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Student Resource 1 An overview of the characteristics  
of Boland’s poetry (AO1, AO3, AO4)

Activity 1

Look at the list of quotes below. In pairs, decide what single word most accurately summarises the subject matter of each 
quote. You can either select a word from the quote or come up with your own word.

1. “I think of what great art removes:// Hazard and death, the future and the past,// This woman’s secret history and her 
loves…” (From the Painting Back from Market by Chardin)

2. “Idle as trout in light Colonel Jones,// Those Irish, give them no coins at all; their bones// need toil, their characters no less” 
(Famine Road)

3. “Myself and Pangur, cat and sage// Go each about our business;// I harass my beloved page,// He his mouse” (From the 
Irish of Pangur Ban)

4. “Flesh is heretic.// My body is a witch.// I am burning it.” (Anorexic)
5. “…each suburban, modern detail// Distances us from old lives// Old deaths, but nightly on our screen// New ones are 

lost, wound open…” (Naoise at Four)
6. “Wait. There behind you.// A man. There behind you.// Whatever you do don’t turn.// Why is he watching you?” (Degas’s 

Laundresses)
7. “She turns to spread// a cloth on the board and irons sheets// in a room white and quiet as a mortuary.” (Woman in 

Kitchen)
8. “I am a lost, last inhabitant-// displaced person// in a pastoral chaos” (New Pastoral)
9. “They talked to each other// and words like ‘summer’// ’birth’ ‘great-grandmother’// kept pleading with me,// urging me 

to follow.” (The Oral Tradition)
10. “The bickering of vowels on the buses,// the clicking thumbs and the big hips of// the navy-skirted ticket collectors 

with// their crooked seams brought it home to me:// Exile.” (An Irish Childhood in England: 1951)
11. “The past is an empty café terrace.// An airless dusk before thunder. A man running.// And no way now to know what 

happened then -// None at all – unless, of course, you improvise…” (The Black Lace Fan My Mother Gave Me)
12. “It was yours.// Your coffee mug. Black,// with a hunting scene on the side// (cruel theatre as the kettle poured).// 

Together, we unpacked it// in the new house.” (Object Lessons)
13. “I drove West// in the seasons between seasons.// I left behind suburban gardens. // Lawnmowers. Small talk” (White 

Hawthorn in the West of Ireland)
14. “A woman leans down to catch a child// who has run into her arms// this moment.” (This Moment)
15. “The only legend I have ever loved is// the story of a daughter lost in hell.// And found and rescued there.” (The 

Pomegranate)

Now, in small groups, discuss the links that you can see between the quotes. You many choose to cut them up so that you 
can cluster those with a similar theme together on a new piece of paper. You may want to use the following to start your 
discussion:

• Domestic life

• Myth and legend

• Love

• History



2

Eavan Boland Poetry

© OCR 2015 AS and A Level English Language and Literature

• Poetic tradition

• Suburbia

• Displacement

• Celebration of the everyday

• The magical and visionary

• Language and words

• Woman’s role and identity

• Memory

• Politics

As a class, compare your findings. Are there any further links you could make regarding the narrative voice, lexical patterns, 
syntax, phonology or rhyme?

Divide into six groups. Each group should read one extract from Jody Allen-Randolphe, “An Interview with Eavan Boland” 
(in Irish University Review Vol. 23 No. 1, (Spring-Summer 1993) pp 117–130) and discuss how it relates to what you have 
discovered about Boland’s poetry so far. What links can you find with the themes you have already identified? 

• I felt thoroughly displaced … I never believed I belonged there. I never felt it with my home. Some of the feelings I 
recognise as having migrated into themes I keep going back to – exile, types of estrangement, a relation to object – 
begun there. 

• After a while, I came to think of myself as an indoor nature poet. And my lexicon was the kettle and the steam, and the 
machine in the corner and the kitchen, and the baby’s bottle. These were parts of my world. Not to write about them 
would have been artificial. Those objects were visible to me. They assumed importances. They crept out of their skin and 
turned into something else. 

• The idea of myth – which had been so important to me when I was younger, as a storehouse of meanings – was 
beginning to lose its force. I already had a sense of a poem I wanted to write, which was darker and more human. And so 
the themes of those poems – the untidy clash between myth and history – where they soak into one another, that was 
what the whole thing was about.

• For a poet like myself, who comes into the tradition at an oblique angle, experiments of usurpation can be – they have 
been – exciting and rewarding. Turning the poem inside out. Taking the nature poem, the dream-poem, the love poem 
and subverting them. All that was fine. But here I was in a different ethical area. Writing about the lost, the voiceless, the 
silent. And exploring my relation to them. And – more dangerous still – feeling my ways into the powerlessness of an 
experience through the power of expressing it.

• It needs nothing more than common sense to see that some of the questions raised by women’s poetry - questions 
about voice and self, about revising the stance of the poet and the relation of the poem to the erotic, to the unwritten, 
not to mention the crucial relation of the poet to the act of power – are also some of the questions which are at the heart 
of poetry right now.

• …one of the real changes in Irish poetry is that women have gone from being the objects of the Irish poem to being the 
authors of it – and in a fairly small space of time.
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