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PENGUIN BOOKS

PATRICK KAVANAGH: SELECTED POEMS

Patrick Kavanagh was born in Inniskeen, County Monaghan, in 1904, the son of a cobbler-cum-small farmer. He left school at the age of thirteen, apparently destined to plough the ‘stony-grey soil’ rather than write about it, but ‘I dabbled in verse,’ he said, ‘and it became my life.’ He was ‘discovered’ by the Literary Revival veteran, AE (George Russell), in 1929 and his poems began to appear in Irish and English journals. In 1936 his first book of verse, Ploughman and Other Poems, was published, and in 1938 he followed this up with The Green Fool, an autobiography. He spent the lean years of the war in Dublin, where The Great Hunger was published in 1942. After the war he published the novel Tarry Flynn (1948) and two further collections of verse: A Soul for Sale (1947) and Come Dance with Kitty Stobling (1960). The bulk of his verse was included in his Collected Poems, and some of his prose in Collected Pruse. He died in 1967 and is buried in his native Inniskeen.

Antoinette Quinn is the author of Patrick Kavanagh, Born-Again Romantic (1990), a critical study of Kavanagh’s poetry and prose. She has edited The Figure in the Cave and Other Essays by John Montague (1989) and has published many essays on modern Irish literature. She is a Fellow of Trinity College, Dublin, where she is a Senior Lecturer in the School of English.



Patrick Kavanagh: Poetry and Independence

In 1933 two Irish poets each published a poem in praise of his dwelling: W. B. Yeats’s magisterial ‘Blood and the Moon’, composed just before the closing decade of his life, and Patrick Kavanagh’s brief naïf lyric ‘My Room’, written at the outset of his career.1

Home for W. B. Yeats was Thoor Ballylee, the Norman tower in County Galway which he had transformed into both a family residence and a complex imaginative symbol,2 and which, in the wake of Irish Independence, he imperiously celebrated as a monument to the deposed Protestant Ascendancy caste with which he now identified:3


Blessed be this place,

More blessed still this tower;

A bloody, arrogant power

Arose from the race

Uttering, mastering it,

Rose like these walls from these

Storm-beaten cottages …

I declare this tower is my symbol; I declare

This winding, gyring, spiring treadmill of a stair is my ancestral stair;

That Goldsmith and the Dean, Berkeley and Burke have travelled there …



In ‘My Room’ Patrick Kavanagh, one of the recently decolonized rural Catholic poor, was, unwittingly, writing back from the cottage to the tower, humorously and optimistically taking stock of his cramped conditions and meagre resources:


10 by 12

And a low roof

If I stand by the side wall

My head feels the reproof.




Five holy pictures

Hang on the walls –

The Virgin and Child

St Anthony of Padua

St Patrick our own

Leo XIII

And the Little Flower.




My bed in the centre

So many things to me –

A dining table,

A writing desk,

A couch,

And a slumber palace.




My room is a musty attic

But its little window

Lets in the stars.



It would have been difficult for a reader in 1933 to predict that the obscure author of these primitive verses could ever turn such disadvantaged material circumstances to literary advantage. With hindsight, it is possible to observe that Kavanagh was already opening a ‘little window’ into a previously occluded lyrical space, for the Catholic underclass which constituted the majority of the Irish Free State’s population had not previously considered its domestic or interior life a worthy topic for poetry.

Read together, Yeats’s lines and Kavanagh’s represent a post-colonial turn in Irish verse: Yeats imaginatively empowering a disempowered colonial caste and proclaiming himself its artistic and intellectual heir; Kavanagh ignoring recent political upheavals and taking his bearings in the here and now, flaunting the association between his verse and the popular iconography of Catholic Ireland, tawdry and tasteless to the eye of artistic orthodoxy.

To those who read no further, Kavanagh might have appeared a Caliban to Yeats’s Prospero. And in more pessimistic moments he himself doubted his capacity to progress from the status of under-educated, impoverished yokel to the achievement of authorial authority:


I have not the fine audacity of men

Who have mastered the pen

Or the purse.

The complexes of many slaves are in my verse.

When I straighten my shoulders to look at the world boldly

I see talent coldly

Damning me to stooped attrition.

Mine was a beggar’s mission.

To dreams of beauty I should have been born blind …4



From such inauspicious beginnings, however, Patrick Kavanagh would evolve into an exemplary post-Independence poet, liberating Anglo-Irish poetry from the political role assigned to it since the middle of the nineteenth century as an agent of nationalism or cultural separatism. For the fact of Independence had not freed this poetry from its longstanding obsession with history, mythology, folklore and the translation and adaptation of Irish-language verse, from what Samuel Beckett characterized as ‘the entire Celtic drill of extraversion’ whereby the personal was ‘happily obliterated’ in the national interest.5 With some isolated exceptions, Anglo-Irish poets were still programmed by an ethnic aesthetic.

Like Derek Walcott after him, Kavanagh exhorted his post-Independence fellow-writers to escape into a ‘historyless’ world, a ‘world [that] began this morning’, to see their surroundings with fresh eyes and to engage in an ‘Adamic’ naming of place.6 ‘Naming’ was, for Kavanagh, a ‘love-act’ and ‘nothing whatever is by love debarred’. Celebration of the ordinary trivia of the poet’s daily milieu was to be substituted for the recycling of Gaelic literature and folklore. The affectionate portrayal of ‘The everydays of nature’ or ‘The life of a street’ was to replace totalizing, nationalist symbols of a monolithic Ireland. The rhythms and idioms of contemporary vernacular speech were to take over from the cultivation of an Hiberno-English diction and the adaptation of Gaelic poetic techniques. ‘To try to be more human’ was Kavanagh’s exhortation to fellow-poets who were still striving to be more Irish.

Seamus Heaney has coupled Kavanagh with Yeats as the most influential figures in the modern Anglo-Irish poetic canon: Yeats, the architectural visionary, mythologist and mage, intent on constructing a well-wrought oeuvre; Kavanagh, dismissive of system or plan (‘Yeatsian invention’), opting for a relaxed, casual stance, a momentary benediction of things ‘common and banal’. Irish poetry needs both these antithetical modes, Heaney concludes.7

Despite a decade’s overlap in their two careers, Yeats knew of Kavanagh only by hearsay as one of a number of Irish ‘singing-birds’ discovered by his friend AE (George Russell).8 Had he lived to read Kavanagh’s mature verse, he would probably have recognized in the younger writer his anti-self, and been unsurprised to find that his poetry had summoned up its ‘own opposite’, ‘all’ that he had ‘handled least, least looked upon’. To Kavanagh, who embarked on the career of full-time professional writer in 1939, the year of Yeats’s death, Ireland’s uncrowned poet laureate was a supreme antagonist, to be admired and resisted, though he gradually realized that his aesthetic adversary was not so much Yeats as the national cultural enterprise on which Yeats’s early involvement still conferred prestige.9

BEGINNINGS

Patrick Kavanagh was born on 21 October 1904, the son of a cobbler cum nine-acre farmer from the townland of Mucker, in the parish of Inniskeen, County Monaghan. Inniskeen, now relatively prosperous, was then an impoverished parish where ‘scraidíns of farmers’ struggled to rear large families on a few hilly or boggy acres.10 For almost thirty-five years Patrick Kavanagh lived there, working as a cobbler and farmer, attending Masses, wakes and ‘hoolies’, cycling the local roads, walking the fields of his farm. Unconsciously, he was gathering material for his writings like the farmer-poet described in ‘Art McCooey’; unconsciously, because it was not until a couple of years before he left Inniskeen that he began to recognize the validity of his own parish as an artistic subject.

Kavanagh’s formal schooling ended at age thirteen, but in the privacy of his ‘wee room’ in the loft of the family home he secretly pursued a literary education, reading and versifying in his spare time. Books were in scarce supply in this economically hard-pressed society and he was largely dependent on schoolbooks, such as the Royal Reader, to further his education.11 He pored over and learned by heart some of the most anthologized passages of English poetry. However, there was nothing in the schoolbooks to suggest that ‘what happen[ed] in his own fields’ was ‘stuff for the Muses’12 or that his own vernacular might be a legitimate poetic diction. So in his first published poems, those submitted to a weekly newspaper competition between 1928 and 1929, he expressed his feelings of deprivation and inadequacy in metaphors and phrases remote from his own experience: he wrote about his ‘heart’s bare rooms’, about craving wine or gold, about doors that would not ‘ope’ to his knocking.13 The only time he referred to farming or included dialect in his verse was in the semi-playful ‘Address to an Old Wooden Gate’, printed in a local weekly newspaper, the Dundalk Democrat.

Kavanagh was oblivious to the existence of contemporary Irish or world literature and had never even heard of James Joyce or W. B. Yeats until 1925, when he stumbled upon the Irish Statesman in a newsagent’s while he was attending a fair in the market town of Dundalk. From then until it folded in 1930, this weekly journal of arts and ideas edited by AE supplanted the schoolbooks as his main educational resource. By 1929, he had learned to write the kind of vague religio-rural verse that AE favoured, and three of his poems were accepted for publication, among them ‘Ploughman’. Kavanagh had made his breakthrough into the world of letters. He soon became a frequent visitor to Dublin where he was befriended by other young writers such as Frank O’Connor; AE, who had a reputation for fostering new writers, lent him books and dispensed literary advice; the Dublin Magazine offered him a regular publishing outlet. His decorous pastoral verses also began to appear in English journals from 1931 and in 1936 Ploughman and Other Poems was published by Macmillan of London.

Kavanagh’s first collection consists for the most part of slight apprentice offerings. ‘Tinker’s Wife’, where an agile tinker woman scavenges among the household rubbish on a dunghill, anticipates his later fascination with the ‘bits and pieces of Everyday’, but the most remarkable poem in the collection is ‘Inniskeen Road: July Evening’ which dramatizes the poet’s relationship to his parish. This sonnet focuses on the theme of community and communication, presenting the young Inniskeen poet as a socially and linguistically isolated figure, too literary to participate in the ‘half-talk code’ and ‘wink-and-elbow language’ of his young country neighbours, too honest to subscribe to orthodox poets’ ‘solemn talk of contemplation’. The schoolbook poetry Kavanagh had once imitated now serves a parodic purpose. By refracting his plight through Cowper’s ‘Verses supposed to be written by Alexander Selkirk’ (1782), he playfully exaggerates his solitariness, magnifying his deserted village into a deserted island. The poem ends with an inflationary and apparently self-mocking image:


A road, a mile of kingdom, I am king

Of banks and stones and every blooming thing.



But is ‘blooming’ a slang term of dismissal or a last-minute recognition of the poetic fertility of the place he was about to reject? Willy-nilly, Kavanagh was soon to make Inniskeen his literary kingdom.

THE GREEN FOOL

Following the publication of Ploughman and Other Poems, Kavanagh went to London to seek literary employment and was commissioned to write The Green Fool (1938). This was an autobiography with an anthropological dimension, combining a portrait of the artist with a portrait of his society. The mandate to provide a narrative about small-farm life in Ulster compelled Kavanagh to confront the subject which was closest to him but which he had so far virtually ignored. Daily and seasonal farming chores, local rituals and pastimes, religious practices and superstitions, folklore and dialect, in short a way of life that he had previously considered unworthy of literary attention, now had to be registered and documented. Inniskeen is presented benignly and with affectionate innocence in the book as the best of all possible worlds: a place where life is varied and never dull and people are kindly, colourful and amusing. Kavanagh later repudiated The Green Fool. It was a book directed towards two metropolitan audiences: a London publisher and readership which expected Irish fictional characters to be buffoons with the gift of the gab, and a Dublin literary set which romanticized the peasant as an echt-Irish figure.14 Though The Green Fool undoubtedly sacrifices realism in the interest of pandering to the conflicting expectations of these two kinds of reader, it does succeed in communicating the oral culture of Inniskeen, the sayings, stories, songs and proverbs with which Kavanagh was familiar from childhood. It may simplify and sanitize the way of life it celebrates, yet it also reveals a hidden Ireland.

The critical acclaim which greeted The Green Fool nerved Kavanagh to give up all pretence of cobbling and farming and move to Dublin to try his fortunes as a freelance writer in August 1939. It might also have tempted him to continue producing benign pastorals and perpetuating peasant stereotypes, since there was obviously a ready market for such rustic wares and a livelihood to be earned without forfeiting literary esteem. As he would later affirm, it required enormous courage to break with established artistic representations of the rural and there was no precursor to encourage him to write out of his ‘Monaghanness’.15 Kavanagh’s favourite 1930s poem, ‘Shancoduff’ (1937), dramatizes his doubts about engaging with an unconventional poetic terrain, juxtaposing two contrary perspectives on his chosen land. The farmer-poet of ‘Shancoduff’ regards his bleak, hilly acres with affectionate and proud possessiveness, personifying them, metaphorically enriching and exalting them, glossing their manifest defects as virtues; to the calculating, commercially minded cattle-drovers, by contrast, the poet’s cherished fields are worthless. The poem concludes ambivalently, suggesting but not confirming the farmer-poet’s qualms about prizing what others despise.

BREAKING NEW GROUND

Whatever his earlier misgivings, once he had settled in Dublin Kavanagh’s relationship with Inniskeen became his primary subject. In poem after poem he named the familiar sounds and sights of home: ‘Mass-going feet’ crunching ‘the wafer-ice on the potholes’, ‘the sow’s rooting where the hen scratches’, the ‘steam rising from the load’ of dung, the ‘barrels of blue potato-spray … on a headland of July’. He adopted the perspective of a child or a nostalgic adult exile to convey the magic of ordinary and often conventionally ugly rural images, transforming the yard where his mother reared hens and sows into the Garden of the Golden Apples, revisioning the townland of Mucker as Bethlehem. But his poetic relationship with Inniskeen was not solely nostalgic; he also resented the hold his home place had exerted on him for so long. In ‘Stony Grey Soil’ (1940) County Monaghan is personified as a scheming, deceiving woman and in a long, unfinished narrative poem, ‘Why Sorrow?’, the role of parish priest prevents the hero, Father Mat, from realizing his poetic vocation. Kavanagh was also drafting a novel, variously entitled Stony Grey Soil and Mother and Children, about an imaginative young man whose aspirations are stifled by life in a country parish.

Whether his mood was celebratory or condemnatory, Kavanagh was breaking new literary ground. His intimate, closely focused images of country life were a radically new departure in Irish poetry, where the tradition of peasant romanticization was at least a century old. By the late 1930s, writers could choose from among a variety of literary stereotypes of the Irish peasant: a spiritual, non-materialist figure, poor but content; a living archive of folklore and folk song; a speaker of Irish or of a colourful or lyrical Hiberno-English; a ‘wise and simple man’; a wild, elemental character, roistering and fighting. The literary peasant was usually located on a west of Ireland seaboard: the Aran islands, the Connacht mainland, Sligo. Peasantry had become a nationalist property in the period preceding Independence and in the self-consciously chauvinist period that followed, in all its guises representing Ireland’s cultural separateness from England. Eamon De Valera, Taoiseach since 1932, dreamed of translating a version of this cultural idealization into a social actuality, with his vision of a contented rural Ireland composed of frugal, pious, Irish-speaking, self-sufficient communities. Kavanagh, who had worked as a subsistence farmer, was acutely aware of the gulf between cultural or political fantasy and the grim struggle to wrest a livelihood from a few stony or boggy acres. By 1942 he was angry enough to expose some of the less palatable aspects of country life in the long, impassioned narrative poem that is generally considered his masterpiece, The Great Hunger.

Prior to this, Kavanagh’s impatience with the literary romanticization of the small farmer or farm labourer had been divulged only rarely, in poems like ‘The Hired Boy’ (1936). What empowered him to launch a sustained challenge to misrepresentations of small-farm Ireland was his friendship with Sean O’Faolain, Frank O’Connor and Peadar O’Donnell, the group of intellectuals who launched the monthly journal the Bell in October 1940. From its opening number, to which Kavanagh contributed two poems, the Bell rang in a new era in Irish literature, proclaiming that romantic nationalism was now outdated and that it was time to document the realities of present-day Ireland.

His sense that he was in at the start of a new era in Irish literature enabled Kavanagh to turn to literary advantage what he had previously perceived as defective circumstance, cultural deprivation and social inferiority. Far from being an isolated artistic curiosity, a ploughman-poet, he realized that he identified with the Catholic small-farming and farm-labouring classes which constituted the majority of the Irish population. As the articulate spokesman of this national majority, he had the moral authority to challenge received versions of the pastoral and substitute a subversive text, what a ‘peasant’s left hand wrote on the page’. The solitary, self-absorbed and virtually apolitical lyricist had been converted into an ethically and socially engaged poet. Where Yeats claimed an eighteenth-century intellectual lineage that included ‘Goldsmith and the Dean, Berkeley and Burke’, Kavanagh selected as his eighteenth-century artistic ancestor Art McCooey, a farm-labourer poet from his native region.

THE GREAT HUNGER

The Great Hunger, which teems with images of country life at different seasons of the year and times of the day, offers a shockingly honest and comprehensive portrayal of small-farm Ireland. Ironically entitled ‘The Old Peasant’ on its first appearance, it gives the lie to all the stereotypes of Irish peasantry perpetrated by literary and cultural nationalism, depicting the tillage farmer as victim rather than hero. Its protagonist, Patrick Maguire, a representative subsistence farmer, is a pathetic figure, brutalized, even vegetized by a fourteen-hour working day, an elderly wifeless and childless man, who ‘lives that his little fields may stay fertile’, sacrificing sexuality to agricultural productivity. Taciturn, speaking only to issue orders to his workmen or swap an occasional cliché with his neighbours, Maguire is neither a purveyor of folklore and memorable phrases, nor a rumbustious, ‘playboy’ hero. He is timid, cautious, passive, conformist, a victim of the small-farm ethos embodied by his mother, in which success in life is measured in terms of high crop-yields, pre-marital chastity and regular attendance at Mass and confession. Outwardly respectable by these standards, Maguire is inwardly tortured with sexual frustration. The apparently virtuous Gael is revealed as an inhibited male – obsessed with sexual fantasies, secretly masturbating over the warm hearth so dear to folklorists – but also more profoundly as a disappointed man, belatedly conscious that he has let himself be cheated of the best that life has to offer.

The Great Hunger is at its most devastating in its assault on the cherished nationalist fiction of Irish spiritual ascendancy which was largely centred on peasant Ireland, a fiction that in pre-Independence days had compensated for colonial oppression and political defeat and now lent an odour of sanctity to De Valera’s austere economic programme. With oracular authority Kavanagh announces the victory of materialism over spirituality in rural Ireland, opening and closing his poem with an ‘apocalypse of clay’, a shocking perversion of Christ’s incarnation. The Great Hunger also establishes a vital connection between spirituality and sexuality, generally presented as conflicting forces in contemporary Irish religious discourse. Kavanagh’s God is one who delights in love and lust but has been distorted into a custodian of extramarital chastity in a land of late and infrequent marriages.

The title of The Great Hunger and the recurrent motif of potato-harvesting suggest a disturbing analogy between the psycho-sexual deprivation that is depopulating and devitalizing contemporary Ireland and the famine that ravaged the country in the mid nineteenth century. (The Great Hunger is almost a ‘famine’ centenary poem.) Now the potato crop flourishes but human lives are blighted; rural Ireland is a land of full bellies and unwanted wombs, its people ‘hungry for life’. This evocation of small-farm Ireland as a famine-stricken, psycho-sexual wasteland is a damning indictment, utterly subverting the dominant literary and political pieties. The pieties persisted, however. Almost a year after the publication of The Great Hunger, De Valera made his notorious St Patrick’s Day broadcast of 1943 in which he fantasized about a rural Ireland ‘joyous with sounds of industry, the romping of sturdy children, the contests of athletic youths, the laughter of comely maidens; whose firesides would be the forums of the wisdom of serene old age’.

WRITING CATHOLIC IRELAND

Kavanagh’s role as champion of the oppressed and misrepresented rural Catholic Irish brought him into conflict with the previous generation of Irish writers, specifically J. M. Synge, Lady Gregory and W. B. Yeats, a core grouping in what is known as the Irish Literary Revival. From the vantage point of his ethnic and class-conscious aesthetic, these esteemed predecessors were colonial rather than indigenous writers. As members of the Protestant Ascendancy they were ‘totally outside the mainstream of the people’s consciousness’, mere onlookers and eavesdroppers on the lives of the native Catholic Irish, whereas he was an insider by virtue of experience.16 Synge, as the Revivalist most renowned for his dramatization of peasant Ireland, was to suffer most from Kavanagh’s loy. Kavanagh was clearing a space for a new, post-colonial, nativist narrative, marginalizing the hegemonic Literary Revival narrative by insisting on its minority cultural basis. Catholicism was intrinsic to his new realist aesthetic agenda and inseparable from his literary radicalism. He had embarked on a socio-literary programme of writing Catholic Ireland.

In Lough Derg, written in June 1942, two months after the publication of The Great Hunger, Kavanagh experimented with a collective and inclusive approach to the anatomy of the national Catholic psyche. The poem is based on the most prolonged and gruelling of Irish pilgrimages, the penitential sojourn on the island of Lough Derg off the coast of County Donegal. Kavanagh as cultural analyst was attracted to the island pilgrimage because it offered a microcosm of Catholic Ireland, an assembly of women and men from different social classes, from town and country, from south and north. However, Lough Derg lacks The Great Hunger’s textural density and technical mastery and he left it unrevised and unpublished. It is at its most successful and technically adventurous in its parodying and invention of prayers to catch the mindsets and preoccupations of contemporary Irish Catholics. The tones of middle-class Catholic Ireland are clearly discernible in a parodic litany where a mother prays that her son may pass the ‘Intermediate’ examination and her daughter ‘do well at her music’; while the God to whom the poorer people turn in a series of prayers ‘shaped like sonnets’ is recognizable as an Irish clientist politician, a celestial county councillor or TD, who wields considerable influence in such matters as jobs and housing. Lough Derg represents a conscious attempt to write in ‘the unwritten spaces between the lines’ of previous Irish literature, to reproduce an Irish Catholic sensibility.

DE-NATIONALIZATION – CHANGING THE SYMBOLS

Kavanagh soon abdicated his role of representative Irish poet, though without surrendering his rural Catholic credentials. His swerve away from the Literary Revival persisted, but he shifted his ground significantly.

The most radical and most liberating of Kavanagh’s divergences from previous Anglo-Irish literature was his somewhat belated recognition that the notion of a monolithic Ireland was itself a cultural fiction. What he alluded to as ‘the myth of Ireland as a spiritual entity’ and ascribed to the Literary Revival, particularly to Yeats,17 was in fact a nationalist fiction which had persisted in Anglo-Irish poetry since the middle of the nineteenth century. In the interests of creating an imagined Irish community18 and making common cause against English colonialism, writers downplayed sectarian, class and regional differences and constructed a totalizing symbology. The images, metaphors and rhetoric of Anglo-Irish poetry were designed to contribute to a process of collective definition. A reader encountering such verse was to be left in no doubt as to its Irish provenance. For some nationalist critics it was not sufficient that poetry should have a national signature; it must also be affiliated with an Irish-language lyrical tradition. One of the most prescriptive of such critics, the poet and Easter Rising leader Thomas MacDonagh, defined as poems in ‘the Irish mode’ those which had been influenced by Irish versification or the Irish way of speech or Irish music.19

Yeats had been centrally involved in the promotion of an ethnic literature in the early part of his career. While his oeuvre, which was never purely ethnic, went on to intensify its exploration of other philosophies and beliefs and to interrogate his own early nationalism, much Anglo-Irish home-based poetry in the decades following Independence continued to adhere to an ethnic programme. Poets such as Thomas McGreevy, who spent many years in continental Europe, and Denis Devlin and Brian Coffey, who also lived there and in North America, were open to new European and transatlantic trends; poets who chose to live in Ireland, like F. R. Higgins and Robert Farren, produced verse in ‘the Irish mode’ and even Austin Clarke, a highly experimental poet, kept within its technical constraints. Not all home-based poets were consciously indigenous, but so longstanding was the connection between literature and nationalism that the cult of Irishness in verse appeared canonical. As late as 1948, Farren’s literary-critical study The Course of Irish Verse judged Anglo-Irish poetry by an ethnic criterion.20

In both his poetry and his literary journalism from the mid-1940s, Kavanagh was engaged in deconstructing and replacing the still dominant nationalist symbolic framework. His uncompromising hostility towards ethnicity as an aesthetic criterion is most succinctly formulated in the phrase ‘Irishness is a form of anti-art’.21

POETRY AND PLACE

Kavanagh countered the syncretic national myth with a ‘parish myth’, challenging unifying symbols, such as the image of Ireland as a woman, by presenting the island as a mosaic of different regions, drawing attention to their cultural diversity, and insisting on the primacy of the local in literature. He re-evaluated the pejorative term ‘parochial’, defining the parochial writer as one who ‘is never in any doubt about the social and artistic validity of his parish’. Parochial literature was a comic realist art which was grounded in the local, offering an affectionate, particularized portrayal of a small, intimately known community. It was inaccessible to writers of the Ascendancy caste, such as Synge, Lady Gregory and Yeats, who were outsiders to a communal local consciousness, and it was also anti-metropolitan or, rather, indifferent to the metropolis. The three writers whom he nominated as the ‘great parishioners’ of Irish literature – William Carleton, George Moore and James Joyce – were courageous enough to ignore Irish literary stereotypes and to represent their own rural or urban subculture authentically. That all three were Catholic writers was not fortuitous; Kavanagh’s sectarian prejudice had been redirected into parochialism.

To falsify one’s parish in order to make it conform with the expectations of a metropolitan audience or a powerful literary establishment was to be a ‘provincial’, according to Kavanagh’s redefinition of that term: ‘The provincial has no mind of his own; he does not trust what his eyes see until he has heard what the metropolis – towards which his eyes are turned – has to say on any subject.’22 He himself had been a ‘provincial’ in The Green Fool, whereas his mellow, comic realist novel Tarry Flynn (1948) was a ‘parochial’ fiction.
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