
 

Compare the methods both poets use to explore the universal theme of human relationship 

In ‘Genetics’ and ‘Inheritance’, Eavan Boland and Sinead Morrissey use both traditional and 

innovative methods to convey the universal theme of human relationships. Both poems explore 

notions of how people like to attach abstract thoughts, of bonds between family members, to 

concrete ideas, in that Morrissey links the symbol of hands (palms and fingers) to the unity she 

holds onto between her divorced parents, whilst Boland explores the ideas of distress, that the 

mother experiences when she cannot leave any materialistic possessions to her daughters once 

she dies. In a similar strain, we see how both speakers look towards the future positively – 

indicating a change in tone – as they attempt to bring peace to themselves by adjusting to the 

realities they both face. Where both poems differ, however, is the consecutive feelings of the 

poetic voice. Boland’s speaker responds to the pressure with panic and worry at the idea that she 

cannot provide for her children’s future, whereas Morrissey’s poetic voice is genuinely conclusive 

about how she will always find comfort in seeing her parents in herself and that she hopes her 

children feel the same, no matter what happens in her relationships in the future. 

Within both poems, it becomes quite obvious that both poetic voices have to struggle with 

differing issues surrounding inheritance or passing something on. In ‘Genetics’, the poetic voice 

scrutinizes over the idea that she was able to find comfort in knowing she was made in a moment 

of love between two people and that her DNA proves this bond to her. Indeed, throughout the 

poem there is the use of half rhyme within the tercets. Morrissey rhymes, “palms”, “hands” and 

“lands”, which although at first may seem rather tenuous, serve to highlight that offspring are not 

the carbon copy of their parents and that because there were two different parties involved, there 

are going to be links but not so much that they are identical. The half rhyme also helps to keep 

the Villanelle structure. A form that typically anatomizes themes of love, loss and challenge; all of 

which are present within human relationships. This contrasts with Bolond’s use of loose structure 

to try to convey a thought process, as if the mother is speaking to her daughters, the stanzas vary 

in length from 2 to 4 lines and there is no rhyming structure. This reflects the very personal nature 

of the poem, yet another thing that links the two poems – as both relationships within family and 

the hardships that often surround it. It is clear that the poetic voice’s sense of apprehension and 

concern is overpowering and, until the end of the poem, limits her ability to realise that what is 

most important are the abstract ideas of care and motherly instinct that she will pass onto her 

daughters through their human relationship. 

Both poets then explore notions of how people like to attach abstract thoughts, of bonds between 

family members, to concrete ideas. Morrissey uses the symbol of the hand, which helps to 

illustrate the idea of coming together, for example as she describes the steeple game, “I shape a 

chapel where a steeple stands…my father’s by my fingers, my mother’s by my palms”. The motion 

of this could also parallel the act of prayer which reinforces the religious thread that this poem 

has running through it – with ideas of marriage, and the steeple. This demonstrates the 

importance of the poetic voice’s visible ties between her parents, shown through her hands and 

how she likes to remind herself that they did once love each other “I re-enact their wedding with 

my hands”. It also reiterates the idea that the poetic voice is searching for anything that her 

parents share, provoking sympathy from audiences and readers as it shows the poetic voice in a 

childish light even though she is an adult. Boland uses a similar technique throughout the poem, 

especially in stanza three, where the use of concrete nouns is constant, in order to highlight how 

the possessions that the mother understands as valuable, “gifts” “silver” “silk” are typically 



 

expensive and somewhat artificial. This could suggest that people’s views of what is important to 

leave behind to people who you had a relationship with, has changed to be more about the money 

value. Furthermore, Boland highlights the increased internal distress that the mother feels with 

the pressure of not owning anything ‘of worth’. She does this by isolating one line, “be theirs”. 

This construction of syntax marks isolation and how she believes her daughters will be alone with 

no inheritance once she is gone. This link to the title of the poem allows us to see how the mother 

worries for the girls’ futures. This brief moment of emphasis does not happen in Morrissey’s 

poetry, as the woman’s realisations are a much more gradual process. Instead we are shown a 

constant theme of hands representing the one thing that her parents share, which is important 

to her, by repetition of the lexical cluster – hands and body parts. The use of these techniques in 

both poems show how they both have first-hand experience with human relationships that have 

proved hard to sustain, yet certain things are precious and relate to their abstract feelings of care 

and love.  

Finally, as the poems reach a conclusion, we see both poetic voices resolve their feelings of 

confusion of how they perceive their human relationships into realisation that there are more 

important things to pass down, other than precious metals, in ‘Inheritance’ and that appreciation 

of love between parents, even if it’s not for long, is worth something to a child, in ‘Genetics’. In 

Inheritance, Boland articulates her realisation with a short anecdote and we are told that “there 

was a night [she] stayed awake, alert and afraid, with [her] first child…sick, fretful”. The use of 

aphorisms means that the poetic voice’s sense of worry is again present however instead of being 

about what she would leave behind, as in the beginning of the poem, she is worrying about her 

child and the threat to the relationship that they have between each other, which have come 

about because of love. Such feelings of worry about human relationships are not present in 

‘Genetics’, and replaced by hope for the future. This is shown by the use of pronouns in the final 

stanza, “So take me with you…I’ll bequeath my fingers, if you bequeath your palms”, effectively 

presenting the change in tone as the woman looks forward to when she has her own children and 

the relationship which she has with her partner, “you”. When we consider the request to 

bequeath their hands and fingers, it presents a heart-warming image that provides the reader 

with satisfaction that in the face of all the skirmishes she has faced growing up with divorced 

parents, potently conveys a sense of satisfaction, as does Boland in ‘Inheritance’ with the 

realisation that she “knew the secrets of health and air…I must have learned that somewhere” 

and that is the right thing to pass on to her daughters. 

Overall, Boland and Morrissey use various techniques to convey the universal theme of human 

relationships for both poetic voices. Both poets capture the way that parents feels about what 

they will leave behind, not just to help their offspring but also creating their legacy – developing 

from the human fears of being for forgotten or unimportant – to the extent that the language 

develops throughout the poetry as both poetic voices deal with the problems at hand. The 

conclusion of their poems lead to the expression of different, yet equally strong realisations, with 

Morrissey choosing to put a desinence to her narrative in a quatrain looking towards the future 

positively, while Boland prefers to deploy a more nuanced approach to her expression of tender 

familial love and exploration of the theme of human relationships. 

 


