Poetry notes

Dick King by Thomas Kinsella
	· This is another elegy, a poem that mourns someone’s death. In this respect, it may remind us of Thinking of Mr D.
· Compared to Thinking of Mr D., this is a much more affectionate poem. It features much more respect and admiration for the subject. 

· The poem also has a sense of honesty, and, like Thinking of Mr D., is rather uncompromising. 

· One may note the poet’s obvious preoccupation with the ageing process.

· The poem makes use of unsettling imagery. This defines the poet’s outlook on the word: Morose, morbid and sombre.

· There is a strange contrast between youth and old age to be found here. 

· There is also and extra dimension to this poem. The poet is drawing on memories of his childhood, which are vividly brought to life. 

· The poem lends itself to a positive reading. 


The Poem

In your ghost, Dick King, in your phantom vowels I read

That death roves our memories igniting

Love. Kind plague, low voice in a stubbed throat,

You haunt with the taint of age and of vanished good,

Fouling my thought with losses.

Clearly now I remember rain on the cobbles,

Ripples in the iron trough, and the horses' dipped

Faces under the Fountain in James's Street,

When I sheltered my nine years against your buttons

And your own dread years were to come;

And your voice, in a pause of softness, named the dead,

Hushed as though the city had died by fire,

Bemused . . . discovering, discovering

A gate to enter temperate ghosthood by;

And I squeezed your fingers till you found again

My hand hidden in yours.

I squeeze your fingers.

Dick King was an upright man.

Sixty years he trod

The dull stations underfoot.

Fifteen he lies with God.

By the salt seaboard he grew up

But left its rock and rain

To bring a dying language east

And dwell in Basin Lane.

By the Southern Railway he increased:

His second soul was born

In the clangour of the iron sheds,

The hush of the late horn.

An invalid he took to wife.

She prayed her life away;

Her whisper filled the whitewashed yard

Until her dying day.

And season in, season out,

He made his wintry bed.

He took the path to the turnstile

Morning and night till he was dead.

He clasped his hands in a union ward

To hear St. James's bell.

I searched his eyes though I was young,

The last to wish him well.
Notes
	In your ghost, Dick King, in your phantom vowels I read

That death roves our memories igniting

Love. Kind plague, low voice in a stubbed throat,

You haunt with the taint of age and of vanished good,

Fouling my thought with losses.


	· This poem is an elegy in the truest sense of the word.
· It is a poem written to the dead gentleman.

· The memories of him are still as vivid as ever.

· It becomes clear later that it has been 15 years since the man died, but the memories are still very fresh.

· There is a link here with Thinking of Mr D.: In TOMD, the poet explains that he saw the ghost of Mr D. twice. This poem starts with the words “In your ghost”.

· The poet doesn’t necessarily believe in ghosts but still has vivid memories and images of dead individuals. 
· In this poem, we see affection for Dick King.

· It is almost as though the dead person is whispering to him from beyond the grave.

· As death wanders through his memories, he ignites love in the memories of the old man. 

· The poet can’t quite forget Dick King. The memories keep flooding back, but Kinsella is happy to be troubled by these memories. 

· Dick King seems to have been a gentle person, in that he spoke with a low voice.

· The image of Dick King is of an old man.

· The poet feels that when Dick King died, some of the world’s good died with him. 

· Kinsella is unable to get over his death properly as he always remembers what a great person has been lost. 

· The poet talks again about the ghost in a matter-of-fact way.

· He feels he is seeing the ghost of Dick King. 

· There’s no escaping the memories. 

· Dick King was a force of good in this world, and the world is diminished by his absence. 

	Clearly now I remember rain on the cobbles,

Ripples in the iron trough, and the horses' dipped

Faces under the Fountain in James's Street,

When I sheltered my nine years against your buttons

And your own dread years were to come;


	· It is almost as if this person is brought to life in front of our eyes. 
· Memories of Dick King are haunting the poet; he can almost see him as he speaks. 

· The memory Kinsella describes suggests that he was a very good person. 

· The poet remembers a time when he was a child on a rainy day. Dick King protected the young poet from the rain.

· Kinsella can’t help but think that what lay ahead of the man was a tough time - “your own dread years were to come;”
· This ties in with Thinking of Mr D. and Mirror in February, in that it portrays old age as a tough, harsh time in life.

· Ghostly memory of the way Dick King used to talk to him

· Memories remind him of how much he loved Dick King

· As he thinks of the figure from the past, he is transported back to the past. 

· Recreates Dublin in those days for us to help us picture the bygone age. 

· Remembers sheltering against Dick King

	And your voice, in a pause of softness, named the dead,

Hushed as though the city had died by fire,

Bemused . . . discovering, discovering

A gate to enter temperate ghosthood by;

And I squeezed your fingers till you found again

My hand hidden in yours.


	· Kinsella remembers the old man talking and mentioning the dead with affection. 
· As the old man thought about the dead, he went quiet, as though he was also haunted by the dead and had just realised his own mortality.

· Thinking of his dead friends was a gentle way for him to consider his own impending death. 

· Dick King was woken out of his thoughts by a little boy in an affectionate moment of intimacy. 

· This is a simple memory of the old man which is filled with affection. 

	I squeeze your fingers.


	· The poem changes and it is as though we are now witnessing the moment in the present tense. 
· The poem takes him back to his childhood and to the centre of his emotion. 

· The rest of the poem takes a different shape, as thought it was composed at a different time. 

	Dick King was an upright man.

Sixty years he trod

The dull stations underfoot.

Fifteen he lies with God.


	· The poem becomes more biographical - we find out more about his life.

· Dick King was a man that could be respected.

· He was honest, dignified, and worked at a railway station for 60 years.

· Here, “stations” may refer to the Stations of the Cross.
· Kinsella chooses to think of Dick King lying with god, as he wants to think he has been rewarded. 

	By the salt seaboard he grew up

But left its rock and rain

To bring a dying language east

And dwell in Basin Lane.


	· Dick King moved to Dublin.

· He lived in the West, but left to bring the Irish language east to Dublin. 

· We get the impression that Kinsella thinks he was starting a new life. 

	By the Southern Railway he increased:

His second soul was born

In the clangour of the iron sheds,

The hush of the late horn.


	· Dick king was given a new lease on life.
· The poem is given a slight spiritual dimension - “His second soul was born”.

· He lived near the southern railway and increased his knowledge and wealth, but also increased his standing in society.

	An invalid he took to wife.

She prayed her life away;

Her whisper filled the whitewashed yard

Until her dying day.


	· He married a lady with a disability or condition that made her an invalid.

· This is viewed as some sort of martyrdom on his part.

· She was a woman of great faith.

· She turned to faith to deal with her disability.

· There is a sense that Kinsella frowns upon this, and believes she wasted her life praying and does not share her faith.
· Dick King outlived his wife after living with the trials of looking after an invalid wife.

	And season in, season out,

He made his wintry bed.

He took the path to the turnstile

Morning and night till he was dead.


	· Here we get a sense of what happened after her death.
· Dick King’s later years lasted a long time.

· There is a strong awareness of time here.

· We are presented with an unflattering, negative image of old age. 

· Dick King had to go back to a cold, lonely bed every night. This hints at a cold, lonely existence.

· Unsettling imagery

· Disconcerting

· This reminds us of some of Kinsella’s other poems.

·  The description of a monotonous routine suggests a life half-lived, where Dick King was stuck in a bleary, dreary and dull routine.

· Kinsella has sympathy, love and admiration for Dick King.

· Kinsella’s bleak view of the world keeps coming out when describing the man’s last days. 

	He clasped his hands in a union ward

To hear St. James's bell.

I searched his eyes though I was young,

The last to wish him well.

	· The poem ends on a poignant note. It is not only about Dick King, but also the poet. 

· Dick King always prayed when the bell rang at the hospital.

· We are presented with a sad image of a man who lived out his last years in an old people’s home, a person with faith who suffered in life. 

· The poet remembers his last visit to see this man.

· He looked deep into Dick King’s eyes (suggesting a special connection with the old man), trying to look into his soul.
· It is clear that Dick King influenced the young man strongly.

· The death of Dick King is described with an honest tenderness, painting a sentimental picture of the man. 

· In this poem, the poet confronts his own feelings about the death of Dick King.
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