirs „something in another‟s‟ and thus myth „is, in 

a sense, a generalisation of human experience‟.
351

 What is crucial though is that 

these images focus on their basis within the physical makeup of the human being; 

they are not abstract entities controlling humanity, but rather urges and desires that 

control the physical impulses of the solitary human. This connects the mythic and 

archetypal to the immediate moment of physical sensation. Kinsella continuously 

grounds his explorations in the corporeal in order to give them this connection. He 

wants to foreground the moment of the experience as the subject and the place of the 

poem‟s action. The poem becomes a site where the poem‟s imagery is shared 

through the reader‟s connection to the poem by their reaction to the physically 

accentuated images. 

 In this collection, Kinsella stirs the deep experiences of his wider audience 

through his own personal experiences connected artfully to the mythic, communal 

and archetypal. Through a process similar to „Nightwalker‟, the development is 

firstly to examine the personal and finally the mythic and archetypal. But in this 

collection the mythic method is drawn out and connected to the physical reactions 

within the body. The formal developments apparent at this time are coterminous with 

the thematic changes tracked in the earlier poems. As we have been noticing 

throughout, Kinsella‟s formal changes come from the same motivation as his 

thematic changes − a desire for a more profoundly inclusive way to communicate 

lived existence to the reader. 

  

Overview of the formal changes during this period 

 

We have been following a distinct shift in Kinsella‟s thematic development that is 

matched by his formal changes. It is by the 1970s that we see these changes become 
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more pronounced which shows that the formal alterations are tied into the 

developing style; as Kinsella searches for new ways to represent his poetic subject he 

also allows the American formal examples to take further hold. It is at this time that 

we see the lessons of the American poets taking effect, in particular the usage of 

shorter lines and vernacular examples of Williams, the broad thematic 

experimentation of Pound and the shift to a more personal subject and looser form 

found in Lowell‟s work. The poems produced during this period are moving from 

the more structured earlier work to looser formal structures relying less on strict 

lineation and stanzaic forms and more on shifting syntax and tone. By subtly 

adjusting his tonal register Kinsella allows himself a way to guide the reader through 

the meanings of his poetry. This becomes increasingly important in poems that shift 

temporally such as „Hen Woman‟ or „Tear‟. When these tonal and syntactic changes 

are combined with lineation and stanza shifts they allow the reader to notice the 

subtle modifications in who is speaking as well as the speaker‟s location temporally 

to the event depicted. A good example of this is found in „Tear‟: 

 

 My own 

 wail of child-animal grief 

 was soon done, with any early guess 

 

 at sad dullness and tedious pain 

 and lives bitter with hard bondage. 

 How I tasted it now − 

 her heart beating in my mouth! (NLD 34) 

 

The language allows us to place this event in the mind of the adult thinking back to 

the occurrence as the narrator remembers his „child-animal grief‟. But the last two 

lines bring the event into the present as the narrator shifts from remembering his 

grief to the current moment. The language and tone of the poem allows these shifts. 

This is seen when the repetitive dour sounding phrases with their hard consonants 

such as „sad dullness‟, „tedious pain‟, lives bitter‟ and „hard bondage‟ are followed 

by „her heart beating in my mouth!‟ which has a much more alliterative softness in 

the repeated „h‟ and „m‟ sounds. He feels the presence of his grandmother‟s image 

within his own psyche as a seemingly physical presence within his mind which the 
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shifting language and tone helps to accentuate. 

 The untitled opening poem of Notes provides another perfect example of the 

shift in form.
352

 At the beginning of the poem it seems as if the poet is presenting us 

with a more formal poem that, through its more archaic tone and rhyming stanzas, is 

in line with Kinsella‟s earlier work:  

 

 Drops of song are falling  

 In a golden rain  

 Through the deep shadows  

 Years contain.  

 

 Fire’s red flames fading  

 In a dark room.  

 Golden rain falling.  

 Life perfume (NLD 9, italics in text).  

 

He then follows it with: „Yes? Yes?‟ this is also italicised and seems to be asking if 

this archaic form is working. It is as if Kinsella is pointing back to his poetry that 

relied on a more strict formal measure and seeking to validate its usage, or not, in the 

present. The rest of the poem, however, highlights Kinsella‟s newer and less formal 

verse. And indeed, the short lines throughout this poem also points towards the 

shorter lines of Williams‟s poetry. The poetry in general at this point is more reliant 

on his skilful use of tone and shifting syntax to register its theme which becomes a 

standard for his poetry after this collection. A good example of tonal shifts 

combining with syntactic devices is seen in the section immediately following the 

italicised opening:  

 

 Entrails mix in darkness.  

 

 Suddenly awake, I upheaved  

 deliciously choking in a moist  

 wood, a narrow place.  
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 What wild state!  

 

 Plucked through a fault  

 up vanishing out of dreamland  

 to reappear here  

 dragged rude upright.  

 A man of my age!  

 

The smooth flowing lyricism of the opening comes to a screeching halt with a vision 

of innards mixing in darkness and the narrator coming awake while vomiting, yet he 

is „deliciously choking‟ as this gory scene is somehow pleasing. The „wild state‟ of 

this is an attempt at grasping a primal moment inside of the psyche. The stanza that 

follows though drags us „rude upright‟ along with the narrator by means of the 

poem‟s fast and unpunctuated pace until the end. On this first page of the collection, 

Kinsella shows that his poetry is changing in its formal arrangement and how this 

works along with the thematic developments. As mentioned, this formal loosening of 

his style is not an accidental occurrence; it is a direct result of Kinsella‟s search for 

clarity in his representations.  

 

The egg of being 

 

The numerological explorations exemplify an expansion of the poet‟s binary 

concerns, but they have their genesis in Kinsella‟s search for a method to 

communicate lived experience as clearly as he can. He wants to explore how we 

represent that experience mythically and psychologically through numeric systems. 

In Notes, this preoccupation culminates in a unique thematic experiment which 

involves a theme centred on the count of zero to four. The long introductory poem 

that precedes the three main sections of Notes ends with:  

 

 − what shall we not begin  

                to have, on the  

                          count of (NLD 7). 
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This is followed by a large unenclosed, egg-shaped zero figure which signals the 

beginning of the count motif for the collection. This numerical concern partially 

underlies Kinsella‟s work for the next two major collections (New Poems 1973, One 

and Other Poems (1979)) but can also be found echoing across his oeuvre.
353

 In this 

1972 collection, Kinsella starts by utilising images that reflect the number zero and 

images of the egg which he uses to represent human existence at conception as well 

as the artistic act itself; the egg is the initial starting point of the person but also the 

creative act. As mentioned, the creative act itself becomes increasingly central to 

Kinsella‟s thematic as his new style develops; part of this development involves this 

self-reflexive awareness of the made-aspect of the poems. This grows out of 

Kinsella‟s modernist experimentation with representation that is a part of his 

developing style and reflected in this growing self-reflexivity.  

 The number four seems to be the climax of this collection with the notes 

surrounding the number five only reflected in certain images from some of the 

poems. For instance, the figure of the crossroads in the poem of that title could be a 

five-way figure with the fifth point at the centre (although arguably this could still be 

dealing with a four-way figure).
354

 The presence of these images could discredit 

Kinsella‟s comment mentioned earlier about only achieving the number two, but 

Notes acts as an overview of this count motif as can be seen by the next collection in 

this thematic series, One (1974).
355

 But the destruction of this numerological system, 

I argue, is built into its conception here in Notes. The inanity of the system is 

exposed on its immediate application as it is shown to occlude representation in a 

similar fashion to the binary representations Kinsella examined. Thus, we can 

understand Kinsella‟s comment on the sin of imposing order in his 1989 interview 

with Dennis O‟Driscoll mentioned earlier.
356

 Andrew Fitzsimons notices how Notes 

lays out the concerns for the Peppercanister series, and this count motif is one of 
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them.
357

 Kinsella‟s attempt at making sense out of existence through numerically-

based analyses expands into a personal system for examining meaning-making. It is 

a way to get beyond the simple binary but also a way to examine the poetic subject 

in a more inclusive manner such as the four-way mandala charts he co-opts from his 

reading of Jacobi on Jung. These charts divide the human psyche into geometric 

four-way representations that have „thinking‟, „sensation‟, „intuition‟, and „feeling‟ 

in each quadrant.
358

 As we saw in the faults with binary logic, any system that does 

not form a complete representation of its subject, or rather views that subject from 

one narrow point of view, will fail in communicating a comprehensive picture of 

reality. Jung‟s inclusive charts comprise the binaries of thought and feeling along 

with sensation and intuition into an even more intricate breakdown of a complete 

human psyche. This inclusiveness appeals to Kinsella because it gives the tools to 

portray a precise portrait of his own psyche on a level the reader can engage with. 

  The first section of poems opens with a page containing the line „an egg of 

being‟ in red ink.
359

 The egg is central to the idea of existence and how we recognise 

and represent it; it exemplifies life before it is split − it is the primordial unity that 

could represent a complete existence before binary logic split the human subject. It 

highlights binary divisiveness but also unity. The egg motif is explored further in the 

poem „Hen Woman‟ which centres on the egg that, for Kinsella, becomes the 

essence of being and the initial zero from which all things, all being, arises. It is the 

initial nothing from which the number one arises when fertilized and then the 

number two when cell division occurs. In his notes Kinsella writes: „0 un-seeded, 1 

seeded‟.
360

 Kinsella finds that in the seeding and development of the egg there is a 

connection to alchemical symbols which are also ways to combine elements and 

create something new. The egg is connected to alchemy in Kinsella‟s notes when he 

writes „alchemical container [gold (yolk): (white) silver] [progression = black (non-

being) → white (albumen) → red (life- speck of yolk) → gold (yolk filling the 

shell)‟.
361

 In a note on the same page Kinsella writes that „the land of the dead, under 
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Hecate‟ is a „rejuvenating receptacle of souls‟ which gives us a hint at the meaning 

of the title.
362

 The land of the dead is also a term from the Gaelic mythology dealing 

with the otherworld or underworld. The creation of the self also involves a process 

similar to the alchemical/numerical processes which Kinsella uses allegorically; by 

combining the elements of the psyche, like the confluence of historical and personal 

images seen in „Nightwalker‟, the self is magically conceived. Kinsella is tying his 

search for self, or a successful representation of the self, into these images of the egg 

and alchemy. His search for a way to represent the totality of the self through an 

overturning of restrictive binaries from the 1950s and 1960s is mirrored here; the egg 

and its binary connections help him to open up the numerical examination into the 

alternative symbolic systems he utilises from his readings on Jung and myth.
363

 This 

could be read as a retreat to the esoteric, to a space free of political and historical 

presences especially considering the engagements with Irish society seen in 

„Nightwalker‟ and Butcher’s Dozen. But when one reads the broader mythical 

connections that result from this approach the goal of a wider understanding is 

exposed. Once again, this could be seen as a failing of this enterprise since it 

contributes to the obscurity of the material, but it must be seen as a development in 

Kinsella‟s style. The fact that it is abandoned as a systemic meaning-making 

apparatus means that Kinsella was aware of its failings, but like his previous ways of 

examining his material, it will absorb into his on-going development. 

 „Hen Woman‟ highlights an early experience in the narrator‟s life which is 

ingested into his consciousness where it takes on a new life. This is crucial because it 

shows the formation of memory and its impact on identity; memory, for Kinsella, is 

created by fusing together lived experience with mythical and archetypal stories that 

interact with the psyche. This is central to what Kinsella is doing at this time as his 

poems are working from a similar method; they fuse together important memories 

with archetypal/mythic representations to form a complete picture. This method is 

also seen as a process which is important to Kinsella‟s work since it highlights an 
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ongoing and organic entity. This becomes essential to the developing system for 

representing existence; meaning-making, like the poem, is a process that involves the 

ingestion and sharing of memory. This is an ongoing and active enterprise as shall be 

seen in the later poems. 

 „Hen Woman‟ opens in the yard of a woman‟s house as she hurries to gather 

up a hen about to lay an egg. A parenthetical line, „I had felt all this before...‟, 

signals that the action is more than likely a memory which the narrator is 

experiencing again and again (NLD 19). Kinsella‟s notes show that this woman is a 

Mrs. Delaney in her yard at the Fatima Mansions in the Rialto area of Dublin near 

where he grew up (the Fatima Mansions were built in 1949 close to his childhood 

home).
364

 The woman acts to instruct the narrator as the memory of her actions on 

that day stirs contemplation about the allegorical meaning of the egg. Her ghostly 

and recurring presence in the mind of the narrator reminds one of the ghostly 

instructors from Yeats‟s A Vision once again, yet this woman is drawn from the 

memory of the narrator as opposed to the occult entity found in Yeats‟s writings. 

Kinsella seeks a similar blueprint for existence to what Yeats attempts in his prose 

fantasy, but one based in psychology as opposed to mystic entities. Kinsella‟s vision 

is firmly rooted in the human psyche and body; it is a co-option of Yeats‟s 

systemising but also a refusal of his occultism. 

 As the woman fumbles for the egg, the narrator is drawn into thinking about 

the nature of the human will through an examination of a dung beetle at his feet. The 

beetle inches forward in its almost Sisyphean feat pushing „a ball of dung bigger than 

its body‟ (NLD 20). This section was initially much longer in its earlier drafts. One 

omitted verse inserted immediately after the line quoted above identifies the beetle as 

„a visage of pure will‟ possibly contrasting the creature‟s toils to the Herculean feats 

that the human will is capable of.
365

 The finished draft describes the dung ball as 

concisely as possible:  

 

 the dung ball advanced minutely 

 losing a few fragments, 
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 specks of staleness and freshness (NLD 20).  

 

This is in contrast to an earlier draft which contains a lengthier examination of the 

beetle and its task. It ends with a graphic depiction of the dung ball: 

 

 Neatly fashioned, though fraying a little 

          in that shifting grasp, 

 the precious globe advanced. 

          Offering to the light and the dark, as it turned, 

 dry fragments, specks of staleness and freshenss, 

          the fruitfulness to come.
366

  

 

This earlier draft shows Kinsella contemplating the dung beetle‟s task in much 

deeper philosophical terms as the ball appears „neatly fashioned‟ like a carefully-

moulded product. This is a representation of the ego or psyche of the narrator since 

he also gathers together his identity from his memories in a fashion that we will see 

mirrored throughout the rest of this poem. The language used of a „precious globe‟ 

that goes in and out of the light also marks it as some sort of a metaphor for the 

journey of life itself. At this point, it is intriguing that the beetle should feature just 

as the mystery of the egg and being is beginning to be explored; it is as if the human 

will is reflected in the task of the beetle rolling its egg of waste onwards towards 

regeneration as the refuse of one animal feeds another. The circularity of life and 

man‟s own need to produce his life from the wastes of existence are reflected in the 

toils of this beetle. The human being also reaches into the wastes of his mythic and 

psychic past to create his own life in the same way that Nietzsche saw man‟s ability 

to create himself from the detritus of modern existence.
367

 This highlights the made-

aspect of human subjectivity as the subject gathers his/her memories into a 

representation that is the self. The human being‟s subjective identity is a 

conglomeration of the bits and pieces of his/her personal memories combined with 

and contrasted to the communal myths and stories that make up the social group‟s 

history. Kinsella‟s dung beetle pushes the waste he collects onward as the narrator 
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also gathers together and contrasts the cultural remains of his world along with his 

personal memories to create an image of the self. The analogy of the dung beetle is a 

self-referential break in the action of the poem, but it is an important one; the 

beetle‟s task represents the self‟s task in gathering together the detritus of memory 

with the archetypal and the mythic (as will be explored later in this chapter) to form 

the self-image of the psyche.   

 In the next section of „Hen Woman‟, the memory of the falling egg eternally 

recurs in the consciousness of the narrator as, once again, eating becomes a crucial 

metaphor:  

 

 I feed upon it still, as you see;  

 there is no end to that which,  

 not understood, may yet be noted  

 and hoarded in the imagination,  

 in the yolk of one‟s being, so to speak,  

 there to undergo its (quite animal) growth,  

 dividing blindly,  

 twitching, packed with will,  

 searching its own tissue  

 for the structure  

 in which it may wake.  

 Something that had – clenched  

 in its cave – not been  

 now was: an egg of being (NLD 21-2).  

 

The narrator feeds upon the memory of the egg falling to its destruction and hordes it 

within his imagination. He does not completely understand the impact that this 

memory is having upon his psyche, but he knows that its recurrence marks it as a 

significant moment. He will return to this moment as it signifies something 

important about the essence of existence which the image of the egg holds for him. 

The egg metaphor transforms into the „egg of being‟ as this event becomes a part of 

the raw material of memory that the narrator will use to create his own self-image 

from; the narrator‟s psyche is created in part from this memory of the egg as its 

meaning is processed through the imagination.  
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 The narrator recognises that the egg will continue falling in his mind and that  

 

 [...] it will continue  

 to fall, probably, until I die,  

 through the vast indifferent spaces  

 with which I am empty (NLD 22).  

 

This highlights the incident‟s permanence in the memory of the narrator and shows 

the importance of the vision to his conception of self and existence. But the narrator 

is with the space, not in it, which suggests a parallel observation, complicating the 

cause and effect of event and memory; the narrator is watching not remembering. 

This temporal complication is suggestive of the problem with memory and history 

that is seen in the next poem, „Tear‟. It is also crucial to Kinsella‟s developing style 

as it suggests a more immediate moment for the poem‟s action; in order to 

successfully document the presence of memory within the active imagination of the 

narrator then the poem must record that memory as an event that is actively being 

portrayed. This allows the reader to engage with the process of meaning-making 

from memory as it happens. In „Hen Woman‟ the narrator is recognising the „vast 

indifferent spaces‟ within the self where this incident is replaying in an attempt to 

form some sort of nihilistic meaning as it defines the void or emptiness within his 

being. This may be why the „0‟ symbol at the beginning of the collection is an 

unenclosed zero signalling the circle of life while defining a specific end and 

beginning. It also resonates with a connection to the snake and uroboros imagery 

which Kinsella highlights throughout his notes at this time.
368

 This snake imagery is 

first encountered in the opening stanza, which as noted earlier also concludes 

„Phoenix Park‟: „A snake out of the void moves in my mouth, sucks / triple 

darkness‟.
369

 By having the snake come „out of the void‟ of existence and then 

connecting it immediately to the corporeal by its physical placement in his mouth, 

the stanza highlights life‟s origins in the void of nothingness and its ending in the 

temporal finitude of the body. This highlights the importance of the body to these 

                                                 
368

 Thomas Kinsella Papers 1951-2008, box 10, folder18. There are extensive notes in here that 

explore such snake imagery such as the uroborus as well as Agathodeamon and Kakodeamon, the 

Gnostic serpents, along with notes around the image of the snake as a representation of evil, the 

goddess, and Jungian symbolism, among other things. 
369

 In Notes this is in red ink facing page 1 signalling its presence in the earlier collection. As 

mentioned earlier, it does not appear in the Notes section of either of the collected poems. 



165 

 

representations; it is where all memory begins and ends.  

 „Hen Woman‟ finishes with the egg disappearing „in a comical flash‟ as the 

woman‟s anger turns to laughter and she posits: „It‟s all the one. / There‟s plenty 

more where that came from!‟ (NLD 22) The old woman offers up an anecdote at the 

end that reminds the narrator of the inconsequential nature of existence as this 

ending is just one of many. Interestingly, she says, „[i]t‟s all the one‟ implying some 

sort of unity amidst the complexities of life. The final lines, „[h]en to pan. / It was a 

simple world‟, reflect the narrator‟s awareness of the circularity of this moment 

(NLD 22). In his notes, Kinsella connects the phrase „[h]en to pan‟ to the Greek „the 

one, the all‟ and also connects it to the uroboros.
370

 Kinsella sees the simple cycle of 

life represented here as a lesson to the narrator about the profound circularity of life 

represented by the snake eating its own tail. The image of the life devouring itself 

recalls the existential crises of writers such as Samuel Beckett; it is a version of the 

same conundrum that Beckett‟s tramps face in Waiting for Godot (1955): „Astride of 

a grave and a difficult birth. Down in the hole, lingeringly, the gravedigger puts on 

the forceps. We have time to grow old‟.
371

 Kinsella‟s „Hen Woman‟ exemplifies a 

similar existential crisis as her treatment of the egg highlights life‟s temporal 

finitude: „It‟s all the one‟; the coming into existence of the egg through the chicken‟s 

sphincter to its destruction down the drain moments later means very little in the 

overall picture of life. This is the lesson of the egg for the narrator as the toils of life 

and representation mean little in the end, but both must be performed. The poem 

shows how an experience that the psyche has devoured and processed into its 

complex web of meaning-making helps to create, and keep creating, a sense of the 

self and its position within the wider scheme of things. The memory acts as a 

building block for the narrator‟s ego, and by examining this process in his poem 

Kinsella shows how memory affects meaning-making in the psyche. The next poem 

continues the concern for memory; while relying less on counting structures it does 

develop a noteworthy image of the feminine archetype in the grandmother figure.  

 

‘Tear’ and the feminine archetype 
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In „Tear‟, Kinsella reaches into his memory bank again as he searches for 

experiences that help form his psyche, but this time he looks into his familial past. 

The process of memory is once again central as it was in „Hen Woman‟. „Tear‟ 

deconstructs the way memories act within the temporal framework of the psyche‟s 

creation of memory and how these disjunctive timeframes interact within the psyche. 

This is crucial since it shows Kinsella focusing on the temporal moment of memory; 

the remembering of the past but also the psychic interaction of the memory occurring 

within the present mind of the narrator. These have important implications as to how 

Kinsella‟s new style works and a reading of the poem highlights this. Kinsella 

explores early experiences with death in this poem. It centres on two deaths; his 

dying grandmother and then a memory of his father‟s reaction to the death of the 

narrator‟s younger sister, Agnes.
372

 The poem develops around the memory of a 

young boy dealing with his duties in the death room while he then recalls a memory 

of the grandmother‟s comments as the father grieves the death of Agnes at an earlier 

time. The grandmother figure is a central representation within the development of 

the narrator‟s psyche as was seen in the notes made during the compilation of 

„Nightwalker‟. Kinsella hints at the importance of this feminine figure in a 1989 

interview:  

 

 When, after working very hard to retrieve one‟s own particular grandmother 

 [...] you find the same human being in a mythological predicament under the 

 guise of the cailleach – this is extremely exciting and confirming.
373

  

 

Kinsella is noting the importance of the grandmother‟s image but also how it 

connects to the feminine mythic entities such as the cailleach, or the old woman, hag 

figure. This feminine image connects the personal familial images to mythic images 

which then can be seen connected to the Jungian archetypal representations of the 

feminine. 

 The Jungian ideas act as structuring for the psychic explorations of the 

narrator. Two terms used in Jung‟s psychological writings, devouring and 

entanglement, are important motifs for the psychological implications of dealing 
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with and processing the death of the grandmother, as well as her presence in the 

child‟s/narrator‟s consciousness.
374

 The physical act of devouring is used to highlight 

the psychological entanglement of personalities as one dominant personality 

overwhelms another. By using the theme of entanglement, Kinsella shows how the 

boy is entangled in the memory of his grandmother. This leads to the boy‟s fear of 

being devoured by her dominant memory. There are many symbols developing here 

that connect to psychological imagery:  

 

 The covers were gathered close  

 up to her mouth,  

 that the lines of ill-temper still  

 marked. Her gray hair  

  

 was loosened out like  

 a young woman‟s all over  

 the pillow, mixed with the shadows  

 criss-crossing her forehead  

 

 and at her mouth and eyes,  

 like a web of strands tying down her head  

 and tangling down toward the shadow  

 eating away the floor at my feet.  

 

 I couldn‟t stir at first, nor wished to,  

 for fear she might turn and tempt me  

 (my own father‟s mother)  

 with open mouth  

 

 – with some fierce wheedling whisper –  

 to hide myself one last time  

                                                 
374

 Jung explores the biblical story of Jonah in his examination of entanglement in Symbols of 
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 against her, and bury my  

 self in her drying mud (NLD 32).  

 

This image of his grandmother dying is shot through with symbolic significance. The 

old woman‟s hair lies „loosened out‟ and mixes with the lines on her face to create an 

image of a „web of strands tying her down‟. It is the possibility that these strands will 

entangle the boy and his shadow or unconsciousness that is vital. Jung‟s exploration 

of the shadow is prominent here. His notion of „entanglement‟ as a psychological 

term that denotes a fear of the psyche being subsumed into the identity of another, 

stronger presence, structures the poem.
375

 The boy fears that the web of the 

grandmother‟s influence will entangle his shadow self thus pulling him down not 

only into her death, but also into the growing realisation of adulthood which she 

tempts him with. Entanglement could also be like ensnaring, which Erich Neumann 

identifies as a part of the negative aspect of the feminine archetype or the Terrible 

Mother: „The mysteries of death as mysteries of the Terrible Mother are based on her 

devouring-ensnaring function, in which she draws the life of the individual back into 

herself‟.
376

 The old woman‟s hair is like the intricate web of some surreal spider that 

threatens to ensnare the boy and his essence or being in the death that is being 

enacted before him. This connection between death and the feminine recalls Freud‟s 

idea of the uncanny, wherein he sees the terrifying aspects of the uncanny compared 

to representations of the maternal body.
377

 This highlights some of Kinsella‟s 

connections to the psychoanalytic conventions of the time as he explores the deeper 

drives of his poetic subjects. It also shows the true novelty of his poetic naturalism as 

he precisely details the core of his subject‟s inner drives.  

 The boy fears being swallowed whole by the ominous presence of his 
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grandmother and her dying; she dominated him in his life and now he fears her 

dominance in death. The two images of entanglement and devouring interact within 

the psyche of the narrator to exemplify the fear he has of being subsumed into both 

the clutches of the old woman and death itself. When these fears align with a fear of 

sexual incest, an even more interesting dynamic occurs; in the fourth stanza above 

the boy is afraid that he will be tempted by the grandmother‟s „open mouth‟ tying the 

devouring into this sexual fear of incest that resonates with Freudian Oedipal 

significance (NLD 32).
378

 Kinsella‟s notes immediately after the mention of 

entanglement and Jonah mention „fear of incest – being devoured‟ by „the mother‟. 

These two pages of handwritten notes are exploring these symbols in common 

culture with references to entanglement and fairy tales like Sleeping Beauty as well 

as notes on Jung and Jonah and Osiris.
379

 We can see that Kinsella is exploring the 

deep-seated fears and anxieties within the individual psyche as well as the communal 

mythological structures through these notes. Carolyn Rosenberg notices that „the 

attraction of the old woman in „Tear‟ bears a sexual load that frightens the boy.
380

 

The fear is now three-fold wherein he fears the grandmother‟s dominance, death and 

sexuality. These last two aspects of the self‟s desire for, and fear of, death and 

sexuality, are intertwined in a way that Lacan identifies as a „dynamic opposition 

between‟ the narcissistic „libido and the sexual libido‟.
381

 Lacan is discussing the 

„mirror stage‟ and the creation of the „I function‟ or the ego/identity and how it 

relates to certain negative ideas including the death drive.
382

 Our immersion in what 

Lacan describes as the Symbolic phase, a phase he sees as coming after the Mirror 

stage, means that we come to an awareness of our sexuality and thus our death, but 

also through the distortions of language we find that we can never completely 

connect to our sexual desire (libido/Eros) or our death (death drive/Thanatos).
383

 But 

the academic philosopher Joanne Faulkner notices that „the death drive [...] is more 
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primordial than libido: in fact Eros emerges from Thanatos‟.
384

 Thus, the connection 

being made between the two in Kinsella‟s poem is actually tapping into deep-seated 

psychological emotions as the narrator‟s awakening sexuality is intertwined with his 

early awareness of death. This, once again, connects the death drive to images of the 

feminine as the grandmother‟s death resonates within the young boy‟s memory. 

These complex and conflicting psychological drives confuse the young mind of the 

narrator as he cannot fully process his burgeoning ideas of death, sex and their 

subconscious links. Kinsella exposes these connections through the action of the 

poem and represents these psychological associations through his presentation of the 

narrator‟s first awareness of death, as well as his awakening sexuality and the 

profound impact of both upon his psyche. This is an insightful portrait of the inner 

workings of the narrator‟s psyche.  

 Kinsella has introduced this vision of his dying grandmother to mark its 

central significance to the formation of his own self-image and how it relates to 

death. This occurs in a similar way as to how the old lady in „Hen Woman‟ acted as 

a repetitive lesson within the psyche of the narrator about the circularity of life and 

death. The narrator seeks, in the final stanza of the earlier quote from „Tear‟, to „bury 

my/ self in her drying mud‟, mud being used here as a symbol for the pliable and 

primordial formative nature of the psyche at this point (NLD 32). The enjambment of 

the „my/ self‟ is not hyphenated, and thus points towards the narrator recognising the 

symbols as important to the psyche or „self‟ of the narrator as opposed to himself 

(myself). The memory of the grandmother‟s death will continue to act within the 

narrator‟s consciousness to define inter-subjective relationships as well as the 

narrator‟s conception of death. The entangling threads of her death seek to root 

themselves within the consciousness of the narrator thus defining his own mortality. 

Indeed, in a note referring to entanglement, Kinsella writes: „the introduction to 

death as an initiation ceremony. A symbolic journey that starts in the darkness of the 

profane world (the unconscious, the mother) and gropes toward the light‟.
385

 Death 

then becomes a way to define the self in the world within an existential framework 

while moving towards some sort of a light of understanding. Death and its 

understanding was a crucial formative point for the psyche of the narrator and that 
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lesson is continually present within his psyche. The poem shows us how this lesson 

repeatedly informs the creation of the self which is seen to be an ongoing and 

dialectic entity, but the dialectic is occurring within the psyche as the ego interacts 

with these vital memories to create the image of the self. This is important to an 

understanding of Kinsella‟s new style since his poems are an active and dialogic 

entity; they have a fluid meaning-making apparatus that can be engaged with by the 

reader in the same way as the psyche forms an image of self from its significant 

memories. 

 Time and how it is ordered, becomes a crucial part of what is happening in 

this poem. The post-colonial context of Irish writing makes the ordering of time, and 

its disorder essential as representations of the past are contested, often violently. The 

Troubles in Northern Ireland are in full-swing while Kinsella is writing Notes so his 

awareness of history and its contestability are at the forefront. As mentioned earlier, 

he deals directly with these issues in Butcher’s Dozen but they are also present here 

as he analyses how history is created in the mind of the individual which compares 

to how this happens in the wider society. „Tear‟ also reflects these concerns about 

history and personal memory. In relation to this idea of time, Nicholas Allen 

comments while quoting Reinhart Koselleck: 

 

 Time is a contested sense. Controversy looks to past and future for 

 verification, legitimacy „a coefficient of movement, mobilising history in 

 terms of the prevailing prospect of the future‟. Temporal connections can 

 shift to include the contingencies of the not yet, the perhaps and the never has 

 been. There is a further tension between the conscious constructions of time 

 and place and the repressions of memory.
386

 

 

Allen is highlighting the contingency of time, its connections to past, present and 

future as well as the tensions created by the problems of memory. This mirrors Paul 

Ricoeur in his essay „Time and Narrative‟ wherein he writes about Martin 

Heidegger‟s three-fold concept of time from Being and Time (1927). Heidegger 

divides time into time as it happens „in‟ the moment, „historicality‟ or time weighted 
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by the past, and finally the plural unity of the future, past and present.
387

 Kinsella‟s 

methodology in this poem seems to follow a similar logic. The immediate moment 

of the poem is the death room of the grandmother while the „historicality‟ is 

represented by the memory of the child‟s death and the plurality comes into play 

when the significance of that death on the present death combine in the narrator‟s 

consciousness as he is weighing the memories in his own psyche, which is in the 

future of the central event of the grandmother‟s death. We can see that this is a 

memory of a memory when the poem immediately begins in the past tense: „I was 

sent in to see her‟ (NLD 31). The next stanza also begins with „I was‟ reinforcing 

through repetition the past temporality. This is important for Kinsella‟s development 

because it shows a crucial shift in the way the poem is working that connects to his 

developing sense of how the self-image is created in the immediate moment through 

memory. He is showing how time develops through memory in the psyche as an 

active and ongoing process. This has crucial implications to how Kinsella 

approaches his poetic themes as they increasingly become a site of performance as 

much as a record of performance. The temporal implications of „Tear‟ highlight this 

development in Kinsella‟s new style and indeed hint at the impetus for his desire to 

document these inner realities in style that is more immediate. 

 It is when the memories collide in a physical representation, or the physical is 

being placed in greater significance to the psychological, that the tense becomes 

more immediate: „How I tasted it now − / her heart beating in my mouth!‟ (NLD 34). 

It is important that the narrator tastes it „now‟ and not then; he has finally been able 

to access the real essence of his grandmother which is her presence within his current 

psyche. The narrator is unpacking the memory of his grandmother‟s death through a 

memory of her and his father‟s anguish that allows him to come to some sort of a 

realisation of how that operates within his own present mental state represented by 

her heart beating in his mouth. This is seen once again as a figure of devouring but 

this time inverted from that of the Terrible Mother devouring her offspring to the boy 

devouring his (grand)mother figure. It is a reversal but also a working-through of the 

image in a Jungian healing of the anima or differentiation as explored earlier; the 

feminine, represented through archetypal references inside the psyche of the male 

subject (anima), is processed and reconciled with the masculine in order to form a 
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complete subject (differentiation).
388

 The Jungian motifs are seen in these poems as a 

way for Kinsella to structure his deep inward explorations of the psyche and how the 

psyche represents these experiences in broad images. 

 In a similar fashion to how the old woman from „Hen Woman‟ continues to 

enact her lesson in the psyche of the narrator, the memory of the grandmother‟s 

death and the contrast to the earlier death of a child in „Tear‟, continue to operate in 

the ongoing processing of experience that is the self. Kinsella‟s unpacking of 

memory and history-making reflects the complex engagements of memory and 

history that Ricoeur highlights in his comments on time, history and memory. But it 

also points towards the complexities of history and narrative in the post-colonial 

moment. This poem is a memory of a memory that resonates with the psychological 

importance of remembering to the creation of self, which shows how that memory 

acts as an ongoing and active process of meaning-making or history-creating within 

the psyche. While this process is a personal one, through its communal images it also 

reflects the communal meaning-making process which connects it to ideas of 

community, nation and history, or the meaning-making connected with that process. 

This is increasingly important in the Irish situation at this time as identities such as 

Unionist and Nationalist are being bloodily contested in Northern Ireland, but it can 

also be seen in the wider history of Ireland as identity is a consistently contested site. 

The related Protestant/Catholic, Irish/English and Anglo-Irish/Irish conflicts defined 

Irish history and literature for centuries. In another essay, Ricoeur argues that the 

„historical object cannot be completely brought before me as my other temporal 

representations can‟.
389

 Ricoeur sees that history must „take into account a multitude 

of temporal fields themselves placed into relations of contemporaneity, precedence, 

and descendence, within an all-encompassing temporal field which is history 

itself‟.
390

 For Ricoeur, history as a linear narrative is complicated by the dialectical 

nature of history and its relation to past, present and future perceptions. Kinsella‟s 

poem highlights the interactivity of the past, present and future in the ongoing 
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creation of the self and its essence or being.
391

 The poetry in general at this point is 

highlighting the process of how memories are active within the psyche and the 

poem; this is developing the unique poetic interaction between the reader and the 

poem that marks Kinsella‟s later work. This is important to Kinsella‟s stylistic 

development because it shows the process of how the poem must work like the 

creation of the self-image through memory, but it also shows the motivation for this 

style since Kinsella sees that recording significant experiences requires a 

deconstruction of those images as well. This applies to personal experiences and also 

to wider social experiences. It is especially pertinent in Ireland as personal histories 

mirror communal histories which, as mentioned, are sometimes sites of severe and 

violent discord.  

 Notes highlights the process of memory and how it affects the identity of the 

narrator. The experience of the egg in „Hen Woman‟ and death in „Tear‟ are all part 

of the narrator‟s current consciousness as he creates his idea of self from these 

memories and their continuing interaction within the psyche. Kinsella skilfully 

connects these memories to certain feminine archetypes thus highlighting their 

permanence not only within his own self but within collective memory, which is a 

key point in Jungian theory. It must be noticed how these poems highlight this 

process of meaning-making and the connections being developed between the poet 

and his audience through these collective images, but also between memory and 

representation. This is a key part of Kinsella‟s developing style of poetry; one that 

embraces an active and ongoing meaning-making between the poem and the reader. 

The counting motif is a structuring tool for the entire collection, and as it moves 

from the more personal memories of the first section to the communal and mythic 

memory of the later sections, we see a focus on the counting motif underlying these 

poems refocused once again in the poems dealing with myth. 

 

The eruption of myth 

 

If we return to Yeats‟s idea from A Vision of the mythic erupting in the present, it 

can be seen how myth operates as a structure for the formation of the conscious 
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identity or ego.
392

 For psychologists like Jung or anthropologists such as Claude 

Lévi-Strauss, myth also structures the collective identity of society as well as being 

the foundation of the individual‟s psyche. Kinsella utilises a similar logic as he uses 

myth to highlight a connection between public and personal images and how they 

interact. Kinsella‟s explorations continue to develop a unique form of poetic 

naturalism by documenting the inner psychic experiences of his narrator contrasted 

to the wider communal images he shares with others. The count motif recurs in the 

poems that deal with myth as the collection continues to develop; indeed, the 

numerical images are sourced deep within Gaelic and other myths. Gaelic myth 

becomes central at this point because Kinsella is using it to delve deeper into his 

personal and particularly Irish communal images; he finds a way to connect to his 

primary readership that has an understanding of these images. In order to decipher 

these and also connect to their own psychological images, Kinsella demands that his 

readers pay attention to his oeuvre; indeed, the idea that we all share these images in 

one form or another is at the core of Jungian psychology and an important part of 

what Kinsella is attempting to do.  

 „Nuchal: (a fragment)‟ derives from the retelling of Genesis in the Book of 

Invasions and is based upon the Bible‟s four rivers of Eden.
393

 The fact that he is 

using a book of myth retelling a story from another book of myth as a source for his 

poetry is interesting; Kinsella‟s work highlights the interconnectedness of mythical 

tales. In his notes, Kinsella has several pages that document the various 

manifestations of four, such as the four seasons, four gospels, and these four primal, 

mythic rivers.
394

 It is as if with his intensive notes on numbers and their recurrence, 

he is attempting to find some sort of a mystical reason for that recurrence. This 

seems to be a part of the impetus behind his concern for numerical systems in 

general; he is looking for deep psychic and mythic clues to how identity is sourced 

within the psyche. The Bible reference is from Genesis 2: 10-14: „A river flows out 

of Eden to water the garden, and from there it divides and becomes four branches‟. 

The river is a primal source that connects to Jung‟s idea of the source/fountain but is 

also connected to the extensive mandala diagrams discussed earlier and found 
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throughout Jacobi‟s book which examines the four points of the „sphere of 

consciousness‟: „thinking‟, „sensation‟, „intuition‟ and „feeling‟.
395

 In the poem, the 

four points become east, west, south and north. 

 The second stanza shows a woman lying on the bank with her hand dipping 

in the stream which seems to be the origin of the four rivers. Thomas Jackson notes 

that this woman does not come from the Book of Invasions but is Kinsella‟s own 

creation.
396

 This shows another archetypal female as central to these explorations:  

 

 [...] four sunlit ripples  

 lengthen out from them;  

 the stream divides and subdivides  

 into four, moistening and softening  

 the first downward curve of the hill (NLD 41-2).   

 

She is the source of the division; some sort of primal female figure that causes the 

waters to divide into four. This archetypal female presence acts as a creator-figure 

here as she is the source of the four currents. In the next stanza, the four rivulets 

become „four great rivers‟ that „creep across the plain / toward the four corners of 

that vast domain‟ (NLD 42). A colon finishes this stanza while the next four stanzas 

seek to outline this vast domain to the east, west, south and north. Kinsella‟s 

descriptions match and complement the biblical descriptions as the first, eastward 

river sprouts  

 

 a crop of gold, with many a precious thing  

 –bdellium, seeking the pearl in its own breast,  

 the flower-figured onyx, the amethyst... (NLD 42) 

 

Whereas the biblical Pishon flows around a land where „there is gold; bdellium and 

onyx stone‟.
397

 The second river, which in the Bible flows through the „whole land 

of Cush‟, leaves „a honey of fertility‟ in Kinsella‟s poem hinting at the fertility of the 

                                                 
395

 Jacobi, 27. There are also various other charts and diagrams throughout this book that have this 

four way design. These are used to highlight the divisions of the psyche expressed in Jungian theory. 

Between pages 114 and 115 there are a variety of mandala charts and drawing that also utilise objects 

divided into four sections or a cross type figure. 
396

 Jackson, p. 101. 
397

 Genesis, 2:11-13. 



177 

 

Hindu Kush Valleys of Afghanistan (NLD 42).
398

 The third river is easier to identify 

as it is „tigrish‟ in Kinsella‟s poem pointing towards the Tigris River (NLD 42). The 

fourth river is identified biblically as the Euphrates. Kinsella describes it as „a milk-

white river, faring forth / in a slow flood, laughing to the North‟ (NLD 43).
399

 The 

poem ends with:  

 

 Four rivers reaching toward th‟ encircling sea, 

 that bitter river, 

   where every...‟ (NLD 43, quotation mark in text) 

 

The rivers are encircled by a sea that is a void created out of the bitter realisation of 

death, but the ellipses leaves that open-ended. Kinsella is searching into these 

mythical derivations of the number four and connecting them to wider philosophical 

speculations; he is looking for a primal source in the Christian mythological system 

that will connect with Jung‟s four-way mandala charts and thus link myth to the very 

basis of personal identity. Christianity is still used here but as structuring myth 

instead of a method for understanding existence. Whereas the earlier poems in Notes 

were set inside of the narrator‟s memory of personal events, the poems now continue 

to drive inward but into his memory of communally shared images; this is done in 

order to connect to broader communally understood images by utilising the vast area 

of Christian mythology and symbolism. Kinsella delves deeper into the psyche of his 

poetic subject in order to find images that are more commonly found within his 

readership. 

 In „Survivor‟, Kinsella uses Gaelic myth as source material, in particular the 

tale of Cessair and Fintan from the Book of Invasions.
400

 The usage of Gaelic myth is 

important here because Kinsella is still drawing images from inside of his own 
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psyche but connecting them to the particularly Irish communal myths that structure 

the archetypal experiences within his self. These developments point towards a style 

of poetry that will successfully portray inner-images from the psyche of the narrator 

which will then be reflected by the reader‟s awareness of similar images. Kinsella 

wants to create a site of meaning in the poem that allows the reader access to the 

situations as well as the psychological motivations of the protagonist. The poem is 

shot through with dialogue that hints at the motivation towards this such as the two 

lines near the end which are separated into their own stanza: „I must remember / and 

be able sometime to explain‟ (NLD 49). This could be the narrator as he recalls this 

memory or the poet as he taps into his deeper memories and considers how he will 

express this.  

 The second section of „Survivor‟ creates a haunting picture of a hunted cave 

dweller.
401

 This also resonates with an inner psychological, pre-natal moment:  

 

 Curled in self hate. Delicious.  

    Head heavy. Arm too heavy.  

 What is it, to suffer:  

    the dismal rock nourishes.  

 Draughts creep; shelter in them.  

    Deep misery; it is pleasure.  

 Soil the self,  

    lie still.  

 Utter dread  

    of moving  

 the lips  

    to let out  

 the offence simmering  

    weakly  

 as possible  

    within.  

                                                 
401

 The poem opens with a cave motif that resonates with Plato‟s cave analogy since it „is spoken of, 

always, / in terms of mystery – our first home‟ (45). The cave is some sort of primordial place that 
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 Something crept in once.  

 Was that a dream?  

 A flame of cold that crept under the back  

 and under the head huddled close  

 into the knees and belly.  

 For what seemed a long year  

 a thin thread of some kind of sweetness  

 waited far below  

 in the grey valley of the blood.  

 What is there to remember?  

 

 Long ago, abuse and terror...  

 

 O fair beginning... (NLD 46-7)  

 

This is an excellent example of the tonal shifts Kinsella uses to denote his subject 

and thus highlights his shifting forms. It also shows Kinsella adopting shorter lines 

in order to emphasise this tonal adjustment which mirrors the shorter lines of 

Williams found in poems such as „Fragment‟ from Pictures from Brueghel and 

Other Poems: 

 

 as for him who 

 finds fault 

 may silliness 

 

 and sorrow 

 overtake him 

 when you wrote 

 

 you did not  

 know 

 the power of  
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 your words 
402

 

 

Kinsella finds his own power of words in Williams‟s masterful usage of the carefully 

turned short line. Throughout the rest of Kinsella‟s poem, the shifts between the 

narrator and the remembered event, or myth as it is being told, is denoted by subtle 

tonal changes. But there are also shifts within shifts, as can be seen in this selection 

where the remembered event is also matched by some primordial terror that the 

narrator is recalling. Kinsella uses modifications in tone as well as line lengths and 

stanza alterations to denote and mark these changes. These formal developments 

show the same concern for temporal dislocation that was found in „Tear‟; the tonal 

and stanzaic movements here denote changes between images of mythological tales 

and the narrator as he attempts to recall remembered events. It is as if the narrator is 

trying to remember these collective memories and connect them to something deeper 

in his self.  

 This is a powerful section which works on two distinct levels. To begin with, 

it is the first inhabitants of Ireland as they wait out the biblical deluge in a cave as 

they are stalked by a predatory creature. Secondly, it is a womblike analogy; the 

foetus lies with its „head huddled close / into knees and belly‟ as „a thin thread of 

some kind of sweetness‟ enriches (NLD 46). This is a key development because the 

primal mythic images are being reflected against the primal physical urges that 

operate deep within the psyche; by highlighting the physical alongside the mythic, 

Kinsella shows how these deep-seated images operate within the psyche and mirror 

how subconscious urges drive physical impulses. He wants to connect the everyday 

with the mythic through the psychological. By connecting to these deep urges and 

desires Kinsella is also connecting to the physical reactions within the body and 

highlighting how these memories drive human activities and development. By 

connecting memory to the immediate feelings of the body Kinsella hopes that the 

poem will also connect the reader to the images which they will presumably share 

with the narrator. 

 The narrative of the poem moves onto a description of the journey to Ireland 

by Cessair and her followers. The focus on the feminine images connects to the 

grandmother and other female representations from the first section, and like the 
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multiple images found in „Nightwalker‟ these visions seek to unify within the 

narrator‟s psyche. Representations of the feminine through the character of Cessair 

but also in the she-wolf and mythic image of the Hag, are central as the tale 

continues and the survivors gather and notice, ironically, that their new paradise has  

 

  No serpents.  

 No lions. No toads. No injurious rats  

 or dragons or scorpions. No noxious beasts.  

 Only the she-wolf... (NLD 48)  

 

The survivors have found a land with fewer predatory animals, but the one that 

remains is a feminine predator. This image is important as we have been following 

images of the feminine and how they interact within the makeup of Kinsella‟s poetic 

subjects. At this point we encounter another negative image like that of the Terrible 

Mother who devours her offspring.
403

 The survivors all fall sick and assumedly die 

off as the landing place becomes a „land of the dead‟ and the grass above the landing 

place is „never again / disturbed‟ (NLD 48). The narrator notices 

 

 There was a great rock in the sea, where we went 

       down 

 − The Hag: squatting on the water,  

 her muzzle staring up at nothing (NLD 48). 

 

This is probably meant to be the Hag of Beara; a rock formation in County Cork that 

resembles an old stooping woman. The formation sits on the shore in the same 

shivering grass Kinsella describes. His notes point towards „Cailleach‟, the divine 

hag or the „creatrix‟ as central to this section.
404

 The narrator struggles up the rocks 

and heather of this shore while „thin voices‟ faintly call to him and dissolve „one / by 

one in the blood‟ (NLD 48). The memory of this mythical moment is calling to the 

narrator from his own blood; it is an originating tale that is deep within the collective 

and the personal subconscious, and the narrator asserts that he must „remember / and 

be able some time to explain‟ (NLD 49). We are no longer just inside of the tale but 
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outside of it now as the narrator insists that he must be able to recall this dream from 

deep within his own psyche. As mentioned earlier, we are again drawn towards the 

temporal significance of memory and reminded of that connection in „Tear‟. The 

narrator is journeying even further into the land of his own dead, and now he is in the 

land of the collective Irish dead. Like the stranded first man in Ireland, a female is 

central to his consciousness and his destruction. The poem is developing the mythic 

along with the physical as the narrator feels these images and tales deep within 

himself. He is connecting the archetypal images to the psychological impulses, and 

thus also connecting into the current drives and desires of the narrator. This is a 

magnificent unpacking of the archetypal/mythic images within the psyche of the 

narrator/poet. The images are sourced within the subconscious of the narrator and 

skilfully connected to the collective subconsciousness of the Irish race. This two-part 

aspect of Kinsella‟s, the inner psychological and wider communal, are important as 

they show how he is dealing with one as intently as the other but he does not 

separate them; there is an intrinsic connection between the public and the private and 

indeed they are co-dependent. Kinsella‟s poetry is developing a theme that centres 

on this multitude of interactive images which create the self amidst the public, and 

highlights it as an active creation. As his work develops this active place, or site of 

meaning, becomes the central impulse of his poetic. 

 The poem that finishes this section, „Sacrifice‟, is intriguing in its 

sadomasochism but also in its connection to the beloved. This is the development 

that Kinsella seeks in this collection; from the personal early memories, to the 

communal/mythic images and finally to the beloved. This is similar to the 

development seen in „Nightwalker‟, where the personal walk of the citizen becomes 

a communal exploration of the political and historical, and then ends with a personal 

musing on the beloved. The sacrifice of this new poem, like much of the collection, 

rings with double-meaning. Whereas the other poems connected a primal or 

mythic/archetypal moment with a personal, this poem connects a communal sacrifice 

with the sacrifice of love. It is a strange comparison but a fruitful one none the less. 

 The poem opens with the grisly visage of a communal sacrifice as a woman 

is placed on a table and her heart is cut out. But this vision of brutal physical pain 

becomes morphed into pleasure:  

 

 Never mind the hurt. I‟ve never felt  
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 so terribly alive, so ready, so gripped  

 by love – gloved fingers slippery  

 next the heart (NLD 54).  

 

The documentary nature of the first part which showed the sacrifice, now slowly 

becomes an analogy for love: „The blinding pain – when love goes direct / and 

wrenches at the heart strings!‟ (NLD 54) The amazingly brutal opening shifts to a 

tender scene as the narrator decides he will lose his „mind gladly, thinking: the heart 

– in another‟s clutches! (NLD 54)‟ He discovers his beloved represented as an image 

of a bird of prey like the one in „Ancestor‟, a poem found earlier in the collection.
405

 

In „Ancestor‟ the narrator notices: „Her profile against the curtains / was old, and 

dark like a hunting bird‟s‟ (NLD 30). The narrator is in the home of his grandmother 

later in life and sees her outline in the form of a bird of prey.
406

 In „Sacrifice‟, the 

terror of this bird is muted by his love:  

 

 I love your tender triumph, straightening up,  

 lifting your reddened sleeves, the stain spreads  

      downward  

 through your great flushed pinions.  

 You are a real angel.  

 My heart is in your hands: mind it well (NLD 55).  

 

The brutal sacrifice of the female has become the willing sacrifice of the male to the 

female figure. The narrator will relinquish himself to this feminised bird of prey as 

the psychological imagery is grounded and brought forward to this moment. The 

horrible archetypal and mythic females of his communal and private past focus into 

the figure of the beloved in his present; he realises that she is the core of his being 

and the direction of all the feminine imagery up to this point has lead him to the 
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sacrifice of his own life on the altar of her womanhood. All of the images within the 

psyche are connected in the immediate moment to the love he shares with his 

beloved. It shows a motivation for the exploration of the images but also grounds the 

poem in the immediate moment of sensation. 

 This section thus ends in a grounding effect; it is a grounding moment 

because it seeks to bring the archetypal and mythic images forward to the present of 

the beloved. This is a vital effect because it takes the mythic explorations and places 

them in the present of the narrator‟s/poet‟s love. Like the constant movement back 

and forward between the mythic and the inner psychological impulses, this poem 

moves from a fantastical sacrifice to the current moment of the beloved. This shows 

that all of these images are found in the current functioning of the psyche in a similar 

fashion to how the grandmother‟s image in „Tear‟ is recognised for its importance in 

the immediate moment of the narrator‟s psyche. The image of the beloved becomes 

the focal point of all of the imagery in the collection so far. The inner psychological 

explorations of the poet‟s personal past from the last section are matched with the 

communal images explored in this section to build up a picture of the poet‟s psyche 

focused in the beloved or the muse who instructs this journey from the start. All of 

the numerical imagery as well as the mythic and psychological explorations are 

pointing towards the centre of the self where these images interact to create the 

identity, or the ego. This shows how Kinsella‟s psychological explorations are 

motivated in the same search for an effective way to represent lived experience as 

were his earlier refusals of the binary identities. He is using the psychological 

explorations of his inner psyche and its reflection in communal images to come to 

some sort of effective way to represent his subjectivity to a wider understanding. 

Crucially, all these explorations are grounded in the body of the narrator through the 

insistence or presence of the beloved.  

 

Conclusion: The return home and the body  

 

In the final section of Notes, the narrator shows an inward psychic journey and one 

that is replete with physical sensation; he highlights here and develops throughout 

the collection, the idea that the psyche is connected to the immediate moment of the 

body‟s sensations and indeed neither can be disconnected. Kinsella‟s new style also 

seeks to be an immediate moment of experience between the reader and the poem. 
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Although the psyche operates through memory, both personal and collective, these 

images are an ongoing and active part of the meaning-making of current experience. 

Kinsella connects all of this to the immediate moment through the body; these are 

not abstract identity formations but actual and ongoing formulations both within the 

narrator and the reader. What underlies all of this though is a profound questioning 

of the nature of existence through a confluence of the methods Kinsella has been 

exploring up to this point. He does this in order to develop a style of poetry that 

reflects how we perceive that existence. Kinsella‟s poetic questioning discovers that 

the occlusion of the body or the sensual is an inherent problem in all of these ways of 

seeing because the immediate sensations of the body are an integral part of how we 

perceive our existence.  

 This final section of Notes opens with a poem entitled „All is Emptiness, and 

I Must Spin‟. The title suggests that the self is seen as a cosmic body in the void of 

space spinning on its own. This version of the self must push onward but also inward 

as the journey is seen to be a psychic voyage when the narrator asks:  

 

 How to bring oneself to judge, or think,  

 so hurled onward!  

         Inward! (NLD 60)  

 

Physical sensations come to the fore though with a „freshness of dew on the face / 

−tears of self forming‟ (NLD 60). The poem, and indeed the collection as a whole, is 

trying to show a unity of sensation and thinking, or the rational and the sensual, 

which reminds us again of the four-way mandala charts. As the narrator lies in a 

„vaulted place‟ he hears the „[e]cho of voices‟, or the distant but close voices of his 

ancestors both personal and communal; they speak from within his own self to 

define the psyche he has brought forward (NLD 60). He is connecting to these 

images not only in his past but also their immediate presence in his psyche reflected 

through the desires and urges of the body. The echoes of his communal and personal 

past are the signals that he uses to create his self image. This poem is summarising 

the journey of the self that we saw throughout the collection thus far. 

 The poem „Good Night‟ finishes the collection and wraps up its themes as 

well as highlighting Kinsella‟s desire to record the actual. It was originally entitled 

„Oblivion Calls‟ a title which also highlights a darker, nihilistic theme. By changing 
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it to „Good Night‟, Kinsella shows a brighter side of the poem as it echoes the good 

night which the poem finishes on.
407

 The poem opens in a room warming to the heat 

and the television heard in the next room, which is presented like a modernist collage 

of images as we see bits and blurbs from television shows:  

 

 Relax, and these things  

 shall be...  

     and the voices of a norm  

 that is in course of...  

           foundering...  

 urgently yet mannerly:  

 I would remind... Please...  

 Oblivion, our natural condition... (NLD 67) 

 

The television‟s sounds mix with the other sounds of the house to soothe and please 

the narrator:  

 

 down this suddenly live  

 brinegullet  

   to a drowned pit  

 clasping the astonished spectre of  

 the psyche in its sweet wet (NLD 67-8).  

 

The narrator relaxes in his home and begins to return to the pit which the narrator 

descends into at the beginning of the collection. The opening poem, which is entitled 

after its opening line „hesitate, cease to exist, glitter again‟, operates as an overture to 

the journey of the collection as the narrator descends into a mystical pit. It is a 

masterful melding of a Dantean descent into Kinsella‟s own inferno or psyche while 

also mirroring a Faustian tale. In „Good Night‟, he has returned from that descent 

with an understanding of his inner self or psyche. The next stanza explicates in very 

physical terms a vision of that psyche which shows its connection to the body:  
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 Attached into the darkness by every sense  

 – the ear pounding –  

 peering eye-apples, unseeing –  

 fingers and tongue  

    outstretched - 

 into a nothingness  

 inhabited by a vague animal light  

 from the walls and floor (NLD 68).  

 

The stanza goes on to describe this in even more physical terms and then asks: „What 

essences, disturbed from what / profounder nothingness...‟, which highlights our 

creation of being or self from the nothingness of consciousness rooted in our 

temporary physical existence (NLD 68). He then comes to a conclusion of sorts 

which is really finding that there are no conclusions especially when it is preceded 

and followed by ellipses: „...Would you agree, then, we won‟t / find truths, or any 

certainties...‟ (NLD 69). The inner journey of this collection, into the essence of 

being in relation to the personal and communal make up of the psyche, discovers a 

void of nothingness that rings with the existential angst of the original title „Oblivion 

Calls‟. The narrator discovers that the monsters that „feed us / and feed in us‟, or the 

archetypal beings of our inner selves, „are there‟ but „we cannot know them‟ (NLD 

69). Instead of the expected nihilistic angst of these developments, Kinsella ends 

with: „that we need as we don‟t need truth... // and ungulfs a Good Night, smiling‟ 

(NLD 69). The poem finishes on a positive note as all of the developments of the 

journey throughout the collection lead not to truth, which we don‟t need anyway, but 

instead to a „Good Night‟, which through its capitalisation can signal more than this 

one good evening but a good perpetual night. This leads the narrator to look at the 

nature of existence and its finality in death; the long night ahead of us all is to be 

celebrated in the physical joy of existence as opposed to the intellectual nihilism that 

such existential realisations can bring. So Kinsella‟s journey into the depths of self is 

not going to be negated by some sort of intellectual explanation but rather celebrated 

in the physical joy of the body in the moment. This connection to the body and the 

immediate moment is crucial to this development within the collection but also to 

Kinsella‟s evolving style; he shows that the immediate moment is what is important 

and his poems become focused on this moment. Kinsella‟s style after this 
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increasingly reflects a concern for the poem as an event, an immediate moment to be 

shared with the reader and the poem is the site for this transaction.  

 It seems as if Kinsella‟s numerical system for examining being may have its 

own dissolution encoded within its initial formulation in this collection. As Kinsella 

develops this system for representing the nature of deep psychological understanding 

in reference to wider social and communal awareness, it falls under the same strain 

as the binary systems: too much concentration on thinking or ways of thinking deny 

the body‟s knowledge which is immediate and vibrant, a part of the present moment 

which cannot be reduced to simple representation or conversely cannot be buried 

under complex representations. The body demands a poetic that represents it fully 

and as actually as it can; once again, we see the impetus for Kinsella‟s responsibility 

to the actual. The examination of the psyche and numerological imagery associated 

with it, all lead to this realisation of the pure physicality of our existence and the 

grounding of our being, or our self, in the physical body. This negates the binary as 

well as the numerical because there is no one, two, three, four, or further, but rather 

the one body that encases the existence of the self. Kinsella‟s thematic exploration 

has deconstructed these differing ways of forming identity and found that they all 

want for their lack of immediacy in the moment. His poetry from this point on seeks 

to combine all of the lessons he has learned about how to successfully represent lived 

experience into a style of poetry that interacts with the reader in the moment of 

reading; the poem creates a site of meaning between the reader and the page that 

attempts to be as immediate as physical sensation. 
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Chapter Five 

 

‘Be subtle, as though not there’.
408

 

 

The development of Kinsella‟s distinctive style is highlighted in the poetry that 

directly follows Notes. Two editions that collect the poetry between 1973 and 1978, 

One and Other Poems (1979) and Fifteen Dead (1979), contain a variety of poems 

that reflect the fruition of this style. What these poems show is that Kinsella has 

developed his own particular way of dealing with his poetic subject; he engages with 

the reader through the poem as a dialogic entity. Kinsella mines his material for the 

data to produce poetry that the reader can engage with as a poetic event, whether he 

is using a public happening like the assassination of John F. Kennedy or material 

from his own psyche. This chapter shows how Kinsella‟s probing for ways to 

represent his poetic subject that do not occlude important parts of experience 

culminates at this point. Kinsella‟s key discovery is to make the poem a static site of 

meaning for the reader; the poem is an event that the reader engages with and 

meaning is created through that interaction. The poet‟s job is to present the material 

in a detailed and forensic fashion; to be the recorder who stands back and enables the 

material to speak to the reader through the poem. This is what Kinsella‟s searching 

for methods of representation results in as he creates poems in the 1970s that attempt 

to erase any sign of judgement or the author and to „[b]e subtle, as though not there‟ 

(OOP 66).    

 A series of close readings entitled Readings in Poetry (2006) helps to 

illuminate the critical approach Kinsella has developed. In this pamphlet Kinsella 

presents close readings of four poems: William Shakespeare‟s Sonnets 29 and 30, W. 

B. Yeats‟s „The Tower‟ and T.S. Eliot‟s „The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock‟.
409

 

Kinsella‟s prose opens with a broadside against sloppy reading and criticism. He 

quotes Samuel Taylor Coleridge from Biographia Literaria in a section where 

Coleridge also slams his contemporary readers as idle and ignorant: „individuals 
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below mediocrity [...] bunglers who have failed in the lowest mechanical crafts‟.
410

 

Kinsella then highlights works by established poets like William Morris and Henry 

David Thoreau that he believes are wrongly canonised; he asserts that they are not as 

closely read as they should be, and that if they were they wouldn‟t be included in the 

literary canon.
411

 In the „Preface‟ to these readings, Kinsella highlights some of his 

ideas on the reading act: „The text of the poem is taken as initiating an act of 

communication, and the reading is offered as a completion of the act, the poem read 

at its own pace‟.
412

 Kinsella is highlighting the primacy of the text along with the 

significance of the interaction between the reader and the page. The focus on this 

interaction shows us why Kinsella has made the move towards a style of poetry that 

seeks exactitude in its descriptions but also the immediate and dialogic essence of 

the reading act itself. 

 In the same text Kinsella writes:  

 

 It is accepted that there are no absolute readings – especially in modern 

 poetry, where the grounds for communication are often given sparingly; but 

 also in the clearest-seeming verse, as with Shakespeare‟s sonnets – given the 

 organic, and finally unlimited, possibilities in the detail of communication 

 itself, where each reader‟s unique experience is brought to bear.
413

  

 

The phrase „each reader‟s unique experience is brought to bear‟ echoes poem XIX 

from A Technical Supplement: „or as much as can be brought to bear‟ (OOP 48). 

Indeed, the imagery of the performance of communication as an organic act also 

echoes that poem. There is a certain irony in these comments though when the 

obtuse nature of Kinsella‟s middle poetry is considered. Kinsella‟s stress on the act 

of communication seems at odds with his own poetry which some critics find too 

taxing an act of communication; the „brooding himself to pieces‟ that Floyd Skloot 

notices critics accusing Kinsella of when his poetry turned increasingly inward.
414

 

But Kinsella develops a style of poetry by the 1970s that represents his desire to 
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document experience as descriptively as possible. Ironically, it is this type of 

approach that has made Kinsella‟s poetry inapproachable to many readers. The 

reader finds it hard to decipher the poetry because the deep, inner experiences are 

often too personal as in the memory of his grandmother found in „Tear‟, or too 

narrow in their communal references such as the mythical experiences from „Nuchal 

(a fragment)‟. The irony is that Kinsella is attempting to map his own psyche and its 

archetypal images into the poetry in order to get to a wider communal meaning and 

thus communicate on a deeper level. The poetry will be difficult due to the intensely 

personal nature of the material combined with complex mythic and psychological 

imagery; thus it will require close reading and precise attention to detail. His poetry 

achieves its goal of communicating complex understanding but only after the reader 

pays the close attention to reading that Kinsella finds necessary in his own critical 

readings. In sum, Kinsella‟s poetry communicates but in an esoteric manner. The 

poems express their meaning on deep levels of understanding that require the 

reader‟s attention to detail and knowledge of context; an awareness of both the 

poem‟s themes and the development of Kinsella‟s oeuvre. 

 Kinsella progresses from trying to understand personal existence through his 

poetic subject by utilising various methods such as unpacking binary identities, 

confessional approaches, and numerological and psychological examinations, to 

finally coming to accept that he cannot enforce any systemised structure onto his 

material. He finds that he must let the material speak for itself, to in effect become 

the recorder of his significant experiences. This urge to be a recorder of the data of 

experience could have part of its origins in Kinsella‟s early training in the sciences at 

UCD, but his prose and interviews throughout the years highlight this as a 

continuing motif in his thought.
415

 In 1997, when Kinsella was asked if his poetry 

leans towards „fidelity to experience or on speculative truth‟ he commented that they 

„lean towards the accurate perception of reality [...] I would rather settle for facts and 

let them speak for themselves‟.
416

 This is why Kinsella develops a style that seeks to 

responsibly express the actual, whether it is complex inner psychological states or 

wider communal understanding. It is documentary because of this urge to record but 

it is also naturalistic because it works to exactly document the experience of his 
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subject‟s world and perceptions of it.  

 Through his shifting forms and themes between the 1950s and 1970s, 

Kinsella moves towards this distinctive style that reflects the maturation of his poetic 

progress. He provides the poem as an event for readers to engage with; a place where 

they can bring their own experiences to interact with the experiences portrayed in the 

poem. No moral or ethical judgements are favoured in the poems as these forms of 

evaluation are deferred and the experiences of the poem‟s subjects are focussed on as 

is seen in an analysis of The Good Fight. A documentary urge also seeks to stand 

back and present the material allowing the reader to be the catalyst for making 

meaning in the poems of One and Other Poems. It is in this collection that we see 

the culmination of Kinsella‟s development; by tracking the poetry in this collection 

and comparing it to some of the older poetry then Kinsella‟s mature style is seen at 

its point of fruition. 

 Kinsella‟s poetry during the 1970s seems to be working on two levels: an 

inward exploration as we find in Notes and continued in One (1974), A Technical 

Supplement (1976), and Songs of the Night and Other Poems (1978) all collected in 

One and Other Poems (1979); and then an exploration of wider public themes found 

in Butcher’s Dozen (1972), A Selected Life (1972), Vertical Man (1973), and The 

Good Fight (1973) all collected in Fifteen Dead (1979). The critical distance the poet 

allows himself from the events causes the outward explorations to be as effective as 

the inward explorations. This is an effect of Kinsella‟s new style; when applied to 

wider public happenings it allows a bigger picture to form. It also makes the poem a 

neutral space for the event to be examined. Kinsella stands back from his material 

and allows it to speak for itself. Whether it is John F. Kennedy and Lee Harvey 

Oswald, Ireland‟s first mythical inhabitants or his paternal relatives, Kinsella 

projects the voices of his subjects through his poetry. Interestingly, the poet also falls 

under this documentary urge; the poet is recognised as the recorder of these people 

and events and thus his presence is also documented. We will see this when the poet 

is added as the third character in The Good Fight, through Ireland‟s mythical first 

poet Amergin in „Finistère‟ and the Taoist commands of „Tao and Unfitness at 

Inistiogue on the River Nore‟.
417

 The artistic act itself has increasingly been the 

focus of Kinsella‟s thematic and its centrality is key to Kinsella‟s newly developed 
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style; the urge to document as exactly as possible also includes the made-aspect of 

the aesthetic object itself. 

 This chapter highlights Kinsella‟s stylistic change as it relates to his critical 

prose dealing with ideas of representation, the Irish writer and the modern writer. 

Then it provides examples from two significant and varied 1979 collections: Fifteen 

Dead and One and Other Poems. It shows Kinsella‟s newly developed style in 

relation to his own critical thought, but it also highlights the stylistic differences 

between the newer and older poetry by comparing and contrasting them. The formal 

changes at this time are subsumed into the thematic as the two meld into Kinsella‟s 

new style. Thus, we notice these formal changes throughout the readings in this 

chapter. 

 

Kinsella’s Prose 

 

The development of Kinsella‟s critical prose through the years highlights the 

advancement of his new style in relation to political and aesthetic issues. This prose, 

which culminates in The Dual Tradition: An Essay on Poetry and Politics in Ireland 

(1995), shows Kinsella‟s concern for political matters that match his aesthetic 

development; the concern over split identities and the problems with binary 

viewpoints takes on a physical presence in the divisive sectarian violence 

surrounding Irish historical issues.
418

 Kinsella‟s desire to document significant 

experience shows a wish to bridge the gap between the reader and that experience 

that emphasizes him as a civic poet. By highlighting divisive and problematic 

methods such as binary identities and exposing deep inner-experiences while 

contrasting them to wider public imagery, Kinsella is performing a civic duty; he is 

the modern day File, or court poet, who sings to the people as opposed to the king. 

By depicting the deep divisions within Irish society through the psyche of one of its 

individuals, Kinsella brings to light wider social issues throughout that society. 

 Butcher’s Dozen is the first Peppercanister pamphlet and reflects Kinsella‟s 

concern for the problematic of dualities which are at the base of the northern 

problems. On 30 January 1972 thirteen unarmed civil rights protesters, marching in 
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an illegally organised event protesting the internment of nationalist civilians without 

trial, were shot to death by elite British Paratroopers.
419

 The British Prime Minister 

Edward Heath met with Lord Chief Justice Widgery and Lord Chancellor, Lord 

Hailsham three days after the event in order to establish a tribunal. At a meeting a 

day previously, Widgery was informed of his impending appointment and told that 

„“it had to be remembered that we were in Northern Ireland, fighting not just a 

military war, but a propaganda war”‟.
420

 The report was ultimately discredited but at 

the time, as Gerald Dawe remarks, Widgery seemed to turn „reality inside-out […] 

making the unarmed marchers into a guerrilla force and the Paratroopers into a 

restrained and disciplined army‟.
421

 Eight days after the publication of Widgery‟s 

„Report of the Tribunal appointed to inquire into the events on Sunday, 30 January 

1972, which led to loss of life in connection with the procession in Londonderry on 

that day‟
 
Kinsella responded with Butcher’s Dozen.

 422
 In this poem he calls for a 

more open perspective as we are „all what we are‟ and a nation is defined as: „Where 

any stranger hung his hat / And seized a lover where she sat?‟ (FD 19) Kinsella 

comes to the conclusion that Ireland is not the polarities of identity that Unionism 

and Nationalism kill for but rather a mixture of peoples whose only future is to put 

the divisions behind them and mingle as one. This highlights Kinsella engaging with 

the northern problem and looking for answers that will get past the problematic 

dualisms. It is inclusiveness that Kinsella is looking for in answer to the northern 

Troubles. The divisiveness of Irish society is more subtly examined in „Tao and 

Unfitness at Inistiogue on the River Nore‟ which will be considered later.  

 Another earlier analysis of Irish history, „A Country Walk‟ (Downstream 

(1962)), also provides an inclusive picture of both sides of the colonial divide. The 

poem recognises the crimes against the Catholic as well as Protestant community:   
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 I passed a marshy field: that shallow ford  

 A place of bloodshed, as the tales agree.  

 There, the day Christ hung dying, twin  

 Brothers armed in hate; the day darkened;  

 They crossed swords under the full eclipse  

 And mingled their bowels at the saga‟s end.  

 There the first Normans massacred my fathers  

 Then stroked their armoured horses‟ necks, disposed  

 In ceremony, sable on green sward.  

 Twice more the reeds grew red: when knot-necked Cromwell  

 Despatched a convent shrieking to their Lover;  

 And when a rebel host, through long retreat  

 Grown half hysterical – methodical, ludicrous –  

 Piked Cromwell‟s Puritan brood, their harmless neighbours,  

 In groups of three into the sharp water,  

 Then melted into the martyred countryside,  

 Root eaters, strange as badgers (DS 45-6).  

 

What is remarkable about this poem is its insistence on showing the wrongs of both 

communities even though it does not deny its narrator‟s origin amongst the Catholic 

community.
423

 Kinsella recognises the various crimes committed against the Irish 

natives by the Normans and the English but also begins with brother slaying brother 

in a 2000 year old Gaelic tale (the poem also returns to this motif with an account of 

the Civil War). He ends this stanza with the massacre of innocent Protestants on a 

bridge in Wexford Town by retreating Catholic, rebel forces during the 1798 

Rebellion. Kinsella deals with political issues through analogy in „A Country Walk‟ 

and overtly in Butcher’s Dozen which emphasises Kinsella‟s stylistic shift. But it is 

in The Good Fight and the poems of One and Other Poems that Kinsella‟s analyses 

of Irish and world political issues are seen utilising his method of recording the 

actual experiences of his subjects as thoroughly as possible. These poems portray 

their situations through exact images putting direct analogy aside for an immediate 
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representation.  

 Kinsella considers the first four Peppercanister poems (Butcher’s Dozen, A 

Selected Life, Vertical Man, and The Good Fight) as occasional poems.
424

 But critics 

see continuity between these poems and Kinsella‟s oeuvre. Thomas H. Jackson 

notices that the Peppercanister poems can be connected, along with some of the other 

early pamphlets (he mentions the collection Peppercanister Poems 1972-1978 

(1979)), to „a pervasive political consciousness‟.
425

 Brian John also sees that all four 

of the poems, which are collected in Fifteen Dead (1979), cohere and find their place 

within Kinsella‟s canon.
426

 Derval Tubridy notes how „Butcher’s Dozen marks an 

abrupt shift from the psychologically motivated poetry of Notes from the Land of the 

Dead‟ yet can also be connected to Kinsella‟s other later satires such as One Fond 

Embrace (1988) and Open Court (1991).
427

 The three Peppercanisters that follow 

Butcher’s Dozen also seem to be occasional poems, but when The Good Fight is read 

alongside Kinsella‟s criticism, particularly his 1973 essay „The Divided Mind‟, then 

Kinsella‟s developing style is clearly read. Indeed, a careful analysis of Kinsella‟s 

prose writing in light of his poetry in the 1970s highlights the impetus behind his 

stylistic changes.  

 „The Divided Mind‟ is an essay that has its origins in an MLA lecture 

presented in New York in 1966. This essay was originally published as „The Irish 

Writer‟ in Éire-Ireland (Summer 1967) and then as a chapter in the book Davis, 

Mangan, Ferguson? Tradition and The Irish Writer. Writings by W. B. Yeats and by 

Thomas Kinsella (1970).
428

 In „The Irish Writer‟, Kinsella engages with the broken 
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tradition of Irish literature. He sees that the Irish writer is doubly isolated in his 

tradition since, according to Kinsella, the Irish national language comes to the writer 

through the remove of a different language and culture as well as across the silent 

nineteenth century; a time which saw the Irish language nearly destroyed during the 

Great Irish Famine of mid-century. Yet most Irish writers must write in the English 

language, which is also not theirs.
429

 Kinsella highlights the tentative and displaced 

nature of nineteenth-century Irish poetry in English as well as the doggerel end of 

Irish language poetry; he sees this exemplified in the poetic responses of the 

displaced and dispossessed seventeenth and eighteenth century Irish language poets. 

In some of it he finds excellence, but within the majority of it he discovers that the 

quality of the verse suffers as the „retreating language took this feature of a fully 

functioning culture with it‟.
430

 The lack of a consistent and developing culture stifles 

the growth of a great body of literature. He sees this as „a great cultural blur‟ beyond 

the nineteenth century.
431

 What Kinsella finds in this broken, dual tradition is a sense 

of loss, discontinuity and rift. He quotes Daniel Corkery in Synge and Anglo-Irish 

Literature (1931) who saw the Irish people in a mental state of „flux and 

uncertainty‟.
432

 Kinsella then recognises that, as a Dublin writer himself, he does 

„not escape the deprivation, nor even [...] feel it less sharply once the process of self-

search has begun‟.
433

 As Kinsella discovers this within his own poetic tradition and 

communal background he finds a way to access a language to describe historical 

situations deeply embedded within himself and his society; thus, the profound public 

importance of this endeavour.  

 Kinsella finds Yeats as symptomatic of the problems of this split tradition 

and contrasts him to Aogán Ó Rathaille (c. 1675-1729). He sees both escaping the 

deprivation and loss of tradition through isolation; Yeats chooses his by creating his 

own Anglo-Irish tradition while Ó Rathaille‟s isolation is culturally enforced by the 

death of his Gaelic society. But it is in James Joyce that Kinsella finds the perfect 
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precursor in that Joyce embraces „the filthy modern tide‟ and „admits the modern 

world‟.
434

 Joyce stands for the tradition „healed – or healing – from its mutilation‟.
435

 

Yeats and Joyce provide the impetus to look beyond the problems encountered with 

the nineteenth-century Irish literature and the problematic divisiveness of a dual 

linguistic tradition. As we saw in „Nightwalker‟ Kinsella absorbs and gets past both 

writers‟ inheritance. 

 „The Divided Mind‟ is first published in Irish Poets in English: The Thomas 

Davis Lectures on Anglo-Irish Poetry (1973), appears in Poetry and Ireland since 

1800: A Sourcebook (1988) and is also collected in Kinsella‟s Prose Occasions 

(2009).
436

 The essay is very much a refinement of „The Irish Writer‟ rehashing many 

of the same themes often to the point of direct repetition.
437

 By closely examining 

this essay can see Kinsella‟s argument in light of the themes tracked in his poetry 

between 1966 and 1972. It also points ahead to the direction his work is taking in the 

mid to late 1970s. 

 Kinsella expands his analysis of nineteenth-century Irish poetry from „The 

Irish Writer‟ by examining James Clarence Mangan‟s (1803-49) poetry and 

discovers an interesting usage of language that allows the poem to work as a more 

inclusive dialectical entity.
438

 The comment occurs in the section of „The Divided 

Mind‟ where Kinsella analyses Mangan‟s poems: „They are the vessels of a 

continuous creation; their living language pours out, continually in need of 

refreshment to cope with the complexity of its statements, and continually finding 

it‟.
439

 Kinsella discovers in Mangan‟s poetry a unique way of using language to 

engage with current social realities that he also finds useful in his own poetry; a 

„living language‟ or a language that represents the immediate moment as it is being 

experienced by the poetic subject and the reader. This is Kinsella‟s recognition of the 

temporal significance of the poem not only at its moment of creation and connection 
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to its past, but also to its ongoing existence as a living and active presence, or as a 

dialogic site of meaning. The poem is an active place for meaning to be developed 

between the reader and the text; it is a performance that relies as much on the 

performer as the audience. By utilising material that connects to deep communal 

meanings such as archetypal and mythical subjects but also focussing on the object 

of the poem‟s gaze with an intense documentary scrutiny, Kinsella is making poetry 

that comes alive within the perception of the reader. This is the crux of Kinsella‟s 

new style of poetry as he increasingly focuses on the immediate moment of 

perception both as a theme in the poetry and as a method for the poems themselves. 

 In Mangan‟s poetry, Kinsella finds themes that explore deep human 

experiences yet he sees Mangan‟s artistic strengths „spent frivolously‟ while Samuel 

Ferguson (1810-86) expends his energies „solemnly [...] and just as lavishly [...] in 

the service of an imposed plan‟.
440

 Ferguson, as Kinsella sees is it, fails by yielding 

to the temptation to enforce structure onto his material. Kinsella says that the „real 

sin is to impose order, but if the order is there and can be found, that is very 

important‟.
441

 Because Mangan and Ferguson failed in their attempts at 

representation, Kinsella uses their work as an example of the direction he does not 

want to follow. He seeks to explore his own deep human feelings without enforcing 

any intellectual judgement onto his poems and instead create poetry that is open and 

organic; the poem as a site of meaning as opposed to a specific statement.
442

  

 „The Divided Mind‟ also clarifies Kinsella‟s connection between the Irish 

writer and the modern writer. The focus between the two is generally one of solitude:  

 

 I dwell on the phrase „solitary achievement‟ because, if I had to choose a 

 single phrase to characterise all the good poetry of the last fifty years or more 

 – in Ireland or  anywhere else – that would probably be it. So that the „divided 

 mind‟, as a function of rootlessness, of historical or social deprivation or 

 alienation, may not be the exclusive property of the modern Irish poet... One 

 has only to say this to see that it is true – to see that „Anglo-Irish poetry‟ is in 

 a way a useful model of the whole of modern poetry. Remembering Yeats, 

 his „torture‟ and his solitude, is it not possible that we are enduring now in 
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 our lives the culmination of what he sensed in its beginnings, and endured 

 imaginatively, in his time? The falling apart of things...‟
443

  

 

Ireland‟s post-colonial, divided identity is related to the fractured identity of the 

contemporary subject. Kinsella finds that the fragmentary nature of modern Irish 

poetry due to the divided mind is also a universal facet of the modern subject that is 

similarly rootless, deprived and alienated. The uniqueness of Kinsella‟s project is to 

look for a way beyond this that does not involve devolution into postmodern forms 

that stress obscurity to the point of un-communication such as, arguably, L-A-N-G-

U-A-G-E poetry, but he instead offers a way to „go on‟ as Beckett‟s protagonists in 

Waiting for Godot and The Unnamable insist.
444

  

 Kinsella records people and places but also his inner memories and 

archetypal representations with the same drive for exactitude and inclusiveness. This, 

once again, highlights the uniqueness of this poetic project but also the potential for 

obscurity. The impetus for both the inward and outward imagery is the same: a 

desire to record experience that allows the reader to make connections through the 

reading act. Kinsella‟s criticism serves to emphasize his concern with dual ways of 

seeing existence and its problems that I have been tracking throughout his poetry, but 

it also shows how he has develops a wider sense of the problems with representation 

that the Irish writer and the modern writer face. In a 1966 interview Kinsella says „I 

am striving for greater clarity and directness‟.
445

 Kinsella‟s poetry evolves in relation 

to these concerns and indeed this helps his style develop as it seeks inclusiveness and 

clarity in its images and themes. The first example of this can be seen in the last 

Peppercanister pamphlet collected in Fifteen Dead, The Good Fight. 

 

The Good Fight 

 

The Good Fight: A Poem for the Anniversary of the Death of John F. Kennedy was 

first published as Peppercanister 4 in 1973 and subsequently collected in Fifteen 
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Dead (1979) with some added commentary.
446

 In this poem, Kinsella examines how 

identity is complicated by closer examinations of the more simplistic binary contrast 

of good versus evil. This is done by exploring two interesting and contrasting 

figures: John F. Kennedy and his assassin Lee Harvey Oswald. By using these two 

figures and playing with the reader‟s expectations, Kinsella is able to create a poem 

that is open to interpretation and does not dictate its terms of meaning. The 

characters are shown instead in all of their positive and negative connotations 

leaving the reader to make their own judgements; in this case between the inherent 

good and evil of the characters and their acts. 

 Kinsella is dealing with an American subject and landscape in The Good 

Fight but too much emphasis should not be placed on this. Kinsella has been living 

in the US for nearly eight years by the time The Good Fight is published but the 

poem was in gestation since the assassination of Kennedy in 1963. Kinsella writes 

that he began the poem shortly after the assassination but that the material „jammed‟ 

and he put it aside allowing „time for the foolishness to digest‟ (FD 74). Although 

this poem doesn‟t owe its origins to Kinsella‟s American experiences, when he 

picked it up years later he may have used the American poetic examples combined 

with his experience of American life to get the poem un-jammed. The Chicago 

slaughterhouse scene in A Technical Supplement, the Philadelphia setting in Vertical 

Man and poems from New Poems 1973 like „Crab Orchard Sanctuary: Late October‟ 

and „Wyncote, Pennsylvania: a gloss‟, all showcase American scenes and subjects. 

The American landscape does influence Kinsella‟s work but his places and people 

remain predominantly Irish.    

 The Good Fight is intriguing in its makeup; it is a pastiche of many different 

sources. This collage-making is an important part of Kinsella‟s new style as it 

reflects his desire to record in its seemingly purest form − direct documentation. In 

his commentary, Kinsella mentions using quotations from various Kennedy 

speeches, interviews and articles, a contemporary song called „The New Frontier‟, as 

well as Plato‟s The Republic and The Laws. He also claims to use „individual images 

and phrases‟ from The Making of the President 1960 (1961) by Theodore H. White, 

The Kennedy Promise (1973) by Henry Fairlie as well as contemporary news reports. 
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Kinsella cites borrowing „part of the psychological argument‟ from John Clellon 

Holmes‟s article „The Silence of Oswald‟ in Playboy magazine, November 1965 (FD 

75). Derval Tubridy sees this type of technique as „appropriation and montage which 

will become characteristic of his Peppercanister poetry‟, and indeed much of his 

work to come will draw on a pastiche-like combining of events.
447

 For instance, the 

usage of an Enlightenment era vivisection, visits to a slaughterhouse, a bakery in the 

former Viking area of Dublin, the Asian Steppes and many other varied places will 

go into the long sequential poem A Technical Supplement. This style is reminiscent 

of the cut and paste style that Joyce uses in Ulysses and reflects a similar modernist 

inclination to gather together the detritus of modern life. This is also reminiscent of 

the idea that man creates his self-image from the waste of his personal and collective 

memory that the dung beetle analogy highlighted in „Hen Woman‟. The cut and 

paste or montage part of his style is an example of how Kinsella‟s work is taking a 

new direction; he is increasingly becoming more of a voyeur who is willing to sit 

back and fuse events and ideas together letting the reader seek its meaning as 

opposed to letting the author dictate the terms of that meaning.
448

 This shows 

Kinsella‟s desire to be the recorder of experience as opposed to the type of writer 

who deciphers that experience. 

 There are connections to the role of the artist in The Good Fight; intriguing 

links in the representations of both Kennedy and Oswald to the poet or artist figure 

are highlighted in the following reading. In the commentary found in Fifteen Dead, 

Kinsella states that the poem contains „foreign matter‟ in its original drafts which he 

„lifted from it, and developed into a separate poem‟, „Worker in a Mirror at His 

Bench‟ (FD 74).
449

 Although „Worker in a Mirror at His Bench‟, a poem about the 

artistic act and collected in New Poems 1973, does contain this material certain 

remnants of the concerns of this poem remain in The Good Fight. The three-way 

interaction between the characters and the poet is a triangulation that is at the core of 

the poem‟s meaning.  

 A contrast between good and evil represented by the characters of Kennedy 

and Oswald is complicated throughout the poem. We come to see Oswald‟s act as 

something that is not as clear as it appears although still reprehensible. Similarly, 
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Kennedy‟s role as hero and saviour of the American way of life is also complicated. 

The overall effect is to make this binary a more complex relationship in the same 

way that the poet-figure does; while Kennedy is essentially a victim and Oswald a 

criminal, the reality of the situation is much more multifaceted and the poem 

attempts to portray this by showing the characters as variously as possible. 

 Kennedy is seen campaigning for the presidency. This develops a picture of 

the young man toiling through the electoral process as it appropriates text from 

Kennedy‟s speeches; once again, the modernist technique of collage is utilised. At 

one point, after a two stanza quote from a speech, another parenthetical duet of 

stanzas occurs:  

 

 (It sounds as though it could go on for ever,  

 yet there is a shape to it – Appropriate  

 Performance. Another almost perfect  

 working model... But it gets harder.  

 The concepts jerk and wrestle, back to back.  

 

 The finer the idea the harder it is  

 to assemble lifelike. It adopts hardnesses  

 and inflexibilities, knots, impossible joints  

 made possible only by stress,  

 and good for very little afterwards.) (GF 7-8)  

 

Like the statue from „Nightwalker‟ that Kinsella names „Productive Investment‟, 

Kinsella calls this creation „Appropriate Performance‟ giving a kind of solid essence 

to an abstract entity. This takes an ideological abstraction and attempts to objectify 

it, which is an interesting method for documenting as methodically as possible 

something that generally defies such definitions. This section is also where some of 

the material that went into „Worker in a Mirror at His Bench‟ probably came from 

since that poem also deals with the creation of a working model that is given a 

capitalised name, or series of names:  

 

 What to call it...  

   Bright Assembly?  
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 Foundation for a Tower?  

 Open Trap? Circular-Tending  

 Self-Reflecting Abstraction...
450

  

 

This awareness of the fluidity of abstract ideas and a self-mocking of the attempt to 

describe them, highlights problems with abstract thinking while also ironically 

portraying that attempt in the poem‟s process. This is a way for Kinsella to document 

these ideas within the conceptual framework of the individual but also allows for 

another self-reflexive enterprise as this process is itself analysed. Kinsella‟s new 

style has no room for such abstractions, but it is also aware that these abstractions are 

a part of the process of meaning-making that his poems are trying to capture. It 

would be wrong to see Kinsella‟s new style as trying to ignore or sideline the larger 

metaphysical questions; he is instead trying to come to terms with depictions of these 

things within the lived experience of his poetic subject or subjects as is the case in 

The Good Fight.  

 The next long italicised quotation from Plato is designed as a commentary on 

the subjective feelings of the young politician. Plato‟s dialogue is important because 

Kinsella uses it throughout this poem as a way to contrast the political decisions of 

the individual with the wider communal/political understanding. The italicised 

quotation is enclosed in parenthesis to show its significance as a part of the self-

referential inner dialogue of the poem:  

 

 (Where is a young man’s heart in such a scene? 

 Who would not be stunned by the beast’s opinion?  

 Nor think wisdom control of the beast’s moods?  

 What schooling will resist, and not be swamped  

 and swept downstream? What can a young man do? (FD 40-1, parenthetical 

 stanza continues).  

 

The young Kennedy‟s senses are drawn into question; how should a sensitive and 
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intelligent individual respond to this modern beast which threatens society and the 

individual from every side. It is like Kinsella‟s comment in „The Divided Mind‟ on 

the modern situation and the plight of the sensitive individual amidst it:  

 

 The repeated checks to reasonable hope which the world has suffered have 

 destroyed the cohesion of the modern social organism. The organism 

 continues to function but the most sensitive individuals have long ago been 

 shaken loose into disorder, conscious of numbness and dullness in 

 themselves, a pain of dislocation and loss.
451

  

 

Kennedy, as Kinsella sees him, is like the modern artist as his sensibilities have left 

him adrift amongst the horrors of the contemporary era. He is hardly a cell cast off 

the organism but he does show a sensitivity that is similar to Kinsella‟s sensitive 

individual. This is one of the many places where a connection between the artist and 

Kennedy is made. We are brought inside Kennedy‟s decision-making process to see 

how humane the man actually is, and the poet highlights this. The young man‟s 

sensitivity is contrasted at the end of this section when his intellectual advisors take 

him under their wings:  

 

 Inside, a group of specialists,  

 chosen for their incomparable dash,  

 were gathered around  

 a map of the world‟s regions  

 with all kinds of precision instruments (FD 41).  

 

These specialists represent a contrast to the sensitivity of the young Kennedy as they 

attempt to quantify the world inside a rationalist paradigm. We can see here a similar 

theme to that which Kinsella explores in his earlier poetry dealing with the rational 

and irrational such as „Portrait of an Engineer‟. As we remember from the earlier 

analysis of that poem, the engineer is also contrasted to the artist in a picture that 

finds both characters complicit in the horrors of modern warfare. The picture drawn 

of Kennedy here is a vision of youth, with all of its promises and dreams, being 
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brought face-to-face with the reality of these hopes in modern politics. Kennedy is 

seen as a creator, an artist of the state who attempts to draw up a society from the 

abstractions of ideology. This is important because of the comparison to the artist, 

but when Oswald is also brought into contrast with the artistic figure then the picture 

is further complicated but also interestingly sharpened and humanised.  

 The assumed good and evil of the characters are complicated in part II which 

contains a very significant parallel in the comparison to the artistic figure. This 

section resonates with the poet figure and most specifically has parallels to Kinsella 

himself. Oswald spends his time in a „lonely room‟ that has all the hallmarks of 

Kinsella‟s Baggot Street domicile as well as connections to some of his other writing 

rooms shown throughout his oeuvre.
452

 Oswald sits in his room „at the centre of the 

city‟ while „[o]utside the window the street noises ascend‟ (FD 41). In Vertical Man, 

Kinsella sits in a room in Philadelphia:  

 

 I was pouring a drink when the night-monotony  

 was startled below by a sudden howling  

 of engines along Market Street,  

 curséd ambulances intermixing their screams  

 down the dark canyons (FD 28).  

 

The rooms and the impression of urban freneticism are similar to Oswald‟s 

experiences. In „Baggot Street Deserta‟ the poet also sits in his room contemplating 

the city as it sleeps. At this time though it is the much more introspective Dublin of 

the 1950s, which also reflects Kinsella‟s more formal aspects at the time:  

 

 [...] The window is wide  

 On a crawling arch of stars, and the night  

 Reacts faintly to the mathematic  

 Passion of a cello suite  

 Plotting the quiet of my attic.  

 A mile away the river toils  

 Its buttressed fathoms out to sea;  
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 Tucked in the mountains, many miles  

 Away from its roaring outcome, a shy  

 Gasp of waters in the gorse  

 Is sonneting origins. Dreamers‟ heads  

 Lie mesmerised in Dublin‟s beds  

 Flashing with images, Adam‟s morse (AS 29).  

 

This earlier poem, when contrasted to the two later poems, helps to highlight 

Kinsella‟s shift, not just from a more formal rhyming and metrics but also to a 

thematic that is increasingly straight forward in its presentation and imagery and less 

prone to these earlier abstractions. In The Good Fight, Kennedy is trying to escape 

the abstractions that become dangerous because of their power as ideological entities 

which also hinder his dreams of a fairer society. This is also reflected in the danger 

that Oswald‟s abstractions pose upon Kennedy‟s life. The movement is towards a 

more documentary style; instead of broad images that morph into ideological 

abstractions, Kinsella records the characters and their contexts leaving the reader to 

draw any wider conclusions. 

 Oswald also goes about his day in a fashion similar to the citizen of 

„Nightwalker‟ and the poet of the opening poem to Notes from the Land of the Dead. 

Oswald ruminates on his city:  

 

 And though the night passes, and the morning 

 brings back familiarity, and he goes out 

 about his business as though nothing has changed 

 [...] 

 and soon discovers how to light the gas 

 and where to put things, and where to sit 

 so he can read and eat at the same time, 

 and reads a long time 

 with the crumbs hardening and a tawny scum 

 shrinking on the cold tea, and finally 

 ventures out for his first night prowl 

 [...] 

 of what he is here for; and night follows night 
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 and on a certain evening he puts aside 

 his cup and plate, and draws his journal to him 

 and revolves his pen meditatively... (FD 42-3)  

 

Oswald performs his daily routine in the same dull habit as that of the narrator of 

„Nightwalker‟ who also shows a strange disconnect from his compatriots „I must lie 

down with them all soon and sleep, / And rise with them again‟ (NOP 59). Oswald 

walks about his neighbourhood gathering in the lives of his fellow citizens in a 

similar fashion to Kinsella‟s walker. Oswald is also intent upon reading while he is 

eating like the narrator in the introductory poem to Notes: 

 

 [...] in abstracted hunger,  

 my book propped before me, eaten forkfuls  

 of scrambled egg and buttered fresh bread (NLD 1).  

 

In The Good Fight, Oswald continues to read and drink tea in his cell/apartment 

amidst the routine of his life, and he is also portrayed as a writer when he „draws his 

journal to him / and revolves his pen meditatively‟ (FD 43). Oswald is like the 

narrator of Seamus Heaney‟s „Digging‟ who resolves to dig with his pen as his father 

did with his shovel (Heaney‟s pen is also an allegorical replacement for the gun).
453

 

Oswald is at the point where his pen could be replaced by the gun but this is where 

the comparison to the writer or the poet shifts. This is seen in one of the opening 

quotes to the poem which is from John Clellon Holmes „The Silence of Oswald‟: 

„Those who are imprisoned in the silence of reality always use a gun (or, if they are 

more fortunate, a pen) to speak for them‟ (FD 36). Thus, it is seen in the poem that 

Kinsella‟s depiction of Oswald as a lone character amidst the city has many 

similarities to the self-reflexive character of Kinsella‟s other poems. This connection 

to the artist draws certain empathy towards Oswald that we find unnatural 

considering his actions. But it is also noteworthy that the poet-figure is used here; it 

highlights the created nature of the character‟s identities as well as the depiction 

itself. Life is like art, a creation of the mind and its inherent good or evil is 

dependent upon the reader and the artist who depicts it.  
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 The inner dissolution of Oswald as he heads towards his horrendous act of 

assassination has many similarities, once again, to Kinsella‟s artistic figure. The next 

section of part II shifts to a first person narrative in Oswald‟s voice and is drawn 

from Holmes‟s article and Oswald‟s journal entries. One entire stanza which 

describes Oswald‟s suicide attempt in Belorussia is taken verbatim from Oswald‟s 

„Historic Diary‟.
454

 But there are certain parts of this section that resonate with 

Kinsella‟s poetic persona. For instance, Oswald says:  

 

 I have glided in loveless dream transit 

 over the shadowy sea floor, 

 satisfied in the knowledge 

 that if I once slacken in my savagery 

 I will drown (FD 43).  

 

This shark-like creature once again recalls the points in Kinsella‟s oeuvre where he 

deals with the sea-floor as a primordial and essential place in the psychic make-up of 

man such as the haunting seas of „The Shoals Returning‟, the seas of „Nightwalker‟ 

or the eerie seascapes of Notes. But it also points ahead to A Technical Supplement 

Part IX: „In its deep tank, a leopard shark patrolled‟ (OOP 40). There is a connection 

here to „Worker in a Mirror at His Bench‟ as well: „Did I dream another outline / in 

the silt of the sea floor?‟
455

 In general, this vision of Oswald is of a solitary 

individual cut off from the rest of humanity. This is similar to Kinsella‟s description 

of the modern artist in „The Divided Mind‟ wherein he describes the catastrophe of 

the modern situation and notices that „the poet is still isolated [...] but so now is 

every man‟.
456

 Oswald is an example of the solitary modern individual who is also 

similar to the lonely artistic figure behind Kinsella‟s developing oeuvre. What is 

intriguing about this poem is that both figures, Kennedy and Oswald, echo Kinsella‟s 

poetic figure; which is a melding of the good and the evil that these two disparate 

figures represent. But the poem is about the clash of these two opposites and the 

violence that ensues. What Kinsella‟s three-way contrast does is complicate the 

simplicity of this duality showing us that there is a little Kennedy and a little Oswald 
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in his artist and thus in us all. This deflates any easy identification with either 

character‟s moral status; the third figure of the artist is used to create this conundrum 

when the poem develops its comparisons between characters. This is one of the 

methods Kinsella uses to distance his representations from any moral judgement and 

allows the poem the distance it needs in order for the reader to insert his/her own 

ideas about the morality of the protagonists.  

 Two contrasting decisions faced by Kennedy and Oswald are highlighted 

near the end of the poem: 

 

   You have to 

 wear them down against each other 

 to get any purchase, 

 and then there is this 

 strain. 

  That all unreasonable things 

 are possible. Everything 

 that can happen will happen... (FD 49)   

 

Good and evil must be worn „down against each other‟ in order to find some sort of 

balance, but even amidst this there is the possibility of unreason upsetting the 

attempted ordering of good and evil into some sort of a productive equilibrium, or a 

society representing that stability. Eventually, the balance that Plato sought between 

mind and body becomes impossible: 

 

 My brothers, huddled in wait, 

 feeble warriors, self-chosen, 

 In our secondary world... 

 − who can‟t take our eyes off anything; 

 who harp on Love and Art and Truth too often: 

 it is appropriate for us 

 to proceed now and make our attempts 

 in private, to shuffle off and disappoint 

 Plato. 

  (His „philosophical nature‟ 
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 − balance, you will remember; 

 apportionment, as between Mind and Body! 

 Harmony, and proper pitch! 

 The Dance!) (FD 49-50)  

 

It seems that the narrator here is addressing a particular audience perhaps an 

audience of his own peers in the poetic community. He is recognising the artist in 

this „secondary‟ community of self-chosen individuals who can‟t take their eyes off 

anything. Kinsella is extolling the poets to leave behind the philosophising of the 

grand narratives of „Love‟, „Art‟ and „Truth‟ and instead turn inwards for their 

source material as he suggests at the end of „The Divided Mind‟, but also towards the 

body. This again highlights a strong connection to the body or the physical, which 

we found as the end result of Kinsella‟s earlier attempts at meaning-making through 

his binary, confessional and mythic/archetypal explorations. He is extolling the 

leaving behind of this faulty philosophy of binary division and instead seeking that 

balance between the „Mind and Body‟ that will produce a poetic „[h]armony, and 

proper pitch‟ as well as a Yeatsian styled dance. The harmonic unity of the dance is 

the way forward. Kinsella has been exploring the need for unity as opposed to 

divisiveness in representations since the beginning of his work. The harmony for 

Kinsella is in the exactitude of the description and any devolution into pure 

intellectualising at the cost of physical sensation is faulty.  

 The final stanza summarises Kinsella‟s poetic direction in the work to come 

while also trying to make some sense of the contrast between good and evil: 

 

   Plump and faithless: 

 cut, as it were, in the sinews 

 of our souls; each other‟s worst company; 

 it is we, letting things be, 

 who might come at understanding. 

 That is the source of our patience. 

 Reliable first in the direction 

 and finally in the particulars of our response, 

 fumbling from doubt to doubt 

 in an art of the necessary, 
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 one day we might knock 

 our papers together, and elevate them 

 (with a certain self-abasement) 

 − Their gleaming razors 

 mirroring a primary world 

 where power is also a source of patience 

 for a while before the just flesh 

 falls back in black dissolution in its box (FD 50).  

 

The poem is a commentary about the artist‟s position in the contemporary world 

amidst the realisations that Kinsella‟s essays have raised about the perils of 

modernity. The artist is now the centre of the discussion as he increasingly becomes 

in Kinsella‟s developing poetry. We must just let things „be‟ and observe that in 

order to come to some sort of „understanding‟; the poet must sit back, watch, not 

interfere and report if he wants to come to a succinct picture of his poetic subject that 

maintains a fidelity to that subject‟s true essence. This understanding becomes the 

goal of the poetry and the poet‟s role is to patiently wait and record „the particulars 

of our response‟. The poet will seek „an art of the necessary‟ as opposed to the 

abstractions mentioned in the last stanza; he will knock his papers together and seek 

to mirror „a primary world‟ instead of the abstractions that have only fed the 

problematic divide between mind and body. The method used to achieve these goals 

is a style of poetry that stresses a responsibility towards recording the actuality of the 

event or object portrayed as concisely as possible. This allows him to step back and 

record the particulars of his poetic subject‟s inner and outer realities. By the end of 

the poem, the centrality of the body becomes the most important aspect as the 

certainty of death is brought up; at the end there is no Christian heaven but a final 

dissolution of „the just flesh‟. We will all dissolve into nothing but there is an 

inherent peace for those who have lived the just life and attempted, no matter how 

much in vain, to record that journey. In the end of this poem that eschews judging its 

characters there is this inherent judgement that what is vital is the act of recording; it 

is the drive to accurately portray events and people that is the goal of the properly 

lived life. 

 The Good Fight is the climax of the occasional poems represented in Fifteen 

Dead and highlights Kinsella‟s stylistic and thematic changes. He is making a space 
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for the recording of the inner and outer experiences of his poetic subject and uses the 

poem as a dialogic entity that will allow the reader into that experience. The 

international theme of Kennedy and Oswald is the fruition of the wider themes from 

that collection, but it is in the poems that delve into the mythical and psychological 

where Kinsella‟s changes are most evident. In the poems of One and Other Poems, 

Kinsella goes deeper into the psychological and mythic once again, but this time 

with an even more intense focus on the artistic act through his distinctive new style. 

  

  

One and Other Poems – One: 

 

The apogee of Kinsella‟s mature style is reflected in the three Peppercanister 

pamphlets One, A Technical Supplement and Songs of the Night and Other Poems. It 

is here that we can see Kinsella applying his style to fruition; the poems focus on 

their subject with a documentary intensity that seeks to be as exact as possible. The 

history-making potential of the human psyche examined in „Tear‟ is also seen in this 

poetry. The novelty of Kinsella‟s psychological naturalism is that it allows the reader 

access to the psychological images of an individual through a contrast with 

communal images. This does have the potential for obscurity but also has the 

possibility of making deep and profound connections if the reader is willing to invest 

time into his or her reading. The poem is now a site for meaning or an event that is to 

be engaged with by the reader. Kinsella depicts the object of the poem‟s gaze and 

leaves the reader to bridge the gap to meaning.  

 One continues the mythic, Jungian and numerical structure of Notes. The 

mythic is found in the examination of Irish themes such as the mention of „the first 

kindred‟ in the opening poem. The Jungian themes are found throughout as the 

archetypal and psychological explorations continue. A hint at the numerical 

connection is found in the title itself while the poem „Finistère‟ also opens with a 

drop-case, Roman numeral one (I). This poem examines the voyage of Ireland‟s first 

inhabitants as they set off from the continent thus connecting it to a poem like 

„Survivor‟ from Notes. These poems and „The Oldest Place‟ are all drawn from tales 

found in the Book of Invasions. They are dramatic engagements with communal 

memory; they do not attempt to portray the myths themselves but place them within 

the narrator‟s lived experience. The narrator is living through the mythical action 
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himself as opposed to narrating from a distance. This is crucial because it shows that 

the poem is an immediate representation of the communal myth as it exists within 

the narrator‟s psyche. The moment of memory being enacted within the 

consciousness of the narrator is the subject of the poem. This has resonances with the 

history-making of the psyche that was examined in the poems of Notes and continues 

as an important motif here. Looking at „Finistère‟ and comparing it to an earlier 

poem that we examined in Chapter One, „An Ancient Ballet‟, we can see how 

drastically different Kinsella‟s poetic method or style is at this point, and thus 

highlight its development. 

 One of the first differences we notice between these poems is the formal 

lineation and stanza units. As the last four chapters of this thesis have demonstrated, 

this formal impetus is loosening and the four-line measured and rhymed stanzas of 

„An Ancient Ballet‟ have given way to a varied, unmeasured and unrhymed formal 

design of „Finistère‟. But it is in the way the poem approaches its subject that we can 

see the most noteworthy changes. The earlier poem explores its theme from a more 

philosophical tone as it ruminates upon its images while examining the ancient ballet 

of the moon and the sea. This conceit is then used as a comparison to the natural 

order of life and death:  

 

 She draws our gazes thronging  

 Into the figured void  

 Her light feet deck, where we forget  

 We know her power is our longing  

 

 And I think that her stare discovers  

 Only what we pretend,  

 That the moon is lovely, but will descend  

 Through the night‟s honest endeavours.  

 

 [...]  

 

 Yet I died, I died  

 The light death as I lay. My watch  

 Matched my wrist in the dark, searched   
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 Awhile under the tide  

  

 Down to the salt still water  

 Where quietly, for miles,  

 Time lowers its twinkling shells  

 To a freighted bed, to a travelled floor.  

 

 Of time, of longing. Their recorder  

 Sleeps and they unite.  

 In the deep reaches of the night  

 The ticking stars keep order (AS 20).  

 

We can see how the narrator in this poem explores metaphysical ideas through the 

moon and the sea. He notices the moon‟s physical presence as he watches it descend 

into the sea, but later in the poem he turns to examining the sea as an abstract entity 

that matches the examined life of which he is „[t]heir recorder‟. The moon and the 

sea as well as other natural elements are personified; the moon „draws our gaze‟ as if 

it is performing before us and forcing us to peer into the „figured void‟ which we can 

assume is the void of space, but it too is occupied by more personified natural 

features. The language of the narrator is also stretched to dramatic proportions as he 

asserts „I died, I died‟, and then his watch and pulse become metaphysically 

connected to the strange order of the stars as their ticking „keeps order‟. The poem‟s 

language operates to create a metaphysical rumination on the connection between 

inanimate objects like the moon, stars and the sea with some sort of grand order that 

the narrator is detecting.  

 In contrast to the earlier poem, „Finistere‟ examines the sea and its presence 

within the consciousness of its poetic subject in a completely different way. The 

poem leaves aside the metaphysical speculation of the earlier poem for the pure act 

of recording, but it is the recording of the inner workings of the mind of the narrator. 

This character is one of the first mythical Irish inhabitants before he leaves on his 

journey from continental Europe:  

 

 One... 
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 I smelt the weird Atlantic.  

 Finistère...  

  Finisterre...  

 

 The sea surface darkened. The land behind me,  

 and all its cells and cists, grew dark.  

 From a bald boulder on the cairn top  

 I spied out the horizon to the northwest  

 and sensed that minute imperfection again.  

 Where the last sunken ray withdrew...  

 A point of light?  

 

 A maggot of the possible  

 wriggled out of the spine  

 into the brain.  

 

 We hesitated before that wider sea  

 but our heads sang with purpose  

 and predatory peace.  

 

 And whose excited blood was that  

 fumbling our movements? Whose ghostly hunger  

 tunnelling our thoughts full of passages  

 smelling of death and clay and faint metals  

 and great stones in the darkness? (OOP 12-13)  

 

This depiction is distinctive because Kinsella is placing us within the psyche of his 

subject as opposed to narrating from without; the goal is to place the reader directly 

within the mind of the poem‟s subject. We can see that the narrator is depicting 

something he experiences and the metaphysical connections are left for the reader. 

The sea or other natural features do not allegorically reflect the metaphysical entities; 

instead, the significance of the sea lies in its importance to the narrator and his 

kindred. This is crucial because it is making the interaction between the poem and 

the reader a completely different act than that which is found in the earlier poem.  
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 As the poem develops, the „maggot of the possible‟ is the desire or drive that 

pushes the narrator to his decision but also something deep and archetypal that he is 

discovering within himself (OOP 12).
 457

 The consistent question marks show the 

narrator drawing questions as to the origins of his experiences within his 

consciousness; he is questioning the mythic or archetypal presence of these images. 

He asks „whose excited blood was that / fumbling our movements?‟ (OOP 13) This 

points back to a poem like „Survivor‟ from Notes which also highlights the driving 

and mutating force of blood on successive generations. It also shows a concern for a 

deeper connection to what he is experiencing as does the next question which asks 

„[w]hose ghostly hunger‟ drives them on (OOP 13). It is the way that this material is 

presented that is novel though; the reader is given the experience as it exists within 

the mind of the narrator and effectively placed within that experience. As we saw in 

The Good Fight, this gives the reader the position to judge the moment as it happens 

in a way that mirrors how the narrator is experiencing the event, but also questions 

the inner desires that are the background of these decisions and experiences. The 

reader also stops and asks „[w]hose ghostly hunger‟ is he feeling within this 

experience as the chain of causality that the narrator experiences in his decision-

making process is matched by the reader‟s connection to the material. As the poem 

continues, we come to see that some of the questioning becomes prayer-like 

incantations that have connections to the Book of Invasions; indeed the poem is 

narrated in the voice of Amergin, Ireland‟s mythical first poet:  

 Who 

  is a breath 

 that makes the wind 

 that makes the wave 

 that makes this voice? (OOP 15) 

 

The inner questioning of the narrator or the subconscious voices that drive him are 

delivered as if they were of divine origin, but the connection to the narrator lets us 

see that it is within the psyche of the narrator, or Amergin, that these lines and ideas 

originate. This shows that Kinsella is not relating a tale from the Book of Invasions 

but is instead relating this part from inside the mind of Amergin. 

                                                 
457
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 Interspersed throughout the poem are parenthetical questions that also seem 

to match the narrator‟s inward questioning from the early part of the poem: „(I had 

felt all this before...)‟, „(the craft knocked behind me)‟, „(I went forward, reaching 

out)‟ (OOP 15 and 16). These inner dialogues are like pockets of air or bubbles 

within the narrative and are connected to the psychological motivation of the 

narrator; he is questioning the origins of the inner drives that cause him to make his 

decision to travel across the sea to Ireland. The three asides are in the voice of the 

narrator as he gets to the core of the drives and desires within himself through his art 

or „the craft‟. But all of the narration of the poem is sourced within Amergin, 

whether it is his archetypal memories, prayers or aesthetic questions.
458

 

 The collection shifts to more personal poems that reflect the kind of 

psychological explorations found in earlier poems such as „Hen Woman‟ and „Tear‟ 

from Notes. A poem like „38 Phoenix Street‟ continues the familial explorations 

found in those poems; it is an early childhood memory that again seems to be trying 

to examine these memories within the psyche of the narrator, which mirrors the 

psychological references from Notes. As we found in that collection, the temporal 

location of the poem‟s narration becomes crucial. „38 Phoenix Street‟ opens with the 

command to „Look‟:  

 

 Look.  

  I was lifted up  

 past rotten brick weeds  

 to look over the wall.  

 A mammy lifted up a baby on the other side.  

 Dusty smells. Cat. Flower bells  

 hanging down purple red.  

 

 Look.  

  The other. Looking.  

 My finger picked at a bit of dirt  

 on top of the wall and a quick  

 wiry redgolden thing  

                                                 
458

 For more on Amergin and this poem see Rosenberg, pp. 341-415 and Tubridy, 2001, p. 66.  
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 ran back down a little hole (OOP 20).  

 

The opening command of both stanzas insists that the reader look at these memories, 

but it is also a command for the narrator to look within himself for these memories. 

The tense of the line after „Look‟ is significant; by using the past tense we see that 

the event is a memory and thus being recorded by the narrator. The command is to 

look at the memory and then record it. The second stanza sees the child in the 

opposite garden as „[t]he other‟ which rings with the significance of the other to 

psychological theories like those of Freud, Jung and Lacan. What is important to 

note in these two stanzas besides the direction of their openings is the exact 

descriptiveness of the depictions. Once the temporal locations place the narrator 

within his memories, then the sights and smells of the memory are enacted to draw 

the reader towards the meaning of the stanzas. This places the early memory as a key 

physical connection through these senses. The narrator sees the other, and then 

instead of devolving into a philosophical rumination on the other or the memory, he 

notices or remembers the significance of the natural world represented by the „wiry 

redgolden thing‟.
459

 Like the poems mentioned from Notes, memory is crucial, but it 

is how the memory is created that is central to these poems as they seek to mirror the 

memory-making potential of the human psyche through their structure. 

 The next two poems, „Minstrel‟ and „My Father‟s Hands‟ show Kinsella 

exploring the masculine representations from his psyche in a similar fashion to what 

he did with the maternal in Notes. The next Peppercanister pamphlet after Songs of 

the Night and Other Poems is Messenger (1979), a poem about his father that begins 

the next series of pamphlets which is collected as Blood and Family (1988). „His 

Father‟s Hands‟ follows the narrator back through his memories as he creates a 

vision of his father. What is interesting is how the poem shows devolution into 

memory and its origins. The opening describes a conversation between the narrator 

and his father which devolves into reminiscence about his grandfather. Subtle usage 

of indentation marks where the poem shifts from one memory into another:  

 

 I drank firmly  

 and set the glass down between us firmly.  

                                                 
459

 The „wiry redgolden thing‟ connects once again to the „maggot of the possible‟ from „Finistère‟ 

and also to the worms encountered later in the poem. 
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 You were saying.  

 

 My father.  

 Was saying.  

 

 His fingers prodded and prodded,  

 marring his point. Emphas-  

 emphasemphasis.  

 

 I have watched  

 his father‟s hands before him  

 

      cupped, and tightening the black Plug  

 between knife and thumb,  

 carving off little curlicues  

 to rub them in the dark of his palms (OOP 23). 

 

The second stanza is crucial; one would assume that it is stating that his father was 

saying the line before: „You were saying‟, but the period means that the stanza is 

separated into two separate lines. Instead of the father saying the lines before, the 

two lines identify the father separate to the „was saying‟, which in effect means that 

the narrator is identifying this as inside of his own self. Instead of his father saying 

something, he is identifying his father and then the act of saying. The separation 

shows us that the narrative is the narrator remembering his father as opposed to a 

third-person viewpoint of the conversation. This once again highlights the 

significance of documenting the memory at its source, which is in the mind at the 

moment it recalls the event. If it said „my father was saying‟ then we could assume 

that the narrator is identifying himself in conversation with his father and the line 

from the first stanza: „You were saying‟ could be identified as the father‟s. But with 

the period at the end of the line: „My father‟, then we can see that the conversation is 

within the narrator himself. This is central to Kinsella‟s style since the importance of 

placing the narration of the poem within the psyche of the narrator is vital. In order 

to be a documentary form of the inner realities of the protagonist the poem must 

approach its subject from within the psyche of that protagonist. Looking back 
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through Kinsella‟s other books which collect this poem, only the 2001 Collected 

Poems 1956-2001 corrects this punctuation. The 1979 Peppercanister Poems 1972-

1978, 1997 Collected Poems 1956-1994 and the 2007 Selected Poems all leave the 

punctuation as is. This seems to point to the original version being correct and the 

2001 version as an editorial mistake.  

 The opening of this poem, through the cunning usage of punctuation, spacing 

and lineation combined with tone, creates an image of the inner consciousness of the 

narrator. The father and grandfather are presented through this lens; they are not 

characters in their own right but a part of the psyche of the narrator. This section 

ends with another modernist pastiche or collage similar to what was found in The 

Good Fight: a group of songs the grandfather played on his fiddle are used as source 

material. It then finishes with the line: „Beyond that‟, which signals the narrator‟s 

movement beyond these personal memories to another form of remembering, 

storytelling. 

 The next section is based upon a genealogical narrative by Jack Brophy, an 

uncle of Thomas Kinsella, describing the Kinsella family lineage.
460

 This is alluded 

to in the 2007 book of poems and reminiscences entitled A Dublin Documentary. 

This book contains a variety of Kinsella‟s poems throughout the years that document 

personal and public history. A photograph of a handwritten note that documents a 

short history of the Kinsella family is on the opposite page to the part of the poem 

containing paraphrases from the note.
461

 The poem is still within the lived memory 

and experiences of the narrator, presumably Kinsella, and the familial memory as 

documented to him is presented, nearly word for word. So we have the personal 

memory with the documented memory which similar to the last section ends with the 

line: „Beyond that‟. We are once again commanded to go back even further in the 

next section and guided through the narrator‟s process of remembering. By carefully 

highlighting the process of documenting the memory and its sources, Kinsella‟s style 

shows the intricacies of memory but also how he surgically dissects these memories. 

 This section returns to a language that describes scenes similar to the 

descriptions found in the earlier poems dealing with the mythical first inhabitants of 

Ireland:  
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 Littered uplands. Dense grass. Rocks everywhere,  

 wet underneath, retaining memory of the long cold.  

 

 First, a prow of land  

 chosen, and webbed with tracks;  

 then boulders chosen  

 and sloped together, stabilized in menace.  

 

 I do not like this place.  

 I do not think the people who lived here  

 were ever happy. It feels evil.  

 Terrible things happened.  

 I feel afraid when I am on my own (OOP 25-6). 

 

There is narrative development here that needs attention even as the voice is stripped 

down. The first stanza describes this primordial place as it seems to retain a memory 

of the ice age, which left indelible marks on the Irish countryside as the glaciers 

retreated. This stanza is descriptive and exact as is the next stanza which seems to 

describe the first inhabitants and their desire to balance stones as cultural markers. 

The third stanza though is more personal as it describes the narrator‟s feelings 

towards this place and we become aware of him standing amidst an ancient stone 

dwelling or archaeological site as he is registering his own inner feelings about this 

place. What has occurred now is a regression into a personal history as it is being 

experienced by the narrator. He has delved into personal memories of his father and 

grandfather, then a memory of a narrated family history and is now remembering his 

own feelings of connections to ancient Irish history as he stands amidst some old 

ruins, possibly in the Wicklow countryside where the Kinsella family originally 

came from.
462

 All of this is being experienced within the consciousness of the 

narrator and is connected to his own personal memories; it is a journey through the 

personal and communal history of the narrator as he is experiencing it. The poem is 

placing the reader within the lived experience of the narrator; it is as if the reader is 

there with him while he engages with the event. Any regression into memory is seen 
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as it is encountered by the narrator as opposed to a narrative regression. This is a key 

point because it is showing that the material for the poem is the material of the 

memory as it exists within the poem‟s subject; Kinsella wants to record the moment 

of the memory as it happens within the subject‟s consciousness as descriptively as 

possible.  

 The poems of One highlight how memory is created in the mind of the 

narrator by mimicking that process in the method of the poem. This collection shows 

Kinsella‟s new style as it documents the significant memories of its poetic subject. 

But it does so by utilising a distinctive naturalism that allows the reader to access the 

event of the memory as it is being enacted within the mind of the protagonist.  

 

One and Other Poems − A Technical Supplement: 

 

The development of a new style is increasingly apparent in A Technical Supplement 

which acts as a guidepost for this development. The collection is an encyclopaedia-

like documentation of a variety of poetic subjects. It is the way that these subjects are 

represented that is unique as the images attain an intense documentary clarity. The 

collection is indeed connected to Diderot‟s Encyclopédie by the opening quote and 

the illustrations in the original Peppercanister pamphlet.
463

 This opening quote shows 

Diderot as he questions his own role as a philosopher and then asks if „there is much 

difference between the philosopher and the flute-player‟ (OOP 30, italics in text). 

This is intriguing because Diderot is connecting the artist to the philosopher which 

mirrors Kinsella‟s desire to meld the descriptive collector of data with the poet. 

Diderot becomes an example for Kinsella of someone who attempts to systemically 

order experience; he is like Yeats whose systemising informed much of Notes or 

Plato whose ideas lie behind parts of The Good Fight. The difference with Diderot 

though is that he is attempting to record instead of imposing a system onto the 

material he is gathering, which is what Kinsella wants to do in his poems. He wants 

to be the recorder of his poetic subject as opposed to the type of poet who is trying to 

squeeze meanings out of his material. Diderot questions his role in the face of the 

wickedness of society, but in the end he decides that it is „back to the Encyclopedia I 
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go‟, which shows Diderot‟s desire is the same as Kinsella‟s; he will forgo judgement 

upon the material and document it no matter what the outcome (OOP 30). The role 

of the poet is to document important material; to be a recorder of experience, which 

in Kinsella‟s case is the recording of his inner psychological images reflected 

through and in wider communal understanding. Kinsella says that poetry „is about 

assembling the significant data, you must get the data right‟.
464

 This is the mastery of 

the work; it seeks to apply a documentary style to the inward experiences of its 

subject creating a unique picture or map of one man‟s psyche in the modern era. A 

Technical Supplement is a testament to the desire to record the „significant data‟ that 

Kinsella mentions as it focuses on extreme physical imagery such as vivisection, a 

slaughterhouse and predatory impulses. What the collection also documents is 

Kinsella‟s new style that works through an exact descriptiveness and clarity in his 

imagery, and each of the poems help to develop this through their close attention to 

detail and presentation. This will be critically analysed by exploring how this detail 

and presentation matches the drive in Kinsella‟s new style to document experience 

and then provide the poem as a site of interaction for that endeavour.  

 Poem XIX speaks directly to the theme of the collection which is about 

gathering the significant data of experience in an encyclopaedia-like fashion, and 

then using this for the creation of the poetic subject; in essence, it is a technical 

supplement to the poetic act. But it also directly comments on Kinsella‟s developing 

style in general. The poem attests to the bridge between the reader and the text that is 

so crucial to Kinsella‟s mature style. It begins by contemplating the joy of reading a 

variety of texts such as mystery and romance novels before moving on to more 

„serious‟ texts:  

 

 But for real pleasure there is nothing to equal  

 sitting down to a serious read,  

 getting settled down comfortably for the night  

 with a demanding book on your knee  

 and your head intent over it,  

 eyes bridging the gap, closing a circuit.  
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 Except that it is not a closed circuit,  

 more a mingling of lives, worlds simmering  

 in the entranced interval: all that you are  

 and have come to be  

 –or as much as can be brought to bear−  

 „putting on‟ the fixed outcome of another‟s  

 encounter with what what he was  

 and had come to be  

 impelled him to stop in flux, living,  

 and hold that encounter out from  

 the streaming away of lifeblood, timeblood,  

 a nexus a nexus  

 wriggling with life not of our kind (OOP 48).  

 

The reading act is seen as closing a circuit between the reader and the page, but then 

this is qualified in the second stanza as more like a site of interaction; it is „a 

mingling of lives‟ which resembles an event rather than a fixed transaction. The 

poem then transforms this into a physical entity as it is held out from the 

consciousness „wriggling with life‟; the interaction on the page is seen to be alive; 

something that shifts and changes with every reading and revision. This is part of the 

reason why Kinsella approaches his poetry as a vibrant and ongoing entity and why 

he engages in multiple revisions. He recognises that the poem is an ongoing, non-

static entity which means that it will be something different every time it is read. The 

author must also recognise this as he reads his own work at a future date and makes 

adjustments or revisions in light of the changes time brings. Kinsella sees that the 

reader is where the poem begins as he or she „by an act of positive sympathy “puts 

on” the poem‟ and thus „extends his range of significant observation‟.
465

 Kinsella is 

defining the type of close and interactive reading that his style favours. His poetry 

seeks this active and interactive event wherein the reader and the text interact in the 

vital moment of reading. Kinsella sees the reader repeating the experience of the 

poem thus the need for the material to be able „to stand by itself‟.
466

 Kinsella 

comments that poetry „is a dual effort. The poet initiates an act of communication, 
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while also recording data, and readers complete the circuit‟.
467

 In another interview 

Kinsella says that he agrees „completely‟ with the critical position that the text does 

not belong to the author but the reader.
468

 For Kinsella, like the reader response 

critics, the reading act itself is a two-way interaction and the reader completes the 

artistic act.
469

 Kinsella sees that the reader assumes „the observer‟s position‟ in the 

poem and thus his style is an attempt to put the reader as cleanly as possible into that 

position by providing as much raw data in his images as he can.
470

 This resonates 

with the comments Kinsella makes in 2006 when he conducts his close readings of 

Shakespeare, Yeats and Eliot. 

 Kinsella continually stresses the fact that close and attentive reading will 

benefit a reader of his or any poetry and indeed he says that „most poets are 

difficult‟, suggesting that careful reading is required.
471

 What is important for 

Kinsella though is the act of communication itself, which relies as much on the 

reader as well as the author. This once again highlights why Kinsella‟s style has 

shifted so drastically over the years; Kinsella is recognising this disposition and 

structuring his poetry to address the importance of the reader‟s perspective on the 

subject of his poems. Poem XIX from A Technical Supplement is a perfect example 

of Kinsella‟s desire to document his poetic subject through a more thorough and 

clear style. This poem points to the reason behind this new style which is the need to 

communicate significant data while it also exposes the methods used in this process. 

 

Conclusion with an analysis of ‘Tao and Unfitness at Inistiogue on the River 

Nore’ from Songs of the Night and Other Poems: 

 

The poem „Tao and Unfitness at Inistiogue on the River Nore‟ succinctly reflects 

Kinsella‟s newly developed style and is indeed even a testament of that style. „Tao‟ 

is a poem that the poet/critic Gerald Dawe chose to read at the Gate Theatre as part 

of a celebration of Kinsella‟s career during the 2007 Dublin Writers Festival where a 
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variety of poets and writers read their favourite Kinsella poems.
472

 It is a key poem 

in Kinsella‟s oeuvre signalling the culmination of his method thus far. 

 The idea of an Eastern metaphysical Tao is not unique to Kinsella in this 

poem. Kinsella‟s notes from the research and writing of Notes show his concern with 

the Upanishads as well as other eastern religious ideas.
473

 Although this should be 

qualified with Kinsella‟s own rejection of Taoism or any other such influence when 

he says that Taoism „is just a footnote‟ in „Tao‟ as he is „trying to understand the 

process‟.
474

 In this poem, the depictions of a trip to Inistiogue with his wife and 

children are interspersed with Tao-like incantations:  

  

 Move, if you move, like water. 

 [...] 

 Respond. Do not interfere. Echo. 

 [...] 

 Be still, as though pure. 

 [...] 

 Be subtle, as though not there (OOP 63, 65 and 66).  

 

These Taoist commands instruct the narrator to stand back from his observations and 

document; they are the epitome of the style Kinsella has been developing as they ask 

him to provide the data of the lived experience and not allow it to be tainted by the 

author‟s subjective inferences. These statements serve to highlight Kinsella‟s new 

style and reflect his development from trying to understand existence through a 

variety of systemic explorations, to an acceptance of the failure of these processes, 

and finally to poetry that seeks to document inner and outer experience by focussing 

on clarity in the image and theme of the poem. What is distinctive though is that 

Kinsella does not dissolve into a postmodern incoherence, but rather attempts to 

show political and cultural realities in a manner that will allow the reader to decipher 

a critical viewpoint from the places and people presented in the poems. There is a 

drastic difference between the performance of political and social experiences in 
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reference to places in „Tao‟ and some of Kinsella‟s earlier poems that explore similar 

places such as „A Country Walk‟ or „King John‟s Castle‟. 

 In the poem „A Country Walk‟, Kinsella describes a similar country scene as 

to the one he depicts in „Tao‟: 

 

 I clapped my gloves. Three cattle turned aside  

 Their fragrant bodies from a corner gate  

 And down the sucking chaos of a hedge  

 Churned land to liquid in their dreamy passage (DS 45).  

 

The cattle of this earlier poem are depicted in a flowery, romanticised language as 

their „fragrant bodies‟ move „down the sucking chaos of a hedge‟; the cattle‟s actions 

as well as the nature around them are turned into something much more idealistic 

than the real images. Even their bowel movements are turned into something more 

than natural as they churn the land in their „dreamy‟ passage. In the newer poem, the 

imagery does not seek to do anything but portray: 

 

 The black flies kept nagging in the heat. 

 Swarms of them, at every step, snarled 

 off pats of cow dung spattered in the grass (OOP 63). 

 

What we notice though is that the „I‟ of the earlier poem disappears in the newer one. 

Although we can still surmise a narrator, there is no narrative intervention only the 

specificity of the moment. The narrator assumes a different role; as opposed to the 

typical lyrical „I‟ this narrator does not seek to interpret his surroundings. Instead, he 

displays them in a language that is precise and refuses to directly associate the 

images to anything more than what is seen by the narrator. The poem shows what it 

is portraying without attaching any allegorical meaning directly to it; this does not 

mean that there is no such signification in the poem it just means that the method of 

making that meaning has changed. Instead of a direct analogy given by the poet, the 

material is presented and any allegorical meaning will be developed through the 

succession of images and their interconnection in the poem. 

 In the „Afternoon‟ section of the poem we are given a description of the 

village of Inistiogue. By examining how exact these descriptions are and how the 
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poem lacks any desire to push the images into allegorical significance, we can see 

how the poem highlights Kinsella‟s new style. The narrator does identify himself in 

the poem, but through pronouns such as „we‟ and „us‟ he describes the visit of 

himself and his family. What becomes most interesting though is how the political 

and historical implications of the poem begin to seep through here. „Tao‟ speaks 

directly to the colonial issues of Ireland‟s past. The description of the village 

highlights its centrality to the Protestant Ascendancy and thus explores that facet of 

Irish history. But the manner in which it is introduced here belies the manner of the 

poem, and indeed Kinsella‟s style in general, as the commentary is left aside for a 

description of the village which centres on the Protestant church and the village‟s 

connection to English architecture and urban planning styles:  

 

 Inistiogue itself is perfectly lovely,  

 like a typical English village, but a bit sullen.  

 Our voices echoed in sunny corners  

 among the old houses; we admired  

 the stonework and gateways, the interplay  

 of roofs and angled streets.  

 

 [...]  

 

 An obelisk to the Brownsfoords and a Victorian  

 Celto-Gothic drinking fountain, erected  

 by a Tighe widow for the villagers,  

 „erected‟ in the centre. An astronomical-looking  

 sundial stood sentry on a platform  

 on the corner where High Street went up out of the square (OOP 64).  

 

The poem suggests the politics that lie behind it by giving the reader a depiction of 

the village that will lead them to see it as a former bastion of Protestant English 

power. Although the statement of political intent seems missing here, politically 

oriented imagery becomes much more pronounced when these depictions are 

contrasted with the strange characters found at the end, who are obviously 

descendants of the Catholic tenantry. 



230 

 

 Before the Catholic characters are introduced the journey through the village 

winds up in the ruins of an old Ascendency house, Woodstock. This part of the poem 

can be compared to the poem „King John‟s Castle‟ from the 1958 collection Another 

September to see how Kinsella‟s style has altered. In „King John‟s Castle‟ the 

depiction of the castle is used to personify colonial English power as it suppresses 

the Irish landscape as well as its people:  

 

 Not an epic, being not loosely architectured,  

     But with epic force, setting the head spinning  

 With the taut flight earthward of its bulk, King John‟s  

     Castle rams fast down the county of Meath.  

 

 [...] 

 

 Life lingers latest in those blustery stone tunnels, 

     A vestigial chill of desertion behind the blank face.  

 The great rooms, the mind of the huge head, are dead.  

     Views, lying inward, open on progressing phases of void,  

 Submarine silence; a chapel-shelf moss-grown, unreachable.  

     King John directs at the river a gray stare, who once  

 Viewed the land in a spirit of moderation and massacre (AS 40).  

 

The castle is a representation of the epic tale and the „epic force‟ that King John‟s 

reign embodied in Ireland. The castle enacts the brute force upon the land around it 

that the King‟s rule represented on his Irish subjects. The castle „rams‟ its will onto 

the countryside and its people as well as directing its gaze on the countryside. 

Instead of portraying the castle, Kinsella portrays English rule, or rather a politicised 

view of that rule, through his portrait of the castle. King John‟s Castle is much more 

than a ruined stronghold; it is a representation of the rule of King John as well as the 

effect of that rule on those under its sway. In „Tao‟ the ruins are depicted in a more 

precise and less romanticised manner than the earlier poem:  

 

 I took the grassy front steps and was gathered up  

 in a brick-red stillness. A rook clattered out of the dining room.  
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 A sapling, hooked thirty feet up  

 in a cracked corner, held out ghost-green  

 cirrus of leaves. Cavities  

 of collapsed fireplaces connected silently  

 about the walls. Deserted spaces, complicated  

 by the door-openings everywhere.  

 

 There was a path up among bushes and nettles  

 over the beaten debris, then a drop, where bricks  

 and plaster and rafters had fallen into the kitchens.  

 A line of small choked arches... The pantries, possibly.  

 

 Be still, as though pure. 

 A brick, and its dust, fell (OOP 65).  

 

The remains found here still tell their tale, although in a more discrete fashion. 

Kinsella‟s new style is less of a telling nature and more of a persuasive one; the 

politics are still there but instead of the epic castle of the earlier poem we pour 

through the ruins of the Ascendancy as does the narrator. The imagery does match 

the historical tale though; we see that as the brick falls so does the Ascendency. 

While attaining a more direct approach to its theme the poetry still contains poetic 

allegory; the castle ruins still tell a story, it is just the manner of the telling of that 

story that has shifted. The Taoist aside before this instructs the reader as well as the 

narrator in how to approach the poem‟s theme; the reader will remain still amongst 

these images and let them tell their story as opposed to the early style that was 

fittingly associated with the „epic‟.
475

 

 The final section, „Nightfall‟, introduces the other side of the village − its 

Catholic rebel descendants. As the vacationing family drive home at dusk they pass 

through the woods near the estate. The narrator moves the reminiscence to ideas of 

the locals as they suffered under the hands of the Black and Tans during the Irish 

Revolutionary War:  
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 The trees we drove under in the dusk  

 as we threaded back along the river through the woods  

 were no mere dark growth, but a flitting-place  

 for ragged feelings, old angers and rumours...  

 

 Black and Tan ghosts up there, at home  

 on the Woodstock heights: an iron mouth  

 scanning the Kilkenny road: the house  

 gutted by the townspeople and burned to ruins...  

 

 The little Ford we met, and inched past, full of men  

 we had noticed along the river bank during the week,  

 disappeared behind us into a fifty-year-old night.  

 Even their caps and raincoats... (OOP 65-66)  

 

The poem does slip into a line reminiscent of „King John‟s Castle‟ when Woodstock 

is seen like „an iron mouth‟ as it scans the Kilkenny road presumably for rebels. This 

attention was warranted since the townspeople „gutted‟ the house burning it „to 

ruins‟. The poem contrasts the Protestant community with the Catholic community at 

this point in a way that sharpens the images of the village and the ruined house. 

Questions about the republican fighters are left open-ended when ellipses as are 

placed at the end of each stanza. Each of these lines leaves a question about the Irish 

Revolutionary War and the local republican involvement in that war: the first 

mentions „feelings‟, „angers and rumours‟ that guided the locals; the second 

mentions the burning of the house; and the final line compares the local‟s „caps and 

raincoats‟ to the rebel‟s dress fifty years ago. The ellipses leave the specific 

comparisons open but act as tools for pointing the reader in those directions.  

 The men are poachers or descendants of poachers: „Sons, or grandsons. 

Poachers‟, which connects them to the Catholic tenants as well as to the outlaw 

republicans (OOP 66). At this point, the poem points back directly to „King John‟s 

Castle‟:  

 

     Mud-tasted salmon  
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 slithering in a plastic bag around the boot,  

 bloodied muscles, disputed since King John (OOP 66). 

 

 The end of the poem shows the family boating at nightfall. Again the 

descriptiveness of the stanzas is telling. These stanzas recall the ending of „A 

Country Walk‟ where we see a description of a river at dusk:  

 

 Under a darkening and clearing heaven  

 The hastening river streamed in a slate sheen,  

 Its face a-swarm. Across the swollen water  

 (Delicate myriads vanishing in a breath)  

 Faint ripples winked; a thousand currents broke,  

 Kissing, dismembering, in threads of foam  

 Or poured intact over the stony bed  

 Glass-green and chill; their shallow, shifting world  

 Slid on in troubled union, forging together  

 Surfaces that gave and swallowed light;  

 And grimly the flood divided where it swept  

 An endless debris through the failing dusk  

 Under the thudding span beneath my feet (DS 48).  

 

Although this stanza begins in the kind of exact descriptiveness that Kinsella‟s later 

work favours, the ending is clear in its metaphors. The river becomes Ireland as it 

slides on „in troubled union‟ and when civil war or „the flood‟ divides the country, it 

becomes debris swept under the span of modernity beneath the narrator. In this poem 

the development is obvious and stated but in „Tao‟ it is much more subtle as the 

Taoist commands demand. Nature becomes central as the historical and political 

ideas and images are left behind for descriptive natural images:  

 

 Down on the water... at eye level... in the little light  

 remaining overhead... the mayfly passed in a loose drift,  

 thick and frail, a hatch slow with sex,  

 separate morsels trailing their slack filaments,  

 olive, pale evening dun, imagoes, unseen eggs  
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 dropping from the air, subimagoes, the river filled  

 with their nymphs ascending and excited trout.  

 

 Be subtle, as though not there (OOP 66). 

 

These images highlight the natural world which returns the poem to physical 

imagery which has been the impulse of so much of Kinsella‟s stylistic changes; the 

body, or the physical, outshines the ideas of the narrator and man. Thus, his Taoist 

command is an insistence that the intellect shut itself down and let the feelings 

record the natural world around him. But then, as the meticulous observation 

intensifies, a vision of a man comes out of the darkness packed with significant 

meaning:  

 

 We were near the island − no more than a dark mass  

 on a sheet of silver − when a man appeared in midriver  

 quickly and with scarcely a sound, his paddle touching  

 left and right of the prow, with a sack behind him.  

 The flat cot‟s long body slid past effortless  

 as a fish, sinewing from side to side,  

 as he passed us and vanished (OOP 67). 

 

This ghost of a man signifies the vision that Kinsella seeks and the ultimate goal of 

his new style; he will record the exact and descriptive nature of his poetic subject 

and out of it will come the meaning of the poem. This man is connected to the 

poachers who are tied to the Catholic tenantry. The „sack behind him‟ is probably the 

game or fish he has poached, but the next line which mentions „the cot‟s long body‟ 

referring to the boat itself causes the reader to think of a republican rebel with his 

murder victim in tow. The subtle suggestion ties the ghostly image back to the other 

poachers but to the nationalist rebels as well. The poem retains its political message 

but in a much more subtle fashion than a poem like „A Country Walk‟. Kinsella 

shows the Protestant and Catholic communities of this small village as they exist in 

the present but also their historical and political past through the images of the poem. 

He does not abandon his position as a communicator with his new style but takes it 

to a whole different level. Like the desire found in „Nightwalker‟ to represent the 
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psyche of his society through the inner psyche of the individual, Kinsella‟s poetry 

seeks to show the experiences of his society through a documentary manner that lays 

that experience before the reader. „Tao‟ is an intensely political poem; instead of 

dealing directly with the political issues like Butcher’s Dozen or allegorically like 

„King John‟s Castle‟, this poem succeeds in creating a picture of the village which 

highlights the politics and history behind it. It is a superb fruition of Kinsella‟s 

mature style as it does not impose any ideological judgement but instead portrays its 

subject allowing the meaning to be culled through its reading. 
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Conclusion 

 

Thomas Kinsella‟s career between 1952 and 1979 represents a unique poetic 

development both formally and thematically. He absorbs a variety of poetic styles, 

Romanticism, the Movement poetry, modernism/neo-romanticism, and 

confessionalism, along with his own reading of psychological and mythic methods. 

In the 1950s and early 1960s he applies a formal poetry to metaphysical themes that 

has all the hallmarks of a poet learning his trade through emulating the Romantic 

poets. But he also shows attention to modernist poetry as he develops, particularly in 

the self-reflexive nature of some of the poems. This modernist impulse is also seen 

in a neo-romantic attention to his themes as he reflects the modern through the 

archaic. The poetry at this time also rings with connections as well as disconnections 

to the British Movement poets. Kinsella then shows experimentation in the late 

1960s and 1970s with a variety of approaches such as an American-styled 

confessionalism, mythic methods as well as psychological explorations. But 

Kinsella‟s poetic defies any easy labelling as it is a distinctive melding and then 

development of his own poetic tradition from all of these methods. Kinsella‟s 

evolution reflects the same type of attention to an individual and novel poetic that 

Yeats‟s work represented as they both develop their own exceptional traditions and 

continually evolve them. This development is quite distinctive in contemporary Irish 

poetry and Kinsella stands out because of it. This gives his work the space it needs to 

evolve but has also let his work become increasingly obtuse by the 1970s. Thus, 

Kinsella stands alone both aesthetically and critically as his work does not fit into 

any easy critical paradigms. 

 Considering the urge to document that Kinsella‟s work represents then the 

obtuseness of the individual poems may seem like a failure. But Kinsella‟s work 

needs to be read and considered as a whole entity in order to see him working 

towards an assertion of the primacy of psychological and spiritual truths reflected 

through the poetic response of one individual. This thesis establishes that journey 

between 1952 and 1979; it identifies the steps taken and discovers the nature of the 

distinctive poetic style that Kinsella establishes.   

 Kinsella‟s work could easily have remained in the Romantic and 

modernist/neo-romantic styling of his earlier work that received so much praise, or 



237 

 

he could have followed a path of further experimentation into a disjunctive post-

modern verse. Instead, Kinsella maintains the drive for poetic communication, he in 

effect becomes like the Beckettian protagonist who recognises that „you must say 

words, as long as there are any‟ and that even if „you don‟t know, you must go 

on‟.
476

 This is where Kinsella finds himself in 1979 after twenty-seven years of 

publishing poetry. His exploration of ways to represent his poetic subject has 

uncovered the trouble with this endeavour so he seeks the best possible way to show 

clarity in his poetry. The problem with this is that he is not representing pastoral 

scenes or other easily objectified subjects but is instead documenting his own inner 

psyche and personal experiences through his poetry. In order to do this Kinsella must 

make psychological impressions available to the reader. To this end, he evolves a 

style that explores its subject with an urge to record the actuality of experience. It is 

like a form of documentary naturalism in that its impetus is the recording of complex 

psychological as well as social experiences. It seeks to explore the wider society and 

its motivating factors along with the impact of these forces on the individual. This is 

done with a similar responsibility towards the actuality of the experience. As 

Kinsella‟s style for examining his subject alters so does his formal approach; he 

moves to open and free verse styles in order to have more freedom for representing 

his themes. By 1979 Kinsella has matured into this novel poetic style but he 

continues to write and evolve to this day; the very organic and ongoing essence of 

this new style demands that it will change with his further thematic pursuits, but that 

is the subject of another analysis. What this thesis establishes that no other research 

has is a novel poetic development by the 1970s that represents a style of poetry that 

is unmatched by other Irish poets. Kinsella has developed his own distinctive style 

that sets him apart from his contemporaries. Other Irish poets of a similar generation 

as Kinsella attempt to document their surroundings and events in a naturalistic 

fashion such as Seamus Heaney, John Montague and Richard Murphy. A younger 

generation of poets like Paul Muldoon and Medb McGuckian write dense 

experimental poetry. Poets like Eavan Boland and Paula Meehan work with a 

confessional approach. None of these poets show the attention to documenting the 

inner and outer experiences of their poetic subjects in the fashion that Kinsella does; 

Kinsella in effect fuses the naturalism, experimentalism and confessionalism of 
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contemporary Irish poetry into his own inimitable style.   

 

 ELDERLY CRAFTSMAN AT HIS BENCH 

 

 At my worn workbench, in my bent body, 

 I am disturbed occasionally by an alien fantasy. 

 Always the same; the detail surreal and distinct: 

 

 a soft arm reaching toward me 

 out of nowhere, 

 the fingers closing and opening. 

 

 I believe now that it is an appeal 

 from serious efforts, like my own, reaching 

 unfulfilled from somewhere in the past, 

 

 and have learned to put my work to one side; 

 to relax; and think my way back 

 into the depths beyond their origin; 

 

 appealing to their source to call them back. 

 Tell them there is no peace here. 

 And comfort them on their return. 

 

 This restores a serviceable calm, 

 so that I can attend to my work again. 

 Hoping there will be a like thoughtfulness 

 for me and my concerns when the time comes.
477
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