
CONTEXT

• "On Raglan Road" is a poignant exploration of love, longing, and 
loss, set against the backdrop of a vibrant autumn day in Dublin. 
The poem reflects the speaker's bittersweet memories of 
encountering a woman whose beauty captivates him and 
ultimately leads to his emotional turmoil. Kavanagh skillfully uses 
rich imagery, symbolism, and lyrical language to convey the 
complexities of love, portraying it as both a source of profound joy 
and deep sorrow. The poem also delves into themes of nostalgia 
and the haunting nature of memory, suggesting that the past 
continues to shape one's emotional landscape.



LINE-BY-
LINE 

ANALYSIS



LINES 1-4

• Analysis: The poem begins with the speaker 
recalling their fateful encounter on Raglan Road, 
capturing the essence of the moment with vivid 
detail. The phrase "her dark hair would weave a 
snare" evokes an image of entrapment, suggesting 
that the speaker is irresistibly drawn to her allure. 
This attraction is tinged with foreboding, as he 
senses the potential for heartbreak. The imagery 
of a "fallen leaf" introduces themes of change and 
impermanence, symbolising the transitory nature 
of love and the inevitable grief that accompanies it. 

• Quote: “On Raglan Road on an autumn day I 
met her first and knew.” 

• Explanation: This opening line not only 
establishes the setting but also sets a reflective 
tone. The specificity of "Raglan Road" and "autumn 
day" creates a vivid backdrop that evokes feelings 
of nostalgia. The word "knew" implies an 
immediate recognition of both the beauty and 
danger of love, suggesting an almost prophetic 
understanding of the emotions that will unfold.



LINES 5-8

• Analysis: The speaker transitions to a recollection 
of his time spent with the woman on Grafton 
Street. The phrase "tripped lightly along the ledge" 
conveys a sense of playfulness and light-
heartedness, yet the "deep ravine" introduces a 
stark contrast, symbolising the emotional risks 
inherent in love. The mention of "the Queen of 
Hearts" evokes the playful and whimsical aspects 
of love, juxtaposed against the speaker's serious 
contemplation of his feelings. This duality captures 
the complexity of his experience, as he grapples 
with the joy of romance and the fear of loss. 

• Quote: “O I loved too much and by such and 
such is happiness thrown away.” 

• Explanation: This line reveals the speaker's 
self-awareness and regret, as he acknowledges 
that his intense feelings may lead to his downfall. 
The phrase "happiness thrown away" encapsulates 
the idea that love, when unbalanced or excessive, 
can result in emotional pain. Kavanagh emphasises 
that love is not merely a source of joy but also a 
potential catalyst for sorrow, reinforcing the 
poem's theme of sacrifice.



LINES 9-12

• Analysis: The speaker reflects on the gifts he 
has offered to the woman, highlighting his 
emotional investment in the relationship. The 
phrase "gifts of the mind" suggests that he has 
shared his intellectual and creative essence 
with her, indicating a desire for deep 
connection. The reference to "the true gods of 
sound and stone" elevates the act of giving to a 
spiritual plane, implying that love is an artistic 
pursuit that transcends mere physical 
attraction. 

• Quote: “I did not stint for I gave her 
poems to say.” 

• Explanation: This line underscores the 
speaker's dedication and vulnerability in love. 
The act of giving poems signifies an intimate 
sharing of oneself, showcasing the profound 
impact of words in expressing emotion. By 
entrusting her with his poetry, he hopes to 
forge a deeper bond, yet this also reveals his 
fear of unrequited affection and the potential 
for emotional pain.



LINES 13-16

• Analysis: The poem's final stanza adopts a 
melancholic tone as the speaker grapples with 
the feelings of loss and regret. The imagery of 
"old ghosts" evokes a sense of nostalgia and 
the lingering presence of past memories, 
suggesting that the woman haunts his thoughts 
even after their separation. The speaker’s 
admission that he has not "wooed as I should" 
indicates a realisation of his shortcomings, 
further adding to his sense of loss and regret.

• Quote: “When the angel woos the clay 
he'd lose his wings at the dawn of day.”

• Explanation: This powerful metaphor 
encapsulates the transformative yet 
burdensome nature of love. The image of an 
angel losing its wings implies that the 
idealisation of love can lead to a fall from grace, 
reinforcing the notion that love is both 
elevating and potentially destructive. Kavanagh 
poignantly illustrates that love, while beautiful, 
often comes with a cost, highlighting the 
inherent contradictions within romantic 
relationships.



KEY 
THEMES



THE PAIN OF LOVE

• Love is portrayed as a source of both joy and sorrow, highlighting its complex nature.

• Quote 1: “I loved too much and by such and such is happiness thrown away.”

• Explanation: This line underscores the idea that an overwhelming capacity for 
love can lead to regret. It suggests that the intensity of one’s feelings can overshadow 
the joy of love, resulting in emotional turmoil.

• Quote 2: “Let grief be a fallen leaf at the dawning of the day.”

• Explanation: The metaphor of grief as a fallen leaf represents the inevitability of 
loss in love. It evokes a sense of acceptance, suggesting that sorrow is a natural part 
of the emotional landscape that accompanies deep affection.



THE NATURE OF SACRIFICE IN 
LOVE

• The speaker’s dedication reveals the sacrifices made in the name of love, often at 
great personal cost.

• Quote 1: “I gave her gifts of the mind.”

• Explanation: This line highlights the depth of the speaker's emotional investment, 
indicating that love requires vulnerability and selflessness. The act of giving reflects his 
willingness to offer his innermost thoughts and feelings, reinforcing the idea that true 
love involves sacrifice.

• Quote 2: “When the angel woos the clay he'd lose his wings at the dawn of day.”

• Explanation: This metaphor powerfully suggests that love demands significant 
sacrifices. The angel’s loss of wings symbolizes the potential for personal loss and 
transformation, illustrating the burdens that accompany romantic affection.



NOSTALGIA AND MEMORY

• The poem reflects on the enduring impact of memories, suggesting they shape one’s 
emotional reality long after the moment has passed.

• Quote 1: “On a quiet street where old ghosts meet I see her walking now.”

• Explanation: This line evokes a strong sense of longing, implying that the 
speaker's memories of the woman continue to haunt him. The phrase "old ghosts" 
suggests that past relationships leave lasting impressions that can influence present 
emotions.

• Quote 2: “And I said, let grief be a fallen leaf.”

• Explanation: This line expresses a desire to reflect on and accept past emotions. 
It indicates a sense of resignation to the inevitability of grief, reinforcing the theme of 
nostalgia that permeates the speaker's recollections.



LITERARY 
DEVICES



• Kavanagh employs vivid imagery to evoke 
a strong sense of place and emotion, 
particularly in the descriptions of autumn 
and urban settings.

• Quote: “On Raglan Road on an 
autumn day.”

• Explanation: This imagery captures 
the beauty of the moment, while the 
specific time of year suggests change and 
the passage of time. The autumn setting 
reinforces themes of transition and 
impermanence, enhancing the poem's 
reflective quality.

IMAGERY



• Love is depicted through powerful 
metaphors that convey its complexities 
and nuances.

• Quote: “When the angel woos the 
clay he'd lose his wings at the dawn of 
day.”

• Explanation: This metaphor 
illustrates the transformative power of 
love, suggesting that it can elevate but 
also burden the lover. It emphasises the 
dual nature of affection, portraying love as 
a force that can inspire yet also lead to 
suffering.

METAPHOR



• The use of symbols such as "fallen leaves" 
and "old ghosts" enhances the poem’s 
themes.

• Quote: “Let grief be a fallen leaf at 
the dawning of the day.”

SYMBOLISM



MOOD OF THE POEM

• The mood of "On Raglan Road" transitions from romantic and 
enchanting to melancholic and reflective. The initial joy of love is 
tempered by an underlying sense of sorrow and loss, creating a rich 
emotional landscape that captures the complexities of human 
relationships. This shift in mood mirrors the speaker's journey, moving 
from the excitement of newfound love to the painful reality of 
unrequited feelings.

• Explanation: The fallen leaf serves as a symbol of loss and change, 
encapsulating the transient nature of love and the inevitability of grief. 
It reflects the cycle of life and emotions, reinforcing the idea that 
sorrow is an integral part of the love experience.



CONCLUSION

• In "On Raglan Road," Patrick Kavanagh explores the bittersweet 
nature of love, intertwined with themes of nostalgia, sacrifice, and 
memory. Through evocative imagery and poignant metaphors, the 
poem reflects on the beauty and pain inherent in love, illustrating 
how deep affection can lead to both joy and heartache. Kavanagh's 
masterful use of language and lyrical quality creates a deeply 
moving portrayal of love's impact on the human experience, 
ultimately suggesting that love, while often fraught with challenges, 
remains a profound and transformative force in our lives.


