
Born in Dublin in 1944, Eavan Boland is perhaps one of Ireland‘s greatest contemporary poets.  She is a well educated woman who knew at a very young age that she was destined to find her path in life through literature. Being removed from her homeland at age five to live in London, she found herself next living in New York at the age of fourteen because of her diplomatic father. In the early stages of her teenage years, Boland met the Irish poet Padraic Colum at a party hosted by her parents. She asked him if he had known Patrick Pearse, an infamous Irish revolutionary figure. He responded that he had, giving her the answer she wanted (Battersby).

Boland's work and her life has been shaped by the need to establish and question identities and relations, a difficult struggle for both Ireland and its people. The role of the

poet within Ireland’s history is crucial to her, but so is defining a woman's place in society.  She has fought for recognition in the poetic world and has waged a hard battle in trying to have women recognized as poets instead of just the subject of poetry.  The battle is very personal, considering she is one of only three female poets among thirty-four Irish male poets. She says,“There seems to be no difficulty in being perceived as a woman poet. The trouble appears to lie in being fully accepted as an Irish poet“ (Battersby).  

Boland’s career started early; her first poem was published when she was seventeen, and her first collection, New Territory, came out when she was only twenty-two.  In college at Trinity, she perfected her style and became a very enthusiastic part of an emerging poetic movement. By her mid twenties, however, she had left her fiery poetic path.  She was now married and had moved to the suburbs of Dublin, concentrating her work on domestic life and issues. This began the process which has always set her outside the ruling body of male Irish poets. 

Boland says of her feelings surrounding herself and her male counterparts,"I'm not a separatist - I've never believed women poets can walk away from the body of poetry that exists. In the powerful debate which exists in and out of the academy I agree with those who think the real opportunities for women in poetry lie in destabilising the canon, not separating themselves from it. Besides, I have lived in the ambiguity as a woman poet of deeply honouring the work of male poets while at the same time wishing to contest some of the assumptions apparent in that work" (Battersby).

She cannot, however, be called a post-feminist. In a magazine interview with journalist Eileen Battersby, she is quoted as saying,"I don't accept that womanhood is a state we can somehow historically transcend. It is a human condition, not a historic one and as such is a very rich, central part of imagination, not only of social consciousness." Although she is a feminist, she is not a feminist poet.  She proves this by saying, "Poetry begins where the certainties end. I would have to say as someone who has benefited from, and is honoured to consider themselves a feminist, that literature must not be bent out of shape to accommodate an ethical position. Freedom is single. Women writers have struggled to be heard in this century and it is very important they are not part of silencing anyone else." Boland has often been attacked on ideological grounds, but she says, "It's important not to silence the written text. On the other hand, it is also crucial to prevent the literary discourse of a small country from becoming a higher form of exclusion." 

 
Besides being a wife, mother, and poet, Eavan Boland has taught at Trinity College, University College, and Bowdoin College. She was also a member of the International Writing Program at the University of Iowa.  After living once again in Dublin, Boland moved to California and is now a professor of English at Stanford University and a regular reviewer for the Irish Times. Her books of poetry include The Lost Land, An Origin Like Water: Collected Poems 1967-1987, In a Time of Violence, Outside History: Selected Poems 1980-1990, The Journey and Other Poems, Night Feed, and In Her Own Image. In addition to twelve books of poetry, Boland is also the author of her autobiography, Object Lessons: The Life of the Woman and the Poet in Our Time, and co-editor of The Making of a Poem: A Norton Anthology of Poetic Forms. Her awards include a Lannan Foundation Award in Poetry and an American Ireland Fund Literary Award. (Poets)

Boland uses everyday life and the struggle of women as the subjects of her poetry.  She draws the reader in and encourages him/her to take a deeper look at the meaning of her work through carefully constructed placement of words and punctuation.  The form of her poetry is unusual, and her words and carefully crafted lines catch the reader’s attention and pique their curiosity.  If we look at Boland’s work through a variety of critical approaches, we may more easily understand why the construction of her poetry adds so much to the meaning.  When we interpret her work from different, and often opposing stances, the true depth of her work is apparent.  Using three poems from Outside History, Selected Poems 1980-1990, we can have a first hand experience of Eavan Boland’s work and the impact her poetry has on a reader.

 
Boland’s poem Distances (Appendix 1) shows how a woman’s internal struggle is being fought.  This poem offers multiple, divergent readings.  On one hand, a woman tries to live in an imperfect world of daydreams to escape her less than perfect reality.  Upon a second reading, readers find that the woman has clued into her own unhappiness and her insufficient relationship and daydream.  This realization motivates her to better her situation and find contentment.  

I see two dominant ways to look at this poem.  The first reading shows that the woman needs to create a perfect world into which she can escape to find comfort from her less than perfect relationship.  Her significant other is distant, shows no affection, and leaves without saying a word or goodbye. She uses the lyrics of a song to daydream of taking her relationship to a different, more productive, meaningful level.  As the lyrics progress through her head, her husband leaves without saying goodbye, giving her a stranded, lonesome feeling.  She continues with her reverie but realizes that like life, even daydreams cannot be perfect.  She sees how “restless” she and her partner would be in a perfect world.  She comes back into reality when her vision is tarnished by the view of mushed apples and out of focus spectacles.  The woman knows that although her dreams may not be perfect, they are still better than reality.  She realizes that even though her life may not be what she wants, she can always live through these daydreams. 


A second reading suggests that the woman sees that even her reveries are inadequate and her idea of a perfect life near the beach is an illusion.   By including visions of bad apples, discontent, and broken glasses she will make herself realize that she is in a bad situation, and she deserves more.  When even her dreams cannot let her escape from reality, she acknowledges that she needs to leave the situation. Images that do not cite perfection at the end of the poem yank her back to reality and allow her to not endure anymore pain in realizing she is in the wrong relationship.  These images persuade her to finally see her disillusionment. 


The inadequacy of her dream is revealed and her awareness that her dream of a perfect life in the small seaside village is an illusion are both revealed in the first reading.  The inadequacy coincides with the illusion.  A life full of bliss and desire and daily living taking the shape of perfect afternoons at the beach is not obtainable.  These things may happen every once in a while, but do not occur on a regular, daily basis.  The coastal town seems to not have any flaws and neither does their life there together.  This supports the inadequacy and element of illusion in the reverie.  No town or relationship is realistically perfect.  No setting could provide for a perfect romance.  Physical surroundings do not foster ideal romantic ties between two people.

Ungrammaticalities are ever abundant and easily recognized in Boland’s poetry.  This aspect of her work encourages the readers to take an active part in deciphering her poetry and be drawn into the story.  This poem uses many ungrammaticalities that draw attention to subtle, very important, parts of the poem.  These ungrammaticalities challenge our “habitual modes of perception and thought” and lead us in new directions in reading and interpreting the piece (Brooks, 1989) .  

 The first ungrammaticality appears in the title of the song “I Wish I Was In Carrickfergus” in Line 6 (Boland, 69.  See also Appendix 1).  There is no punctuation between the title of the song and the next words.  This leads me to believe that the narrator is caught up in the reverie of her daydream with all of the thoughts and images rushing like the memories in the lyrics of the song.


Next, Line 12 ends with “The front door bangs”, and Stanza 5, Line 13 begins “and you’re gone.”  The line is enjambed, showing that these events are linked yet separated.  I believe that the line stops, and this pause is included to illuminate both of these events.  The door bangs with what can be inferred as harshness, and the woman stops to catch her breath.  As she exhales and Line 13 comes into play, the realization of her husband being gone surfaces.  The narrator’s loneliness is brought to light.


Lines 13-18 are one long run-on sentence.  Boland does this to show how the narrator’s perception of reality and daydream run together as one.  When no comma is placed between “not of that place” and “but this”,  the two worlds melt together.  It is now difficult for the narrator to separate the present from a picture she is creating.


The next sentence, which begins on Line 18 and finally ends at the end of the poem in Line 24, is even longer.  This gives the poem even more chances for ungrammaticalities.  The narrator is, however, brought back to reality by the ungrammaticality that occurs in the last two lines of the poem.  Here the narrator experiences things that are tangible in the real world.  She sees, tastes, and feels the “mush” of the apples that awaken her senses and bring her back to reality.  “The spectacles out of focus” make her see that what she has been living for the past few moments is surreal.  Her vision is out of focus, permitting something that could not happen in her everyday life or in the relationship with her husband.  Both the apple mush reference and the spectacle reference are ungrammaticalities included in a phrase, not a sentence.  A person would expect apples “inside a crisp sugar shell” to be warm and good and spectacles to be in focus.  But these are not as they should be. They parallel the imperfect relationship.

Line 20 also signifies a sigh from the narrator as she thinks of what she wants to enliven her relationship.  “Longing to be able” is separated from the next line to show a hesitation, and exhalation, as the narrator considers all of the possible things she would like to talk about, and then settles on the most important one to her.  Also, Lines 22 and 23 separate the words “tears” and “falling”.  These words are closely linked, and one would think that they would both be on the same line, ending the sentence.  However, separating “falling” from “tears”, causes the reader to pause a moment.  When the reader comes to the word “falling,” it is apparent that the narrator is falling out of her reverie, and returning to her real, less than ideal world- hence the tears.   

Boland is a skillful master at using common objects to portray deeper meaning in her poetry. Wordsworth believed that poetry’s principal object was to “choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe them, throughout, as far as was possible in a selection of language really used by men.”  Boland uses plain language to convey vivid images in her poem, Object Lessons (Appendix 2).  Here a common object, a coffee mug with a hunting scene, conveys a relationship between a man and a woman.  The reader’s mind is “excited without the application of gross and violent stimulants”(Wordsworth).  The reader’s mind is engaged by the simple painting on the mug because it conveys a story.  The poem tells of a woman using a conversational tone to illuminate the disintegration of the relationship between herself and her lover.  The hunting scene on the mug depicts the perfection of their world, the warnings it gave, and the eventual shattering of their love. 

Cleanth Brooks believed that within every poem there is a “little drama” like the hunting scene on the mug (Brooks, 1976).  Upon first glancing at the poem, readers could assume that it shows a common kitchen item with a hunt scene and how it connected two people.    However, Boland’s poem tells us that the picture reveals a drama that parallels the world of these two people.  The first line draws the reader in, stating, “It was yours.”  This leads the reader to wonder what was whose?  The speaker is eventually revealed as a forelorn woman.  The poem opens by answering the above question, a coffee mug, which the couple happily unpack in their new house. The scene on the mug is set comfortably in the meadow with a feast laid out and a beautiful woman kissing a gallant man.  The drama unfolds as the reader realizes that their relationship was at that point “the way land looks before disaster.”  The couple began to drink “coffee and share[d] cake in a kitchen full of chaos” as their relationship unfurls, and the hunt scene climaxes.  The drama ends when the mug is broken, the pieces littering the “floorboards you and I had sworn to sand down and seal with varnish,” while the relationship is no longer valid.  

Boland creates a feeling character to narrate the poem so that the readers identify emotionally and connect with the poem.  Most people have suffered through relationship difficulties and can identify with this work. The poem progresses chronologically which allows the reader to experience the decline of the relationship.


Object Lessons  uses many sounds to help convey the meaning of the poem.  The words “strikes”, “chaos”, and “suffering” convey the severity of the situation and anguish that begins to take place.  The hard sounds show the callousness and the hurt that is revealed at the end of the poem.  “Veiled warnings” and “broken pieces” are also hard sounds that show how the love has been crushed.  The consonants are very rough, striking, and sharp to carry the significance of the anger and sadness in this poem.  The long I’s of these words help to enforce the intensity of the emotions present and the organically unified form.


A significant feature of this poem is the almost-rhyme of the first and last lines of Stanzas 3-6.  This element suggests how closely the hunt scene is tied to reality.  The poem begins with the perfect and happy hunt scene, but ends in the brokenness and harshness of reality.  The last words of the first and last lines of the stanzas rhyme or nearly-rhyme, showing this woman’s relationship is too closely tied to the illusion in the painted scene.  When the mug shatters, she is brought into reality and is able to see the truth.  Since most of the stanzas are enjambed, rhyming words at the beginning and end of each contribute to the flow of the poem.  A uniformity is suggested. 


The stress on the first syllable of each line in the second stanza strengthens the introduction of new scenes, which linked together, provide the portrait we are seeing.  Punctuation is used most frequently as periods, which occur quite often after one word.  This also helps the reader to see on which visions they should be specifically focused.  Enjambed line breaks occur after the third stanza of the poem.  This allows the reader to stop with an idea at the end of one stanza, but continue it, branch with it, or change it into something totally different in the next stanza.  For example, at the end of Stanza Three, the reader sees the mug and the relationship as teetering on the verge when “suffering becomes a habit” and is then carried on to the next stanza when it is discovered that this “was not a feature” of the relationship the couple knew.  This enjambment foreshadows the sadness that will be apparent when the mug breaks and the relationship disintegrates.  The enjambments, in general, reinforce the growing sadness of the narrator as the poem progresses.  They put emphasis on key words like “warnings,“ “shiver,” and “never-to-be-finished.”  There are more enjambments in the latter half of the poem to communicate how quickly and fluidly things fall apart.  One moment the mug is sitting in the kitchen showing the perfect scene painted on it, and the next moment it is shattered to pieces on the floor.  This parallels the relationship; it was running along smoothly, and then it was ruined suddenly.  An organic, unified form helps to bring this poem together.  The stanzas follow Denise Levertov’s belief that in an organically unified poem, stanzas should represent “distinct units of awareness.”  The stanzas of this poem follow this school of thought as the reader moves from the blissful state between the two to the final break-up.  


Another device that contributes to organically unified form is the structure of each stanza.  In this poem the first line is indented and is very short, quickly and clearly conveying a strong image or concept.  As the material of the stanza begins to broaden and become more in-depth, so does the width of the line.  As the stanza nears the end, the line again narrows to emphasize the point of the stanza and connect it to the vivid point in the first line of the next stanza.  Each stanza seems to be somewhat of a little story within itself, although it all connects into one broad picture.  The stanzas that are enjambed link these stories together, making them a little longer.  Each story or image has a beginning, middle, and an end.  The first stanza tells about the nature of the cup, the second and third give descriptions of multiple scenes on the mug.  As the poem progresses, the focus of these short stories turns away from the mug and onto the couple.  This leads the audience from their happy beginnings to their unfortunate ending.    


M.H. Abrams explains that great poets use their own “ironic awareness of opposite and complementary attitudes” (Coleridge).  By using this theme, Boland’s poem is a successful piece of work.  The reader must view the poem through the lens which Boland provides.  The reader comes to the conclusion that the scene on the mug was supposed to parallel the seemingly perfect relationship of the couple.  It is only after the mug shatters that the opposite is found to be true.

Boland also shows her insight and creativity when she draws on Renoir’s painting, Girlhood (Appendix 3), to articulate her view of women’s oppression in her poem, Growing Up (Appendix 4).  She uses carefully chosen and placed words to establish her thoughts and sympathy toward repression.  The drawing shows two bonneted young girls in dresses with their backs toward the viewer.  They seem to be looking off at the horizon.  


The reader is automatically led to believe that these two girls are optimistic.  Line 4 supports this by pointing out that they are “full of fantasy,” and Line 13 acknowledges their “indefinite and infinite hope.”  The reader, however, soon comes to realize that this optimism is empty.


In the Renoir drawing, the stereotypical women could appear happy if the audience were able to see their faces.  They sit very upright without a wrinkle in their clothing or a hair out of place.  They seem to lean forward in anticipation.  Only when the poem is delved into can the reader know that this is an illusion.  Boland tells us to look at these girls as examples of stereotypes and confinement, and to break free, find and pursue happiness and dreams, and have real, obtainable goals.


The two girls are suffocated by “full skirts,” and slowly, their lives are escaping them as “their two heads, hatted, bowed, mooning above their waist-high tide of hair.”  These girls are trapped, entering womanhood, and unable to break free from the path they now must follow.  In Stanza 3, they faintly see their future and unobtainable wishes and dreams clouded and “bonneted, round as the hairline of a child.”  The stanza alludes to  the horizon, an illusion where the sky appears to meet land.  It is an empty image, like the girls’ hope.  Their quest for personal freedom will never be fulfilled.  


There are many “weird” elements in this poem that a critical reader would be quick to point out.  The word “mooning” in Line 2 leads the reader to perhaps see an infatuation with the freedom they long to have but cannot gain in their future.  The word   mooning is closely associated with the word “swooning,”  showing the girls’ childish preoccupation with following their dreams and high hopes they have established for themselves.  The word “haul” in Line 4 identifies their struggle with accepting the emptiness and predetermined roles of womanhood.  The burden is very heavy, and they wish it not to exist since they are “full of fantasy” about the free world in which they long to live.  

Lines 6 through 9 are very strange:  

a canvas blued with a view of 

unschemed space and the anemic quick 

of a pencil picking out 

dreams blooding them with womanhood. 

These words have significant meaning and embody what I believe to be the message of the poem.  Renoir’s work is usually very vibrant, almost jumping off the canvas with vivacious color.  In a Renoir piece a person would expect to be celebrating women. Painted with his regularly brilliant colors, Girlhood would evoke an openness and hopefulness of childhood, but it shows emptiness.  The word “anemic” points to a deficiency, and the lack of color in this drawing disembodies these women.  They are left only with dreams and not real bodies.  The poem relates to the drawing by actually spelling out the struggle these girls will encounter.  It shows how a personified womanhood takes hold of their lives and forces them in the direction where they have no choice but to follow.  The poem shows the dreams of these young girls fading and the disillusionment they will soon experience.  The poem takes Renoir’s drawing and transforms the visual disembodiment into words.  

The last line of Stanza 2, “blooding them with womanhood,” suggests menstruation, the on-set of womanhood.  The drawing does this also to the two girls.  The quick action of the sketch snatches away their innocence like menstruation stealthily steals their hope.  Their fates are sealed once this maturation process begins.  They want the future to allow them to find their own ways in the world and explore their talents, but this cannot be since their futures are already specified.  If these girls actually realized this, they would be enjoying the present in which they have a little “freedom” left, as they will soon only “look forward to memory” (Line Fifteen).

This poem connects the contrast between men and the passage of girls into womanhood and the disembodiment portrayed in the portrait.  The disembodiment comes when the girls are taken away from their own centers, taken away from their own aspirations, and put into the cold, unforgiving world of domesticity.  When boys pass into manhood, nothing is lost and doors begin to open for them.  The passage into womanhood is quite different.  Men and womanhood dominate these girls, taking away their freedom and forcing them to follow preset guidelines and rules.  Womanhood is an institution that the society said must be followed, and men were the dominant figures in that society, so they must be deferred to and pleased.  Women had to adapt to men’s needs and wants, not their own.  Boland breaks this tradition by telling her readers to break this hold on women.  Young women looking at the drawing with a new view found in the poem can be inspired and empowered to go after their own dreams.  The tradition can be broken as women step out on their own and become independent, liberated, and uninhibited.

Only a woman could truly personify the desperation of being confined to the imprisonment of womanhood.  No one else would be able to completely understand how stifling a bonnet and full skirts would be.  Although, Renoir, a man, tried to capture the restraint that these girls are unable to escape, only Boland, a woman, could let a woman’s emotions come through with the words of this poem.  Her images painted by the phrases of her work “invent an impregnable language that wrecks partitions, classes, and codes.”  She does this by using the expression, “If they only knew!” in reference to their oblivion of what is to come of them and their dreams.  Only a woman would realize that the hope on the horizon that is “bonneted…[like a] child”, is also masked and never to be uncovered in the outside world.  Boland speaks from the insight of a woman who has already experienced this pain and disillusionment as she comments on how “all they look forward to is memory.”  She herself has matured and has been a victim of womanhood claiming its hold on her.  She has felt the “blooding of womanhood.”  By revealing such powerful, personal images, Boland inspires the reader to change things relating to women and their stereotypical roles.   

Boland realizes the importance of being connected to the central being, the heart of each woman, from which women have been encouraged to disconnect.  Women have been expected to not know themselves, to not give into their desires, but to fulfill the needs of others around them. Although Renoir’s drawing shows this disembodiment, he is not able to get at the soul of it the way Boland’s words do.  Women, of this past era and even still today, are encouraged to let go of themselves in order to completely serve their husbands and families.  Women were and are taught to value their families more than themselves, to let go of their ambitions and focus on those of their loved ones.  Boland’s words shout at the audience to break this tradition.

Boland likes to work by visual nuance, by words in their mythic aftermath (Logan).  She uses ordinary images that are repeated and lingered upon to convey how things change from ordinary to the familiar, from the familiar to the known, from the known to the visionary (Schmidt).  By careful construction of the form and words of her work, she is able to draw the reader in and make him/her look beyond just the surface and face-value of her poetry.  The reader becomes intrigued by her style and unusual craftsmanship and realizes, upon more careful study, the true depth of meaning of her work.  She honestly portrays what it is to be a woman and the daily struggles that are so apparent in a woman’s life.  Her struggle to be recognized as more than just a possible object for a poem has paid off; she is now recognized as a significant member of the Irish, and international, poetic world.

Works Cited

Battersby, Eileen.  “The Beauty of Ordinary Things.”  The Irish Times 22 Sept. 1998.

Boland, Eavan.  Outside History, Selected Poems 1980-1990.  New York:  W. W. Norton 


& Company, 1990. 

Brooks, Cleanth.  Critical Theory Since Plato. ed. Hazard Adams.  New York:  Harcourt 

& Brace, 1976.

Brooks, Cleanth.  The Critical Tradition. ed. David Richter.  Boston:  St. Martins, 

1989.

Coleridge.  Criticism:  The Major Texts.  ed. W.J. Bate.  New York:  Harcourt & Brace, 

1952.

Levertov, Denise.  Semiotics and Interpretation.  New York:  New Directions, 1992.

Logan, William.  “Vanity Fair”  New Criterion.  June 1999.

Schmidt, Elizabeth.  “Where Poetry Begins:  An Interview with Eavan Boland”  

American Poet.  Spring 1997.

Wordsworth, William.  Selected Prose.  ed. John Hayden.  New York:  Penguin, 1988.

www.poets.org

