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It’s a joy to see 
my young sons 
learn the virtue 
of poetic beauty

S
ome were as young 
as six. They stood 
alone in the centre of 
the stage. A short 
pause and then, with 
courage and convic-

tion, they began to recite 
their poetry.

It is a beautiful thing to watch chil-
dren recite poetry. To see them sanc-
tify the world with words is such a 
moving experience. As if by magic, 
ordinary things are suddenly trans-
formed into works of art.

Among those attending the annual 
poetry competition last weekend 
were our two eldest. Both took bronze 
medals in their respective categories. 
What pleased me most, however, was 
their enthusiasm for that melody of 
the heart we call poetry.

more than mere word play, poetry 
transfigures reality. In the hands of a 
poet, ordinary life is infused with 
meaning. What was once bland or 
insignificant becomes beautiful and 
profound. 

Poets take the raw matter of experi-
ence and render it sublime, sorrowful 
or something to celebrate. Their can-
vas is the imagination, and upon it 
they paint with colour so vibrant and 
fresh. With a single line, they can cap-
ture the essence of a life.

Poets are artists in that they reveal 
what lies on the other side of percep-
tion. Where we see the horizon, they 
see ‘the tangled boughs of Heaven 
and ocean, angels of rain and light-
ning’. They cut through the surface of 
our world to expose the splendour 
which is buried deep within. 

By stretching language to its limits, 
they show why it is much more than 
a means of communication. our abil-
ity to speak enables us to go beyond 
our immediate frontier in the direc-
tion of eternity. With words we can 
peer into the depths of things, we can 
see what they mean and why they 
matter.

That is why so much emphasis was 
placed on poetry when we were grow-
ing up. To learn vast verses of Words-
worth, Shelley and Yeats was not sim-
ply an educational exercise. It was a 
journey into the human heart, a rich 
discovery of ideals that shaped the 
way we lived and thought.

In the birdsong we heard a hymn. In 
the sky we saw the vaults of heaven. 
In the tree we saw the source of the 
fall, the roots of stability and the 
grandeur of age. 

Through poetry, I first discovered 
the true meaning of love, death and 
the saving power of faith. ‘Love alters 
not with his brief hours and weeks, 
but bears it out even to the edge of 
doom.’ In those simple words, Shake-
speare distils the true meaning of 
human devotion, one that most great 
philosophies have tried in vain to 
explain. 

In verse, a stunning light is cast 
across the human condition. our eyes 

become windows to the soul, our 
hearts become a source of love and 
goodness, and even death can become 
something beautiful and majestic. 
Poetry drains life of ugliness and puts 
splendour in its stead. 

As I sat watching all those wonder-
ful little poets, I could not help lament 
the loss of our poetic culture. They 
spoke with grace, elegance and 
humour. They spoke of joy and love, 
of life in all its abundance and of 
those natural wonders which offer us 
salvation from despair.

Not only were they learning how to 
poeticise life, they were also acquir-
ing the virtue of eloquence. In those 
tender voices we heard a beautiful 
purity. What a contrast, I thought, to 
a society that has forgotten how to 
speak.

The world has changed so much 
since I learned the likes of Shelley 
and Keats. Back then, we knew all 
the great poems off by heart. We may 
never have recited those poems out-
side school, but we never ceased to 
speak poetically.

Somehow, poetry shaped the way 
we thought and felt. our world was 
familiar to us thanks to the way it had 
been painted by great poets who saw 
deeper than any eye. When we looked 
at people and situations, the imagi-
nation supplied words that made 
them meaningful. 

Is it too much to say that the decline 
of poetry has resulted in a loss of 
sense, meaning and linguistic excel-
lence? my boys’ drama and poetry 
teacher Paul Cullen does not think 
so. For him and his family, a life 
shaped by poetry is one that not only 
sees further, but goes further. 

 

T
 
 
o see Paul usher all those 
children on stage, to see 
him encourage them with 
warmth, is to see one 
man’s attempt to enliven 

the imagination of the next genera-
tion. It is to see him give them the 
chance to discover a world opened up 
by words which can sanctify and save. 
They were thrilled with their medals, 
but a day will come when they realise 
that the words he poured into their 
soul was the true prize.

‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty – that 
is all ye know on earth, and all ye need 
to know.’ In opening up the world of 
poetry to children, we offer them both 
truth and beauty. We appeal beyond 
their senses to the great within, where 
all things shine anew. We open ave-
nues of love and light in a world where 
all roads lead to darkness. 

my eldest asked us not to stand at 
his grave and weep. His little brother 
told us how, as a bee, it will take him 
‘hours and hours to visit all the flow-
ers’. 

A soul and a bee take flight. With 
them soar two children who, thank-
fully, have seen the light.
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Cork and Limerick are the 
nation’s suicide blackspots
THE cities of Limerick and Cork 
are the country’s suicide  
blackspots, research by RTÉ has 
revealed.

In contrast, the area of Dún 
Laoghaire/Rathdown in affluent 
south Dublin has the lowest rate 
of suicides.

RTÉ’s Investigations Unit looked 
at 14 years of data from the Cen-
tral Statistics Office to try to 
understand the problem. The 
 figures were broken down by 
geographic area, age, gender, 
employment status, and how the 
person died. 

The lowest rate between 2000 
and 2013 was a yearly average of 
6.7 suicides per 100,000 in Dún 
Laoghaire/Rathdown, one of the 
country’s wealthiest areas.

Another Dublin region, Fingal, 
also had a low average rate of 

just 6.8 while the rate in Galway 
city was 8.5. This compares to a 
national average rate of 11.8 per 
100,000 people.

The highest figures were in Lim-
erick and Cork cities, where the 
rates were 16.7 and 18.5 respec-
tively. High rates were also 
recorded in Offaly and Wexford. 

Job losses and mortgage debts 
have all been cited as contribut-
ing to a jump in the number of 
suicides in recent years. 

But surprisingly, suicide was at 
its worst between 2000 and 2004, 
when the country was still going 
through its economic boom. 

The number of people taking 
their own lives hit a peak of 13.5 
in 2001, while in 2004 the rate was 
still quite high, standing at 12.2. 

The 2004 figure has not been 
exceeded since.

And the idea that men are more 
likely to take their own lives than 
women was supported by the 
data. Males were four to five 
times more likely to die by sui-
cide than women.

But Fine Gael TD Dan Neville, 
president of the Irish Association 
of Suicidology, said it would 
always be difficult to determine 
specifically the numbers of sui-
cides. He told RTÉ: ‘There are con-
tradictions in the figures and it 
just is not clear-cut. Every suicide 
i s  h i g h l y  c o m p l ex  a n d 
multi-faceted. 

‘We all want to pin suicide on 
something, on some specific fac-
tor like the recession. People 
want a simple answer but there 
isn’t one.’

By Leah McDonald
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