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In the controversial years of 1930's Louis MacNeice 

(1907-1963) emerged not only as a poet and classical 

scholar but also as a thoroughly classical 

intellectual. Although he was a modern man of his 

times, there were many aspects of classical attitude in 

him. 

The aim of this thesis is to prove that part of 

MacNeice's involvement in poetry and drama can be 

interpreted in many ways in terms of the classical 

images and ideas which occur in his work. 

This study consists of three parts; The first one is 

a study of MacNeice's poetry with special emphasis on 

those of his poems which contain classical themes. We 

shall consider these poems in the order in which they 

appear in his Collec ted Poems <1979). The second part 

is a practical criticism of MacNeice's translation of 

Aeschylus' Agamemnon', we have used Fraenkel ' s scholarly 

translation and Fagles' liberal one as parameters. In 

the third part we shall discuss those of MacNeice's BBC 

radio dramas which contain classical themes. The reason 

for this criticism is to show how MacNeice perceived 

the recurrence of classical events in modern times. He 

considered classicism as a living continuation of 

ancient ideals and events. 

T.S.Eliot established a distinguished line of 20**^ 

century poets with classical themes in their work. This 

thesis endeavours to show MacNeice as a brilliant 

participant in this sequence. 
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INTRODUCTION 



a. Louis MacNelce : His childhood and his education 

(1907-1930) 

Frederick Louis MacNeice' was born in Belfast on 

September the 1907. The family's origin was from 

Connemara and their name was old Irish originating in 

the mythological times of Conchubor, Deirdre and 

Naisi^. His family had five members; apart from Louis, 

there was the father - John Frederick MacNeice who was 

appointed rector of Carrickfergus while later became a 

Bishop^, the mother - Elizabeth Margaret who died in 

December 1914 of tuberculosis after a long living in 

hospital"*, the sister - Elizabeth and the mongol 

brother - Willie®. 

MacNeice's family, though by no means rich, did not 

face any financial problems. There were many books 

around, plenty of time for leisure and various maids^. 

The fact that the family could afford domestic help was 

not unusual for middle class families before World War 

II. 

Throughout the poetry of MacNeice we meet instances of 

deep influence from his early childhood. We can easily 

infer that he had an outstanding keeness and 

imagination about events which to other children of his 

age would be either unnoticeable or unimportant. In his 

autobiography MacNeice describes an excursion to the 

seaside and the things he saw and made him think while 

he was still a child. He has also vivid memories of 

individuals who influenced him since the age of five, 

as it happens in a late poem, Death of an Old Lady, and 

in one of his last plays for the radio. The 

Admlnlstrator, in which he remembers the Titanic as she 

passed down Belfast Lough for what was to be her first 

and last voyage. In autumn 1916 MacNeice began writing 
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childish newspapers, drawing his themes both from Red 

Indian Wars and various domestic scenes. He also wrote 

some doggerel poems about his father and some Odes to a 

parrot, a stuffed Monkey and to Miss Craig, a lady who 

was taking care of the children and the household^. 

When MacNeice was ten years old his father remarried 

and the children were quickly behaving affectionately 

to their stepmother. Then, in September 1917, MacNeice 

went to preparatory school in England, in Sherborne. It 

seems that he was pleased having at last left the 

company of the adults®. His objective was to become 

popular at school. While he was still studying at 

Sherborne he was awarded a scholarship to Marlborough 

College. In 1921 MacNeice went to Marlborough and he 

was impressed by the huge buildings and the 

environment. He had to study hard and in the second 

year of his studies he bought a full size Liddell and 

Scott Greek Lexicon®. 

MacNeice found a great pleasure in Greek grammar 

especially in the double negatives and in the 

differences between ou and )jiî, the wealth of subtle 

particles and the modal particle <5v with its frequent 

and expressive uses - all linguistic phenomena with no 

precise parallels in English^*^. During his three years 

at Marlborough two classical masters had almost a 

monopoly of his education and it seems that their 

attitude to Classics and Classical writers influenced 

MacNeice profoundly'*. So MacNeice's acquaintance with 

Classics started at the age of fourteen which is the 

most crucial age for the formation of our attitude; 

besides, at that time, he loved classics enormously. 

At seventeen MacNeice began studying hard in order to 

attempt an Oxford scholarship. His study of Ancient 

Philosophy excited him and gave him the impression of a 

tremendous intellectual development, Before Christmas 
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of his last year at school, MacNelce was awarded a 

scholarship at Merton College in Oxford'^, MacNeice 

arrived at Oxford in summer 1926. He started studying 

Literae Humaniores or Greats. It was a course of four 

years divided into two parts - Honour Mods, and Greats. 

Each part terminated in an examination: "Honour Mods, 

involves a great deal of futile memorisation and Greats 

encourages jargon and false profundity"''^, he was 

afterwards to comment, MacNeice's memories of life in 

Oxford are vivid and recall the climate of 

intellectuality and homosexuality which was prevailing 

at that time. MacNeice was an able and industrious man 

and he could afford enough time to write poetry of a 

somewhat "rococo" kind in his undergraduate years. 

In 1928, MacNeice got his first Class Honours in Mods. 

His interest in poetry continued to develop. His formal 

studies included Ancient Philosophy and he tended to 

prefer Aristotle to Plato, mostly because Aristotle's 

concept of kv^pyeia seemed to be an antidote to the 

static and self-contained heaven of Plato's 

transcendent forms. But the more he considered the 

question the harder he found it to accept Aristotle's 

explanations of evepysia as "a significant and absolute 

movement" in relation to as "a movement which 

is merely relative"T*. 

When MacNeice was studying in Oxford he made the 

acquaintance of Mariette^® to whom he got engaged in 

1928. They got married in a registry office at Carfax 

in the centre of Oxford on the last day of the term in 

1930. MacNeice disregarded in this marriage the fact 

that she was the daughter of a Jewish doctor and he was 

the son of a clergyman^®. Then they started their 

married life in Birmingham where MacNeice had been 

appointed Lecturer in Classics at the University^^. 



b. The Professional Years : MacNeice as a Lecturer, 

Poet and Dramatist 

When MacNeice went to Birmingham in 1930, he was only 

23 years old. The University seemed physically ugly. 

The unresponsiveness of the students when he attempted 

to teach Plato, disappointed him. While still at 

Birmingham MacNeice formed a friendship with his head 

of department and compatriot E.R.Dodds which continued 

throughout his life'®. 

For five years MacNeice lived together with Mariette in 

Birmingham, creating their own individual world, in 

what seemed to be a somewhat alien environment. Many 

people considered them as a "romantic and comfortable 

couple". MacNeice was enjoying his married life and 

thought of Mariette as "a real person" and a genuine 

woman. In May 1934 Mariette bore him a son"*®. 

At that time the MacNeices did a fair amount of 

entertaining. One of their guests was an undergraduate 

from Oxford, a Russian Jew from America called Tsalic, 

After a motor accident in which Tsalic and MacNeice 

were involved, Tsalic, who was injured, stayed in 

hospital and was paid a lot of attention by Mariette. 

Their relationship developed into something more than 

friendship and at the end Mariette ran away with 

Tsalic. MacNeice was desolate by being left alone and 

for a time he was into a state of "anxiety and 

spiritual squalor"^®. These events took place in 1935. 

In the next year, in 1936, MacNeice accepted a post in 

Greek at Bedford College for Women in London. He 

settled down in a flat in Hampstead with his son and a 

nanny and he was free at last to pursue a more social 

and intellectual life^^. 
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During his years in Birmingham MacNeice made some 

efforts to write some plays, as the Station Bellplay 

performed by the Birmingham students and the Roundabout 

Vlay. a sentimental, semi-autobiographical novel under 

the pseudonym of Louis Malone^^. But both of them were 

proved to be false starts. In the meanwhile some early 

poems which he had written during his Oxford years, the 

Blind Fireworks^ had been published by Victor Gollancz 

in 1929. MacNeice's development from the time he had 

written the Blind Fi reworks was evident in his Poems 

which were published in 1935. The language is more 

contemporary and the prevailing theme concerns the 

eschatological doom. 

Meanwhile life in London had its own attractions. 

MacNeice joined the experimental Group Theatre^^ which 

at that time had drawn all the young intellectuals. It 

was Auden who suggested that MacNeice should translate 

a play of Aeschylus to be performed by the Groups*. So 

MacNeice undertook translating the Agamemnon of 

Aeschylus which was performed by the Group Theatre on 

1st and 8th November 1936. MacNeice's translation was 

thought to be the best ever made on the Agamemnon and 

established him as a dramatic writer. Another play of 

MacNeice, the Out of the Picture, was performed by the 

Group Theatre in 1937, but it cannot be described as a 

successful play even though all the elements of the 

thirties like humour, satire on society and long 

monologues were present^®. 

In 1937-1938, MacNeice started writing prose without 

any great distinction or success. He seemed to be 

trying to show that since other people could do this, 

he too, was capable of it. In 1937 he published in 

collaboration with W.H.Auden, after spending some time 

together in a trip in Iceland, the Letters from Iceland 
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which consists of prose and verse and can still be used 

as a document of the times^®. 

1938 was a highly prolific year for MacNeice. He 

published his verse in The Earth Compels: also in J 

crossed the Minch which consists of verse and prose 

and concerns the islands of the outer Hebrides. The Zoo 

is a prose book about the London Zoo^^\ Another book 

written at that time is Modern Poetry : a personal 

essay, in which he presents his theories and experience 

in poetry. 

In December 1938 MacNeice visited Barcelona together 

with other English writers and was very much impressed 

by the Spanish style of life and the local people, as 

he accounts in his autobiography^®. His experience from 

that trip and the pre-war climate of 1938 has taken 

shape in what is broadly accepted as his masterpiece 

and the most representative poem of the whole decade, 

the Autumn Journal. published in 1939. It is a long 

poem with 24 cantos, written in irregular metre and the 

content varies from autobiographical elements to 

political, social and philosophical thoughts. 

At Easter 1939 MacNeice visited America and gave a 

lecture at State College, Pennsylvania. In a second 

visit to America next year he taught at the Easter 

semester at Cornell University; his subject was mainly 

poetry^®. MacNeice also visited Chicago and went to 

various parties assorting in liberals and Trotskyites. 

While he was at New York, he spent a week-end with his 

ex-wife Mariette and Tsalic who lived there^^. 

Back in England MacNeice published his poetic 

collection, The Last Ditch, which lacks passion and 

belief, but the poems are good from the technical point 

of view. Next year Plant and Phantom, a book on verse, 

was followed by his critical book on The poetry of W. B. 
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Yeats. This book is a complete study of the work of the 

great poet. 

At the same time MacNeice had started writing and 

producing propagandistic programmes for the BBC where 

he was to work until his death. These broadcasts 

concerned the damages inflicted upon London and aimed 

at moving the American audience. There were also some 

programmes about the allied countries, Russia, Greece, 

Yugoslavia; all these programmes "were not the kind of 

propaganda of which MacNeice might be ashamed"®''. 

During the war MacNeice was in Ireland with his second 

wife, Hedli Anderson whom he had married in 1940, and 

their son, Dan®^. In these years MacNeice's collection, 

the Springboard. expressing the pessimism of the war, 

was published in 1944. Also two of his most successful 

radio plays for the BBC, Christopher Columbus and The 

Dark Tower^ were published in 1944 and 1947, 

respectively. His next poetic collection Holes in the 

Skv: Poems 1944-1947 is the last one which is dominated 

by the war themes and shows some signs of loosening in 

his craftsmanship. 

Late in 1949, MacNeice went to Athens as Director of 

the British Institute®®. He spent there a year and a 

half. At Easter time he had visited Crete accompanied 

by his wife, his son and the Dodds. They went to Anoyia 

and this experience became a dramatic radio piece In 

Search of Anovia^'^. Since the war and apart from 

Greece, MacNeice had travelled extensively in India, 

Africa, South Africa, the U.S.A. and the Far East®®. 

Back in England MacNeice published the poems he was 

writing while in Greece, under the title Ten Burnt 

Offerings. which recapture his vitality and reflect his 

maturity as a poet. This collection consists of ten 

long poems which are more complex in structure and in 
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diction than his previous ones. Even MacNeice himself 

maintained that these poems were his best ones^®. 

At the same time, he continued working for the BBC 

which in a way offered him a kind of financial 

security. 

In 1954 MacNeice published the Autumn Sequel , a long 

poem consisting of 26 cantos in the form of the Autumn 

Journal which however reminded nothing of the 

successful strength of his masterpiece. There are so 

many references to the friends of the poet that 

sometimes this long poem reminds us of an obituary. In 

those years of his life MacNeice started showing signs 

of tiredness and lack of inspiration. He became a heavy 

drinker both at pubs and at home. Even his marriage 

broke up in 1960. Only his last three poetic 

collections - Visl tat Ions (1957), Sol stlces <1961) and 

The Burning Perch (1963) made some efforts to revive 

his poetic genius. Especially in The Burning Perch, he 

shows an excessive energy and return of his 

imaginat i on. 

In August 1963 MacNeice had been with engineers from 

the BBC in caves in Ingleton in order to record the 

sound effects for his last play Persons from Porlock^'^. 

He got soaked, then he caught a chill which he 

initially neglected and turned into pneumonia. 

MacNeice was admitted at St. Leonard's Hospital where 

he died with his sister at his side on September the 

3'"'=*, 1963^®. The funeral was at St John's Wood and his 

ashes were taken to Ireland, to be buried in his 

mother's grave in a church yard at Carrowdore^^. 

His death was a great shock to his friends. Before his 

death MacNeice had named E.R.Dodds as his literary 

executor and this task proved to be heavy. In 1964 

Astrology was published, a book which shows MacNeice's 
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interest in superstition and the supernatural, In 1965 

his unfinished autobiography The Strings are False and 

his Clark Lectures at Cambridge, Varieties of Parable. 

were published. Another play that MacNeice had written 

in 1958 under the title One for the Dead was published 

in 1968 with a new title: One for the Grave : a modern 

morality pl^v. It is an "Everyman play" with many 

autobiographical elements*^. The Mad Islands and the 

Administrator and Persons from Porlock and other Radio 

plays were published in 1964 and 1969, respectively. 

c. Characterization of Louis MacNeice 

MacNeice was a clear example of a complex personality 

composed of contradictory elements, From those who were 

close to him and knew him well we can conclude that 

while basically he was shy, after he came to know a 

person and they drank together, his friendship quickly 

ripened. He was very sociable, given to friendship and 

trusting of those whom he regarded as friends**''. 

J. Press admires MacNeice as one endowed with that 

mental clearness and "emotional vitality" which enables 

a poet to make successful poetry out of the daily 

pleasures of life; he classifies him, in this respect, 

with Shakespeare, B.Johnson, Byron, Tennyson and 

Browning who wrote important poetry out of the 

happiness of small events*^. E.R.Dodds agrees with 

J.Press' views, namely, that in spite of melancholy, 

MacNeice's company was however a source of continuous 

enchantment for his friends. Also he has good memories 

from MacNeice's days in Birmingham; when MacNeice first 

came there, he was an intellectual snob influenced by 

the aestheticism of his times, despising all but his 
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circle of intimate friends at Oxford. In Birmingham 

MacNeice gradually became more human and came nearer 

to his fellowmen. MacNeice had not the arrogant manner 

of some poets. Dodds considers him as one of the best 

poets of his times*^. 

Robert Medley, the designer, who had cooperated with 

MacNeice for the Group Theatre's productions remembers 

him as "a dandy and difficult to pin down. His slightly 

slanting beautiful dark eyes, shaded by long black 

lashes, were always quizzically alert; watchful of the 

world, he kept much of himself secret. He was 

humourous, witty and convivial; but something in his 

manner suggested always an underlying sadness, a 

predisposition to melancholy". And R.Medley points out 

to MacNeice's deep Irishness and his innate feeling of 

the liberation of the soul**. 

Louis MacNeice was an Ulster Protestant, who felt 

sympathy with the claims of Southern Ireland*®. Since 

he was educated in England and lived there, his 

attitude was different from that of the natives of 

Ulster although he himself may be said never to have 

left the Ulster of his childhood. Although we can trace 

in MacNeice's work religious themes and questions, he 

never declared himself to be a Christian. MacNeice 

participated in many social and political activities, 

but he was never excessive, prefering the moderation of 

the ordinary man*®. He liked to participate in the 

celebrations and the entertainments of the intellectual 

upper middle class and also to ridicule the established 

order of society*^. 

But above all MacNeice was an urban observer*®; his 

poetry was that of the everyday life. This may be the 

reason why his work is generally accepted never to be 
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boring and to keep the interest vivid; on the other 

hand he was accused of showing no particular depth*^. 

What MacNeice seemed mostly to be interested in was the 

conception of an original poetic theme and its 

transformation into rhythmic and beautiful language. 

MacNeice has been criticized for remaining relatively 

static in artistic technique. Through the years his 

poetry does not show significant development; but it 

may also be said that his progress is so assured and 

gradual so that for the reader it is difficult to 

distinguish and see its differences from time to 

time®*^. Memories from his childhood remain very vivid 

to MacNeice. His language is contemporary and close to 

the best standards of fluid and informal speech. 

MacNeice's style of writing reveals that he does not 

concentrate on one topic. He generally thinks of 

society, religion, philosophy; he struggles with and on 

behalf of life and tries not to escape the real 

problems®^, 

MacNeice and the 'Thirties' 

Every decade has its own problems and achievements but 

it seems that the 1930's were amongst the most 

turbulent years of the twentieth century. The years 

between 1929-1934 were marked by the collapse of 

prosperity in the modern world and a mistrust of 

capitalism whose breakdown and inability to provide 

solutions led to a crisis not only of economic but also 

of intellectual values. 

Britain was badly affected by the New York crash of the 

stockmarket in 1929. As the unemployment increased day 
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after day, the Labour government resigned and a 

National Front of Conservative and Liberals was formed 

under Ramsay MacDonald in 1931®^. At the same period 

the massive invasion of cinema, radio and mass-

circulation newspapers increasingly provided the means 

for the people to become aware of the worsening 

situation®®. And due to the inability of the civilized 

world to cope with the desperate situation, new 

extremist movements like Fascism and Nazism were 

gaining ground rapidly. 

This crisis of confidence and misery affected the young 

people and the intelligentsia alike. The thirties 

marked the involvement of young writers and poets in 

politics, which was mostly those of the left®-*. "The 

1930's were the Red decade, because only the Left 

seemed to offer any solution"®®. These young 

intellectuals, being active and conscious about the 

changes of their times, were fascinated by Communism 

because they believed that this system could provide a 

way out of the crisis of capitalism. Although one 

cannot maintain that these people were active 

communists, nevertheless they sympathised with 

Communism after the threatening rise of Fascism and 

Nazism. 

The most acknowledged literary movement of the decade 

is that of the poets of the thirties which is 

considered leftist even though it was mostly concerned 

with war poetry through a political context. This group 

included W. H.Auden, C.D.Lewis, S.Spender and 

L.MacNeice. However, it is mostly an arbitrary 

grouping, as there is no record of these poets having 

ever met together to form a movement or publish any 

manifesto®^. It was mostly people who thought of them 

as a group because of some common characteristics. 
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One of the characteristics that all these poets had in 

common was their background; all of them had been 

educated in public schools which helped them form a 

certain attitude towards life®^. The ideals of these 

schools tended to be "rather barbarous, reactionary and 

utopistic", thing which led these people, after their 

graduation, to seek freedom from the authorities®®. 

These young poets showed two main attitudes towards 

art; the one was that of an escape - from daily life -

and the other that of parable art which teaches people 

love instead of hate®®. Also, all four poets as fellow-

undergraduates in Oxford were expected to deal in their 

poetry with their "public-school-classical-Platonic-

Romantic English Literature education but all of them 

deviated from that"®°. This generation had also 

questioned the Christian faith. Another characteristic 

of the decade which impinged upon these people was the 

acceptance of homosexuality as a personal idiosyncracy 

to the point that it was overused and became a password 

into the publishing world®'' . 

In the recent years there is the feeling that the work 

of Louis MacNeice had been overlooked in his times. He 

had protested against the decline of society, but Auden 

was always leading the way. Even though J.Symons states 

that heterosexual poets were not ignored in favour of 

the homosexuals®^, taking into account the general 

attitude of the thirties, we may think of this factor, 

too, as a reason for MacNeice's failure to take the 

place he deserved in the poetry of his times. Besides, 

he was wrongly put under the shadow of Auden because 

since there was no official "group of the thirties", he 

had been developed independently. His first close 

contact with Auden was in 1936 with LbIters from 

Iceland. Until then he simply sympathized with some of 

the political convictions and originalities of his 
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fellow poets®^. This conviction is shared by the 

Sa t urdav Re vie w. namely, that MacNeice even though was 

never active in any political movement nevertheless he 

responded to it positively®-*. But J. Press and 

E.R.Dodds, who was also his friend, have different 

opinion about this. They both believe that MacNeice 

detested participation into politics, he was hostile to 

Communism because he did not trust "lofty-idealism" and 

would never like to submit his conscience to any "-ism" 

whether it concerned politics or religion. In his 

poetry he is dealing with social and political problems 

but because he was an escapist he liked to be able to 

make his own decisions. We may note that his only 

ordinary pastime was playing rugby. He believed that "a 

poet's duty to his society was neither greater nor less 

than the ordinary citizen's"®®, a view which itself 

indicates how deeply imprinted he was by the idea of 

the classical tradition in which he was so thoroughly 

trained. 
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CHAPTER I. CLASSICAL INFLUENCES IN THE POETRY OF LOUIS 

MACNEICE 
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a. Introduction 

Throughout English Literature we can find classical 

influence in both writers and poets. The Graeco-Roman 

element is pervasive particularly in the poets of 

"higher-style" such as Milton, Pope, Shelley, Keats, 

Tennyson, Browning and Swiburne, who accept the 

classical Greek Tradition as an ideal which they try 

faithfully to realize in their work"". 

We shall try to place Louis MacNeice alongside these 

poets as far as the classical ideals in his work are 

concerned, The majority of scholars who have studied 

MacNeice's work have disregarded the effect that the 

poet's classical education had on his poetry. It is 

through this perspective that we are going to consider 

his work in this chapter, even if in certain of his 

poems MacNeice consciously tries to pay less attention 

to classicism. But according to Aristotle, MacNeice's 

favourite philosopher, a drama or a poem has form from 

the moment it has unity; the poem consists of written 

or spoken words which the poet has to choose and 

arrange in order to present the TTpa^iq, the real 

object. Every poem is entirely individual, it expresses 

a beauty of its own and the poet's job is to create 

this "artefact"^. 

The classical themes that occupy MacNeice's poems are 

drawn mostly from mythology and philosophy, 

particularly that of Plato and Aristotle, even though 

earlier philosophers like Pythagoras, Heraclitus and 

Parmenides create an impact on his work. 

Here we shall examine the development of MacNeice as a 

classical poet and humanist and we shall see how he was 

able to cope with contemporary problems in his poems by 

using references from the classical world, Our 
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procedure will in the main follow the periods of the 

development of his work in the order that they appear 

in his Collected Poem^ with the exception of the B1ind 

Fireworks which belong to a separate edition*. 

b. Junvenllla. 1925-1929 

While MacNeice was still in Oxford, he started writing 

his first poems. At this early stage of his poetical 

development, he draws his themes from his immediate 

environment or from personal childhood memories which 

seem to have a deep influence on his thought. He has 

not yet started investigating human nature 

independently. These poems are characterized by long 

couplets as the Trains in the Distance. Evening-

Indoors. River in Spate. The tone of the poems of this 

period is a lyrical one. This lyricism is evident in 

the description of noises, as in the Trains in the 

Distance: 

Then distantly the noise declined like a descending graph. 
Sliding downhill gently to the bottom of the distance. 

This is a representative poem in which MacNeice is 

involved in the texture of family life and childhood 

fears. The quietness and calmness of the setting brings 

in our mind the pastoral setting of bucolic poetry: 

Gentle murmurs nosing through a summer quietude. 

The closing of the poem 

Till all was broken by that menace from the sea, 
The steel-bosomed siren calling bitterly, 

is characteristic of the fear that the young poet had 

for the sea, which exercised a similar influence in 

ancient times as well. This fear for water is extended 
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into the Rlvsr in Spate where the rush of the water 

falling symbolizes a catharsis of corpses, coffins 

surrounded by every kind of noises made by horses and 

their claws, the cataracts, the laughter of the 

undertaker. 

One of MacNeice's prime concerns was the passing of 

time. And this makes its early appearance in Candles', 

I have no clock, yet I can hear 
The minutes pass while I sit here 
Tired but free from tedium 
And mark the waning cylinder. 

The definition and passage of time was something that 

occupied the mind of many poets and writers dated back 

to the Greek and Latin ones. 

Happy Fa mi lies apparently is a poem dealing with a 

child haunted by family, feeling locked and being in a 

cul-de-sac. This is a reminiscence of a prisoner man, 

in the dark cave of Plato, longing for freedom which 

will eventually bring real knowledge. 

MacNeices's lyrical and at the same time philosophical 

abilities appear in Spring Sunshine where he wonders if 

it is better to give in to sleep than 

To colonise any more the already populous 
Tree of knowledge, to portion and reportion 
Bits of broken knowledge brittle and dead. 

Knowledge was what the first philosophers were asking 

for and this question continues to occupy the mind of 

modern man, too. This tortured questioning, MacNeice 

believes, had better stop. Man can find other things, 

even better than sleep, to deal with. The lyrical mood 

of MacNeice which is inspired by sun, is not something 

new in poetry. Ancient lyrical poetry was inspired by 

the strong effects of sun: 

Let me in the calm of the all-humouring sun 
Also indulge my humour 
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And bury myself beyond creaks and cawings 
In a below world, a bottom world of amber. 

This "below world" sounds like a desire to try Hades 

and its fruits. The disappointment from livng in the 

present world takes the expression of the desire to 

escape into the other, the unknown world. 

MacNeice, like ancient lyrical poets®, has written an 

invocation to sleep in the form of Cradl e Song f or 

Miriam. The interest in sleep, the passage of time and 

the flames in the fireplace symbolize time which 

destroys the beauty of the ladies: 

And flames like faded ladies always unheeded simper 
And all is troubledness. 

It is due to Lethe, the river of forgetfulness, that 

The clock's fingers wind, wind the wool of Lethe, 
(Sleep, sleep, Miriam) 
It glides across the floor drawn by hidden fingers. 

c. Blind Fireworks. 1929 

When MacNeice was arranging his poems for his first 

Collected Poems 1929-194-8. he stated in his preface 

that the Juvenilia are twelve poems from his edition of 

Blind Fireworks in 1929®. Here we shall consider some 

of these poems which do not appear in the edition of 

the Collected Poems because they provide the clues to 

MacNeice's development as a poet and a classical 

humanist. 

The theme of these poems varies, they give the 

impression of scattered themes, without any particular 

purpose. There is a variety of images and subjects as 

those of childhood experiences, search for identity and 
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there are the first signs of social criticism and 

eschatological doom. 

This volume was dedicated to Giovanna, his first wife. 

As the poet explains in the preface of the edition, 

although these poems have their roots in "an esoteric 

Mythology", there are certain inconsistencies in their 

contents. For example Pythagoras for him is not a 

historical person but a man of science who bears a 

resemblance and close relationship to Thor, the time-

God^. As for the title of the collection, this is 

inspired from the fireworks that the Chinese made after 

the invention of the gunpowder. Because this invention 

was made just to make fireworks, analogously, MacNeice 

identifies his poems with them because "they are 

artificial and yet random; because they go quickly 

through their antics against an important background 

and fall and go out quickly"®. 

The emphasis that MaNeice had given on sleep in his 

first poems continues once more in the Inaugural Rant 

and the Child's Terror. In the second poem remembrances 

from childhood and figures such as time and death are 

expressed. 

MacNeice's favourite theme of death and doom appears in 

at least four poems in this collection: In Sai 1 or' s 

Funeral. the coffin of the sailor is held at the bottom 

of the sea "his bright life dead and gone". This bears 

a similarity to the boat which transferred the dead to 

the underworld. The themes of Corpse Carousal. A Nigh t 

and Sunse t are macabre. In Falling Asleep. t/?e child's 

mind is full of emptiness which resembles death. 

When still being at childhood, the poet had started the 

search for identity: "Where is yourself, my child?" 

asked him the nurse in Child's Unhappiness. And as he 
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grew older, he searched for his identity in the 

existence of classical divinity: 

Reveal Apollo in sleep as fair 
As when Daphne half enjoyed despair. 

The myth of Daphne, who was pursued by Apollo and 

changed into a laurel tree in order to avoid him®, had 

fascinated the poet's childish mind. But he is aware of 

a real despair which ends in a cul-de-sac. The only 

thing he has learned from classical deities is "a stark 

stranded wreck" which is "the bones of dead divinity". 

It seems that MacNeice found an equivalent of the 

despair that Daphne felt at the moment of her capture 

by Apollo, to that which he felt in his childhood when 

everything led him to further questioning without any 

further answer. It might have led him to an early loss 

of faith. 

The childish imagination of the poet made him find 

refuge in the world of myths; it sounds like an escape 

from the real world which started early enough due to 

the inability to comprehend the world of the elderly. 

The quest for identity is continued in FNOBI ZEAYTON. 

"Narcissus in the lake ..." tries to get to know 

himself. But this is a deception. We cannot know 

ourselves through our own self. Reflections of the self 

are worthless, what we need is the help of the others 

to this achievement; 

His own self only like a tenuous chain 
Holding events together desperately 
Grapples the Proteus of reality. 

In the search for identity, Narcissus left the 

motionless reflection of his self and encountered 

Proteus. From Homer (Od. iv. 363-570), we learn that 

Proteus, son of Poseidon, possessed the gift of 

prophecy but was unwilling to dispose of his 

predictions. Under the compulsion of facts, he assumed 
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a variety of shapes including fire, water and wild 

beasts. Those, who wanted Proteus to tell them the 

future, had to catch him. To those who managed this, 

Proteus told the truth and then returned into the sea. 

Here we have another attempt to discover reality. The 

poet, lost into this quest, makes an attempt to 

identify himself with Narcissus who asked for the help 

of Proteus - only that MacNeice does not state whose 

help he is about to ask for. Now childhood has passed 

and maturity arrives. This arrival is described in an 

eloquent way: 

The flowery hours departed, on the left 
The Three Old women have up level; Waves 
White beat and billowy black, rush black and white 
With gleaming teeth, and couple where they cleft 
To rend that beauty if they cannot end it. 

But being unable to make a decision, Narcissus 

continued to look at his reflexion into the sea. 

However the waves tended to destroy it. The only thing 

left after this was 

a simulacra trailing in the void 
And a faint echo sifted through the caves. 

The search for identity is fruitless. Nothing has been 

done through the years. This poem reveals MacNeice's 

personal problems; in these early years of his 

development as a poet, he was still questioning 

himself, he was lost into his own knowledge and was 

making efforts to establish his identity both as a 

personality and as a poet. But, like Narcissus, he had 

not yet managed to break through his self-centredness. 

The interrogation proceeds with the enquiry about time: 

can time eliminate the rusting Greeks and the Romans 

who are goose-stepping? This is the main question in A 

Classical Education. Obviously, the poet is doubtful 

about the value of classical education; he thinks of it 
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as having nothing more to offer after the passing of 

many years. 

... And yet one might suppose 
On a windy night their teeth were chattering 
In frivolous phalaecians or stern hexameters. 

These thoughts emerge in a windy night when one can 

hear the frivolous phalaecians. The phalaecian verse 

was well known from its frequent use in the Roman 

poets^°. The attitude of MacNeice in this poem, namely, 

his attack on classical education could be seen as a 

reaction against his studies of that time in Oxford. 

Probably he was so tired of his exhausting course in 

Classics that "on a windy night" he had a crisis about 

the use of all the knowledge that he was accumulating. 

But all these thoughts are perhaps influenced by this 

special night and if he pays attention he will meet 

A poet like a pale candle guttering 
On a worn window-sill in the wind. 

Louis MacNeice often expresses a desire for gardening 

and this appears in different forms into his poetry. In 

Gardener Melancholy. he mourns because "King perhaps 

has stol'n away my Ganymede". Ganymede was son of Tros 

(Hom. JX. 5.265; 20. 231-235). Because of his beauty he 

was abducted by gods to live among them as Zeus' cup-

bearer. There are other witnesses saying that, Zeus 

himself in the form of an eagle abducted Ganymede 

(Virg. Aen. 5.255; Ov. Met, 10.155ff.). 

My Ganymede 
Is lost to me, rapt by the hawk-face king 
And I, the gardener, am left sorrowing 
Too sad to sow my packets, of spring seed. 
I will steal away the fountains pearls 
And bribe the winds to bring back Ganymede. 

MacNeice sounds pessimistic. His Ganymede may be his 

poetical inspiration; he may feel betrayed by it and 

looks for the one who is responsible. Being 
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unsuccessful In his investigation, he identifies this 

with mythology, when people attributed to gods whatever 

they could not solve. 

The above anxiety of the poet, that is, the loss of 

his ideal and of the beauty of his inspiration appears 

in another poem of the collection, the Neurotics. Both 

these poems imply the dying culture: 

Fire! Fire in Troy! ... Where did it start? 

Like a chorus of ancient tragedy, the poet asks where 

the evil originated; and he immediately gives the 

answer, that it started by the open door that Helen 

left and then it continued with Orestes' well-known 

actions. But now, who and what, is responsible for the 

decay of culture? Attis who was much-loved by Cybele 

and died unable to respond to her passion''^? Attis may 

be taken as a parallel to the modern times 

intellectuals who are short of inspiration in order to 

respond to the requirements of poetry or writing. Or it 

may be MacNeice who still finds himself unable to serve 

art in the way it should be served. Then Cybele, who 

was responsible for people's welfare as the Great 

Mother, "shakes the cymbal" which is her s y m b o l a n d 

asks if there is any escape "from the weltering 

closet". The poet is anxious to escape this morbid 

culture like "The desperate Saint Aeneas" who "has 

taken the Way Difficult". Aeneas is called "Saint" 

because MacNeice should have in his mind Ovid (Met. 

14.581ff.) who writes that Aeneas was purified in the 

river Numicius and was taken up to heaven with the 

title of Indiges. A mere obvious allusion is to the 

epic adjective "pious" which Virgil frequently attaches 

to Aeneas' name in the Aeneld. 

Lions gape 
Under the flail and drum of the Magna Mater 
The narrow pilgrimage beaten flat hereafter 
By questioning Galahads and shadow-lovers 
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After a star in the west. But we are left 
Pinned by a falling rafter, Burning away, 
We have no virgin to call to. Guilty Dido 
Shows livid for a moment. 

In Virgil's Aeneid (Books I-IV), Dido of Carthagen fell 

in passionate love with Aeneas and they had a love-

affair. But Mercury ordered Aeneas to leave Africa; as 

soon as Dido discovered his intentions, she ordered a 

pyre to be raised and then she leapt on it, after she 

had killed herself with a sword which Aeneas had given 

to her. 

Turn again Aeneas; 
Look, Anne, through the chinks of flame if you can; 
Turn again to Troy, to Carthage, to the Inferno. 

In the Aenei d. we can follow all the adventures of 

Aeneas, from the moment he left Troy to the 

establishment in Latium. The poet appeals to Aeneas to 

come back to his country, or to Carthage where Dido had 

loved him, or to the Inferno — for Troy has decayed and 

resembles a real Inferno. If he does so, he will not 

lose his traditions, he will not forget his language 

and culture. Unfortunately this loss was inevitable 

because Hera, who was adverse to Aeneas' plan from the 

beginning, persuaded Zeus to decree that if the Trojans 

were established in Latium they should forget their 

language and customs and adapt themselves to Italian 

ways. Hera was adverse to Aeneas' plan so that when he 

was on his way to Italy she sent a great storm to wreck 

the fleet, but Neptune saved them. In Cumae Aeneas 

consulted the Sibyl and they went down to Hades, where 

Aeneas met among the other dead, Dido, who did not 

speak to him at all'^. 

This poem, as we have already mentioned, is about a 

dying culture but also about the poet's personal 

crisis. The tragic figure of Dido who has sacrificed 

not only her reputation but also her own life after 
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many desperate attempts to win her lover is contrasted 

with Aeneas' commitment to his duty towards gods. To 

the much asked question, why had Dido to follow this 

tragic end without any hope of salvation, R.D.Williams 

has given an explanation which echoes the answer to 

many questions in MacNeice's days: "Dido is a victim of 

the foundation of Rome - She is the outsider who does 

not belong in the great cosmic scheme, and she loses 

her life so that Rome may prosper"^'*. In the turbulent 

days of 1929 following the financial collapse, many 

intellectuals were wondering how such a disaster 

originated. MacNeice as a classically trained person 

used parallel events of the past as a guide to his 

enquiry about not only current affairs but also about 

the exploration of his own self. 

MacNeice has done a clever pun with the name of Anne 

here: she may be Anna, sister of Dido of Carthage, who 

helped her when Dido resolved upon commmiting suicide. 

After many years, Anna, being in Laventum, met Aeneas 

and had a friendship with him; but his wife, Lavinia, 

was Jealous of this and Anna threw herself into the 

river Numicius. According to Varro, it was Anna, not 

Dido, who killed herself because of love for Aeneas^®. 

But at the end of the poem MacNeice addresses "sister 

Anne" as a person of modern times, a friend of his'®. 

There is also a possibility that the first "Anne" 

refers to the ancient one and the second "sister Anne" 

to the living friend of the poet Anne Graham. The 

expression "sister Anne" also inevitably conveys a 

reminiscence of the heroine on the B1uebeard story. At 

any rate, the main theme of this poem is that Aeneas 

managed to escape his burning city of Troy, while the 

poet and sister Anne are left into the present to be 

burnt together with the dying culture. 
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In this collection we find some poems about Pythagoras 

or Thor, dealing with time and death. Th 1 s To urn a wen t 

is a Thor poem, and in A Lame Idyll where the effects 

of human arrogance are shown, Pythagoras is told that 

his own time is approaching. "These poems might have 

been classified on the basis of the strength of their 

echoes of ancient legend and learnlng"^^. 

Stranded Tritons on their back blare on factory horns 
And cold, old gods whistle most forlorn. 

Triton was a minor sea-god, son of Poseidon, and is 

said to have directed the Argonauts back to the sea 

when they were stranded in lake Tritonis, in Libya. In 

Pausanias, Triton is referred to in plural'®. 

Pythagoras sits, his eyes half shut-
Then man came and caught at Its feathers 
He and the fire strode arm in arm together. 
Pythagoras shivers as he looks at her. 
For he hears the voice of the dumb commissionaire; 
'Your time is finished and the seal is set, 
Gather up ..." 

Pythagoras believed that the soul, decayed from 

divinity, was condemned into a circle of reincarnations 

in order to gain purity. 

Bear wan Adonis and Proserpine 
Your bout is finished and your well-padded hopes 
The seven spheres sink, you are knocked through the ropes. 
The universe fades in the upper distance; 
It is no more, though it was once. 

Proserpine, the Roman name for Persephone, and Adonis 

were both considered to be the spirits of dying and 

reviving vegetation. One of the versions of Adonis' 

story presents him to have been much loved by 

Persephone; but as Aphrodite contested for him, too, it 

was decided by Zeus to spend half of his time with each 

of the goddesses. But Adonis was killed by a boar. His 

"bout" and Persephone's "well-padded hopes" did not 

last long. So now Time has approached; Pythagoras must 
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join Adonis and Proserpine. Aristotle (Cael. 293a. 

18ff.) attributes to Pythagoras an astronomical system, 

presupposing a central fire, around which circle the 

celestial bodies, including earth, sun and countei— 

earth. The older belief of "the harmony of the spheres" 

was accommodated into this system. However here we have 

the eschatological doom: the seven spheres disappear; 

time, space and matter have no more existence. 

The thoughts of A Lame Idyll, namely, that Pythagoras 

is unable to continue influencing the world, are 

repeated in the Twilight of the Gods: 

The snowflakes of Nirvana drop about my being 

In the family of the Thor poems belongs, as well, the 

Coal and Fire. On the surface it is about the 

Industrial Revolution with the discovery of coal. But 

mainly it is parallel to a future revolution where no 

ancient value will remain: 

And now I have my panther waiting silently, 
For Prometheus Purphoros, 

The coal is called "panther" by MacNeice; and the 

Industrial Revolution is identified with Prometheus who 

brought the change in men's lives against the will of 

god. Here no golden mean is going to be found. 

Classical powers cannot resist any more. Gradually they 

disappear. This pessimistic attitude is a recurrent 

theme in MacNeice's poetry. 

In Adam's Legacy. there is a mixture of Classical and 

Christian ideals. Adam 

... at least has come to meet our fruit-fed need-
This barbarous rough-hewn Anadyomene? 

Aphrodite takes Eve's role by participating in Adam's 

sin. This juxtaposition of Classical and Christian 

ideals is very strange and mostly shows the confusion 

during the formation of MacNeice's poetical mind. We 
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could even think of MacNeice as trying to make social 

criticism through biblical archetypes while at the same 

time he inserts his own personal experience. 

Adam in his sleep turned and saw the wall of the cave 
Where shadows writhed from the mimicking hands without-
The shadows on the wall creep when all sleep or fall asleep, 
And the deep sleeping corpses turn over in the grave, 
But the shadows creep and crawl over all the cavern wall. 
And one can hear the pendulum go to and fro till cock crow. 

While this poem reminds us of the tenth book of Plato's 

Republ 1 c. at the same time we are deceived by the 

insertion of Adam in it. We can receive this poem as a 

representative example of the wrestle and the confusion 

between Christian and Classical ideals in MacNeice's 

mind, who was at the same time the son of a rector and 

the outcome of Classical education. The shadows in 

Plato's cave creep into the poet's mind, when he places 

his Adam to inhabit Plato's cave. There is one clue: 

Did Christianity use classical elements in the 

formulation of Its beliefs? 

In this poetical collection MacNeice has tried to 

control the arbitrary events of the world - as human 

mind conceives them - and has dealt with too many 

themes which a young poet has not experienced at 

length. So, he thought that "the only way to cope with 

them was to detach oneself chronicle decay and give it 

mythic proportions"'^' 

d. Poems. 1931-1935 

These poems cover a wide range of interests. A great 

variety of things and concepts occupy the poet's mind 

such as social and philosophical problems, death, 

childhood memories, search for identity, which give the 
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impression of being the product of a child's experience 

from his acquaintance with reality. The same sources 

were used in MacNeice's previous poems as well, but now 

he adds the eschatological warning, the encounter with 

communist dialectic and the references to social and 

political criticism. 

Memories from childhood and references to Ireland are 

obvious in Sunday Morning', this is a representative 

poem of MacNeice's clarity and strength of images 

expressing at the same time his love for the daily life 

of Ireland. In Turf-Stacks MacNeice makes a pun on 

words: 

Among these turf-stacks graze no iron horses 
Such as stalk, such as champ in town and the soul of crowds. 
Here is no mass-production of neat thoughts. 

Apparently he does not like hypocrisy in this world, he 

detests deceiving like the ancient Greeks in Troy who 

used a "stalking horse" to conquer the city. He much 

prefers a straight-forward way of communication. 

The poet is conscious of the changes which take place 

on earth, and urges the man in To a Communist to be 

moderate in acting as well as in dreaming in this 

world. MacNeice was convinced by Heraclitus' doctrine 

of flux that everything changes. The eschatological 

threat is present here: the earth may become fair in 

one night by a sudden snowfall; but the communist 

before cheering up that the solution to all problems 

has been found, will have to bear in mind that the snow 

lasts for a while and the best he has to do is to 

"consult the barometer". Turf—Stacks and To a Communist 

were written during the difficult period of Spender's 

conversion into Communism, Auden's differentiation from 

it, and C.D.Lewis' sympathy with socialism^*'. But 

because MacNeice was always adverse to taking 

somebody's side, due to the potential risks of 
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betrayal, he remained distant from all these political 

tensions and preferred dealing mostly with social and 

metaphysical problems. MacNeice as a genuine classical 

humanist abstains from the dangerous political 

tendencies of his time and prefers the seclusion and 

safety of his art, in this case, his poetry; with an 

Olympian and remote mind he can discern the traps of 

politics. His classical education has helped him 

overcome the obstacles and have an explicit Judgement. 

Train to Dublin conveys some of MacNeice's metaphysical 

notions. It is full of wooden idol passengers who are 

governed by God. As Edna Longley comments, " Train to 

Dublin explores perhaps the fundamental metaphysical 

paradox that troubles the conscience of MacNeice's 

poetry: how can pattern be achieved without stasis, 

without falsely systematizing, without doing 

violence"^'. The poet knows that these idols will not 

last long, after a short time they will disappear 

without causing any problems while on the other hand 

they will make their holder richer in experience. The 

egocentric attitude of Blind Fireworks gives way to a 

more social attitude in the Poems, 1931-1935 in which 

MacNeice deals with choices between political parties 

and the individual himself. War is always a threat even 

in a peaceful time. The tendency of the poet to 

escapism makes its appearance in this period: the poet 

wishes to escape war conditions and be lost "on the far 

side of the Fair" in The Individualist Speaks. 

Now MacNeice's poetical inspiration begins to acquire a 

concrete shape. Escapism makes a timid appearance using 

as a disguise the classical world especially the 

mythological one. The poet had much been influenced by 

Perseus' myth, as we can see in Perseus: 

Borrowed wings on his ankles. 
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starts the poem. According to the myth, when Polydectes 

had sent Perseus to bring the head of the Gorgon 

Medusa, the nymphs helped Perseus by bringing him three 

aids; one of them was a pair of winged shoes^^. 

Carrying a stone death 

Everybody who looked straight at Gorgon Medusa's head 

would be petrified. In this way Perseus killed many 

people: 

The hero entered the hall 
All in the hall looked up, 
Their breath frozen on them 
And there was no more shuffle or clatter in the hall at all. 

There is a sense of terror in this verse, a solipsism, 

which threatens the poet and his environment: the 

threat of stone death. "And you are left alive no 

better than dead", as it happened in the legend. 

Or look in the looking-glass in the end room-
You will find it full of eyes. 
The ancient smiles of men cut out with scissors and kept in 
mirrors. 

These smiles are reminiscent of the formal smile to be 

seen at the faces of archaic Greek statues and the poet 

assimilates these with the frozen smiles of those whom 

Medusa's head has turned to stone. 

Another sense of fear is when the poet sees his own 

reflection in the mirror; this horrifies him because it 

looks like all those ancient men: 

Ever to meet me comes, in sun or dull. 
The gay hero swinging the Gorgon's head 
And I am left with the dull drumming of the sun, suspended and 
dead. 

The hero who swings the Gorgon's head is the main 

figure of the poem; he dominates the poet's mind. 

Eventually he is left alone in this world and so 
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one feels the earth going round and round the globe of the 
blackening mantle, a mad moth. 

Perhaps after death the poet will find the reality 

which he seeks and he will avoid the solipsism of the 

self which leads to complete destruction. As W. 

MacKinnon comments, "the solipsism of the reflection 

leads to ni-hilism because of the awareness of 

separation from this real in the divided reflection"^^ 

and Perseus with Medusa's head represents this idea. 

According to the legend the principles which Perseus 

pursued were justice and reality, and all his actions 

were directed towards this aim: the beheading of Medusa 

happened in order to save his mother from Polydectes' 

hands, the blinding of the Graiae in order to show him 

the way to Medusa^"*. As for the use of mirrors in the 

poem the explanation has been given by MacNeice himself 

in Modern Poetry where he concludes that "a mirror is a 

symbol of nihilism via solipsism"^®. 

Circe alongside with Perseus are the chief 

representative poems of MacNeice's classical interests 

in this collection^®. They prove that the poet was 

prone to life after death and to mystical elements. 

Something of glass about her, of dead water. 
Chills and holds us. 

The desire to escape into an unreal world has to be 

rejected, though it is pervasive in Circe. Logic keeps 

the poet from escapism and helps him understand his 

obligation and the requirements of life. He must stay 

on earth. 

Narcissus' error 
Enfolds and kills us 
Dazed with gazing on that unfertile beauty 
Which is our own heart's thought. 

There was an ancient magical danger of seeing one's own 

image in the mirror^^. That exactly was Narcissus' 
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error who disobeyed Tiresias' warning concerning his 

Life; "He will live long, if he never knows himself". 

Narcissus died from the excessive passion of love he 

had for himself. Is Narcissus' error a reason for man's 

mortality? Man's desire to know himself, his enquiry to 

know his own nature and reflection, leads him to early 

destruction. The "unfertile beauty" of ourselves, when 

we keep it for us only, is "our heart's thought". A 

return to MacNeice's solipsism is evident here: he 

would like to flee away from this world, to live by 

himself. 

Fled away to the beasts one cannot stop thinking. 

However the sense of duty would chase the poet if he 

tried to escape; he is conscious of this and tries to 

resist it. The essential thing is that even when the 

struggle for survival leads nowhere, man should not 

desert effort, he can draw his weapons from life 

itself. If he wants to enter into the kingdom of 

poetry, he has to surpass egotism, which is the 

opposite of poetry, according to Shelley^®. He can 

achieve this if he loses himself in something which he 

admires and believes, which he imitates and longs for 

becoming one with. 

One cannot stop thinking; Timon kept on finding gold. 

Possibly MacNeice had in his mind Timon, the skeptical 

philosopher, follower of Pyrrho <320-230 B.C.). After 

being poor in his youth, he earned money as a dancer^^. 

Or he was thinking of Timon of Athens, the misanthrope. 

This case here is parallel to that of a modern man: as 

Timon could not stop from finding gold, in the same 

way, man cannot stop thinking and meditating. 

Narcissism is superfluous in this poem. The title could 

well be Narcissus instead of Circe. 

In parrot-ridden forest or barren coast 
A more importunate voice than bird or wave 
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Escutcheoned on the air with ice letters 
Seeks and, of course, finds us 
(Of course, being our echo). 

To come back to Narcissus' legend, the Nymph Echo, who 

had fallen in love with him, was punished by Hera to be 

unable of speaking; she could only repeat the last 

syllable of any word she heard. Her voice reminds us of 

a forest full of parrots; or we can listen to her in a 

barren coast. But this voice is our own echo which 

follows us, we are unable to escape from her. Neither 

Narcissus managed to get rid of her; he was punished by 

death for neglecting her love®*^. His punishment came 

because of his self-attachment. Everybody has to fulfil 

his duty in this world, otherwise he will be lost for 

ever. We have to leave our deeds for remembrance 

behind, to offer something to this unfortunate earth. 

Be brave my ego, look into your glass 
And realize that that nevei—to-be touched 
Vision is your mistress, 

the poem ends. At last, the poet has reached a 

conclusion, a realization: he has to conform himself, 

to be brave in this life; his vision "never—to—be 

touched" will be his Muse which will give him 

inspiration. His position is in this world, until 

natural end comes, but his desire for escapism will be 

the leader in his life. Finally, the main theme of this 

poem is created by the search for identity. 

From MacNeice's autobiography, The Strings are Falser^'', 

we know that he preferred Aristotle to Plato. Plato was 

concerned with the problem of flux which was founded by 

Heraclitus and tried to solve it with his theory of 

"Everything is moving" declared Heraclitus. But 

MacNeice is not quite sure about this and reacts; 

The tide comes in and goes out again, I do not want 
To be always stressing either its flux or its permanence 
I do not want to be a tragic or philosophic chorus 
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But to keep my eye only on the nearer future 
And after that let the sea flow over us, 

we are said in Wolves. A possible explanation for this 

attitude is the boredom of the poet about different 

theories and his desire to be free. The care for the 

future is his only concern and he neglects philosophy 

or tragedy. In some point there comes a recognition 

that without firm bases, the future will be unstable, 

unknown, without predicament. However a light exists: 

if all people gather together, they will be able to 

resist the "wolves of water who howl along our coast". 

Unity, " ojjLdwoioc" , saves and encourages: 

And be it assumed 
That no one hears them among the talk and laughter. 

The best thing is to ignore the enemies, but this 

attitude does not offer protection from any danger. The 

poet's effort to present a certain conclusion is 

inadequate here; he tries to give an aspect of the 

world but at the same time he mixes it with the 

opposite one. It sounds as an attack on the general 

attitude of the thirties. There is a vivid 

contradiction of the self. MacNeice's originality in 

this poem lies mostly in the way in which he presents 

his ideas, even when these are unacceptable. "His 

greatest vitality lies in the poetic clothing"^^. 

A contempt to middle-class and ancient values appears 

in Birmingham, There is a domination of the poet's 

irony which does not accept classicism: 

In these homes men as in a dream pursue the Platonic Forms. 

These lines remind us of the Platonic cave in which 

people are deceived of what they see as real. Their 

calmness is due to their Ignorance, during their whole 

life they thought as real only what they could see 

without making any further effort for investigation. 
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This past attitude is convicted in the poem and the 

outcoming consideration shows that man's actions have 

to coincide with those of modern times. It also 

suggests the exploitation of capitalism over the 

working class people; MacNeice finds capitalism 

responsible for the rejection of spiritual things and 

the preference of materialistic ones, instead. 

We shall finish this section with Snow which happens to 

be the last but most discussed poem of the collection. 

The Snow continues the transcendental and metaphysical 

conceptions of MacNeice's poetry. The absolute 

metaphysical distinction between the concrete 

particular and the abstract universal^-* is expressed in 

the concluding lines: 

There is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses. 

The meaning of "between" is ambiguous; does this 

"between" unite or separate "the snow and the roses"? 

Once more MacNeice's metaphysics sounds complex. 

In Poems. 1931-1935 MacNeice repeats Blind Fireworks' 

form and style. He is still striving to achieve his own 

stance in poetry but is still lost among childhood 

memories, individual questions and metaphysical 

concepts. There is a pervasive feeling of frustration 

and egocentric illusions which remind us of Oscar 

Wilde's characters. From time to time he uses themes 

from classical life and world in order to find an 

explanation to his own quest. This attitude of MacNeice 

was in line with the general spirit of 1930's which 

"had seen a rash of books, witness to financial 

pressure and a compulsion towards self-definition"^®. 

e. Poems. 1933-1937 
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The inevitability and the non-escapism of B1 ind 

Fi reworks continue in the long Poems of 1933-1937 as 

well. Only that here MacNeice has changed his style. He 

has abandoned the short verse and has used dialogue 

verse which has an intense dramatic sense. 

The first four poems, called Eel og-ues. are reminiscent 

of Virgil's Eel agues, a group of ten poems. These were 

pastoral poems in the form of Theocritus' Idvl 1 s. The 

characteristic elements of these poems are the presence 

of the countryside as the centre of beauty and economic 

activity. 

The persons who talk, contest and sing are shepherds 

living in a pastoral surrounding and talking about 

their suffering, passions and loves, in a quiet mood. 

The reason which confirms the view that MacNeice used 

Virgil's Eel agues mostly instead of Theocritus' Idyl 1s 

as a starting point for his inspiration, is that Virgil 

had made two innovations to Theocritus' poetry: the one 

was "to distance the rural settings into an imaginary 

dream-land and the other was to introduce into this 

idyllic never-never land contemporary political or 

social institutions and sometimes real p e o p l e A n d 

we are going to show in the discussion how MacNeice has 

adapted these innovations into his own poetry. 

Furthermore MacNeice's Eelogues have a dialectical 

style and their resemblance to those of Virgil is that 

there is discussion without necessarily having to make 

a decision on the topic. 

An Eelogue for Christmas is a pastoral poem in a 

dialogue form which takes place between a city-dweller 

and a country farmer; therefore the theme is drawn from 

the differences between urban and country life and 

there is a pervasive sense of decline, escapism and 
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hopeless truth. As MacNeice writes in his 

autobiography, 

During Christmas of 1933 Marriette performed her usual rites -the 
rustle of coloured paper- and I sat down deliberately and wrote a 
long poem called Eel ague f or Chri s tmas. I wrote it with a kind of 
cold-blooded passion and when it was done it surprised me. Was I 
really as concerned as all that with the Decline of the West? Did I 
really feel so desperate? Apparently I did. Part of me must have 
been feeling like that for y e a r s . 

MacNeice's attitude which falls in line with Virgil's 

innovation, that is, to introduce into the idyllic 

setting political institutions and to distance himself 

from the rural setting, makes its appearance at the 

very start of An Eclogue for Christmas-. 

A. I meet you in evil time. 
B. The evil bells 

Put out of our heads, I think, the thought of everything else. 

The decline of the 1930's culture both from a social 

and political point of view has already started with 

the sound of these evil bells. This approaching ending 

has been caused by 

The excess sugar of a diabetic culture 
Rotting the nerve of life and literature. 

There Is also a striking similarity between these lines 

and Eliot's Waste Land, As Eliot's poems heralded the 

dying culture of 1920's so An Eclogue for Christmas 

offers a transition to the troubled decade of 1930's. 

The dying culture and the need for purification is 

expressed in 

Therefore when we bring out the old tinsel and frills 
To announce that Christ is born among the barbarous hills 
I turn to you whom a morose routine 
Saves from the mad vertigo of being what has been. 

The announcement of the birth of Christ Is analogous to 

Virgil's prophecy about a Messiah in his Eelogue IV In 

which he expects the birth of a child to set up a 
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Golden Age. This vision written in 40 B.C. is thought 

to be a prophetic one^^. 

But in this poem there is not much hope of avoiding 

fatalism. The anxious question that both A and B ask 

all the time starting with "What will happen ..." gives 

a clear view of the inescapabi1ity of the situation: 

B. What will happen to us when the State takes down the manor 
wall, 
When there is no more private shooting or fishing, when the 
trees are all cut down 
When faces are all dials and cannot smile or frown -

There does not seem to exist any great possibility for 

change. So at the end both speakers decide to follow 

ways of lives already established: 

B. Let all these so ephemeral things 
Be somehow permanent like the swallow's tangent wings: 
Goodbye to you, this day remember is Christmas, this morn 
They say, interpret it your own way, Christ is born. 

MacNeice shows an Epicurean mood, by taking refuge in 

living for his self. His occupation with the subjects 

of Heraclitean flux and that of permanence is evident 

in this poem. Although he admits that things are bound 

to change, on the other hand he would wish to be "a 

permanent, divine order"^^ and the "fullblooded 

humanity of soul and flesh"^^. 

The triviality of life and " the importance of words 

against inevitable endings"-*', is a common theme 

between An EcIo^ub for Christmas and thB following 

Eclogue bv a Five-barred Gate. 

The second eclogue, like the first one, is written in a 

pastoral form and the heroes are Charon and the two 

shepherds. This eclogue is the most classical one. 

Written in 1934, expresses the poet's concern about the 

position of art into the disturbed political context of 

his times. It bears a great similarity to Virgil's 

Eelogue I where "What happens in your farm - whether 

46 



you have a farm - depends on external forces"*^ and 

particularly political ones. 

In MacNeice* s eclogue, Death asked the two shepherds to 

narrate to him their dreams and if he Judged them good, 

he would open his gate for them and their flock in 

order to feed it. 

Death; I must have your credentials, sing me who you are. 
1. I am a shepherd of the Theocritean breed. 

Been pasturing my songs, man and boy, this thirty year, 

says the first shepherd, and Charon asks: 

Have you ever heard of Death?, 

and the shepherds' answer is: 

1: Only off and on 
Thanatos in Greek, the accent proparoxytone -

2; That's not what he means, he means the thing behind the world. 

MacNeice's difference here is that he uses allegory. 

That's why the second shepherd is deceived by Charon's 

appearance when he is talking about his dream. When 

Death talks to the shepherds he refers to poetry's 

functional and aesthetic use: 

Death: Poetry you think is only the surface vanity 
The painted nails, the hips narrowed by fashion. 

And poetry is not only the bridging of two-banked rivers. 

MacNeice's concern about poetry's role today is 

evident. Charon, in order to fulfil the purpose of the 

song gives to both shepherds a chance to use the words: 

D. Look, I will set you a prize like any of your favourites, 
Like any Tityrus or tired Damon; 
Sing me, each in turn, what dream you had last night. 

Tityrus, a central figure in Virgil's Eelogue J. was 

son of Earth seen by Odysseus in Hades (Horn. Od. 

11.576—581); Damon's pastoral Muse appears in Virgil's 

Eel ogue VIII. 
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Thanatos, a personification of Death, was son of Night 

and brother of Sleep, while in mythology he had the 

appearance of an angel: 

Angels ascending and descending with a shine like mackerel. 

In the closing of the eclogue, the two shepherds die; 

it was their destiny from the setting of the dialogue. 

Here, we have simply the composition of a pastoral poem 

for the sake of words. 

Death's last words in the eclogue express the 

shepherd's predestined fate: 

So; they are gone; life in my land . . . 
There is no life as there is no land. 
They are gone and I am alone 
With a gate the facade of a mirage. 

As Virgil had used in his Eel ague I the talk between 

shepherds in order to convict and point out to the 

political misconduct of his age-*^, so it seems that 

MacNeice has created this eclogue in order to attack 

the political abuses of his own times. With the above 

mentioned lines, spoken by Death, at the end of this 

long poem, MacNeice may suggest that Death represents 

the political Ideologies rising In the thirties, Nazism 

and Fascism, which deceive people with words and false 

promises whereas in reality they lead them to death and 

destruction. 

In 1937 MacNeice published together with Auden the 

Letters from Iceland^'*, It contained their memories and 

impressions from a visit there. He also composed an 

Eclogue from Iceland which is Included in the Col 1ected 

Poems. In the poem, Craven-Auden, Ryan-MacNeice, the 

Ghost of Grettir and the Voices from Europe attempt to 

pass the message that, the numerous fighters of modern 

times who win the battles do not eventually achieve 

happiness. Ryan wants to escape into an Intellectual 

past but soon the Voice from Europe - his conscience, 
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brings him back into the present time where he has to 

struggle in order to live; 

There was Mackenna 
Spent twenty years translating Greek philosophy 
111 and tormented, unwilling to break contract, 
A brilliant talker who left 
The salon for the solo flight of Mind. 

Stephen MacKenna was a famous Irish translator of 

Plotinus. EcloguB from Iceland is the most political of 

all MacNeice's eclogues. Although it starts with a 

purely pastoral setting, it moves on to political and 

humanistic matters: 

R. This is the place, Craven, the end of our way; 
Hobble the horses, we have had a long day. 

C. The night is closing like a fist 
And the long glacier lost in mist. 

Both, Ryan and Craven sound like the shepherds in 

Theocritus' Idyl 1s. But the threatening atmosphere of 

Hitler's rule and the coming of war is evident: 

C. Things are bad. There is no room 
To move at ease, to stretch or breed-

Grettir and the Voice from Europe represent the two 

contrasting voices of good and evil respectively. While 

the Voice from Europe does not care about anything, it 

is the voice of moral indifference, -Grettir's voice, 

who is a hero of the Icelandic sagas- that expresses 

his deep concern for the doom to come. It seems that 

Ryan and Craven strive with their conscience between 

individualism and humanism, but as the eclogue closes 

with Grettir's advice we can think of them as having 

already made their choice: 

G. Hatred of hatred, assertion of human values, 
Which is now your only duty 

C. Is it our only duty? 
G. Yes, my friends 

What did you say? The night falls now and I 
Must beat the dales to chase my remembered acts. 
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Yes, my friends, it is your only duty. 
And, it may be added, it is your only chance. 

The return to the nowadays culture is indispensable, 

everyone has to try and live his individual destiny. 

This eclogue presents MacNeice's main concern, being a 

classically trained person of the 1930's; On the one 

hand there is the influence of the classical tradition 

and on the other there is the spirit of classical 

Hellenism which does not agree with classical 

tradition'*®. Also MacNeice compares the power of Zeus, 

when he appeared to Danae in the form of a golden rain, 

with the god-power that the rise of the film cinema had 

in the thirties: 

C. The pause before the film again 
Burst in a shower of golden rain. 

But MacNeice's attitude towards a doomed Europe may be 

judged as stoical enough because even though it seems 

disappointing there is still something remaining to be 

done and avert the defeat*^. 

Browning's style of the emotional dramatic monologues 

appears in Eclogue between the Motherless, Again 

memories from childhood reveal the development of the 

poet in writing and diction. There is a mixture of real 

events and imagination. Even though from the title we 

know that the two speakers are motherless, actually the 

eclogue is about their lack of love which prevails in 

their adult personal lives. We learn that love was 

always absent from their life. Mr Moore believes the 

two speakers, A and B, represent the two different 

aspects of MacNeice's persona which is "the mother-

fixated man, doomed always to search for a wife who 

will be a mother-substitute"*^. 

Themes from childhood and Ireland are expressed in 

Valedic tlon. The pastoral setting of Ireland intervenes 

with the poet's anxiety about the religious conflicts, 
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that between Catholic and Protestant-^®. In Ode, 

meditation helps the poet arrange thoughts in his mind. 

The basic dilemma is how to find the golden means in 

order not to deceive emotion and experience. 

The Letter to Graham and Anna originally titled Let ter 

to Graham and Anne Shepard^^ is an investigation of the 

poet's nature; 

Aristotle's pedantic phraseology 
Serves better than common sense or hand-to-mouth psychology 

Tt)V (puCTiv -'found its nature' 

Daily life is a continuous effort to find our nature 

into nature itself. Also the themes of escape without 

success exist in the poem: 

Escape by staying where you are; 
A man is what he thinks he is and can 
Find happiness within, 

is what Medici manuscripts tell. They also write about 

ideal pastoral places. In the poem there is a tone of 

subtle irony and humorous mood: 

So I came here to the land the Romans missed. 

And at the end of the poem this mood continues: 

I can see the joke myself; however the case is 
Not to be altered, but please remember us 
So high up here in this vertiginous 
Crow's-nest of the earth. Perhaps you'll let us know 
If anything happens in the world below? 

The last poem of the present collection, The Hebrides. 

refers to MacNeice's experience from his visit to these 

islands. Written in 1937, it contains a full account of 

his fears and premonitions about future. Although the 

poem is an account of MacNeice's impressions and 

thoughts about the islands, there are hints about the 

doom to come: 

On those islands 
Where no rain runs on rails and the tyrant time 
Has no clock-towers to signal people to doom 
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With semaphore ultimatums tick by tick, 
There is still peace though not for me and not 
Perhaps for long - still peace on the bevel hills 
For those who still can live as their fathers lived 
On those islands. 

According to MacNeice there is hope for a few people 

who can stick to tradition and live isolated from the 

outer world. 

Eschatological doom is more vividly present in this 

collection of poems than any previous one. The poet's 

development is rapid at this time in both, poetic 

diction - being more adapted into twentieth century 

speech - and in political criticism which is influenced 

by the prevailing socialist and communist thoughts of 

those times. As E.E.Smith writes, "the classification 

of everything into a blind Platonic pattern is strongly 

repelled. MacNeice follows the road of enquiry, that of 

taken something for granted"^^. Finally MacNeice tries 

to show the contrast and the analogy between the 

eschatological doom - as he experiences it - and that 

which took place in the classical world. In 

particularly he seems to be Influenced by Virgil who 

was writing at the same turbulent and ambiguous times 

of the Roman empire as MacNeice did of his own times. 

f. Poems. 1936-1938 

With the poems of 1936-1938 MacNeice's poetry starts 

showing signs of maturity. He is now even more aware of 

society and its problems and directs himself towards 

the formation of his own philosophical system. His 

concentration upon his "self" which had attracted 

unfavourable criticisms remains strong; it intervenes 

in a large scale in his poems of 1936-1938 in a way 
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that obstructs the communication with his public. These 

poems come from three different publications; Out of 

the Picture. a verse drama published in 1937®^, The 

Earth Compels, a volume of verse published in 1938 and 

I Crossed the Minch, a book of verse and prose 

published at the same year, too. The poems in The Earth 

Compels express MacNeice's reaction to the political 

events that took place between 1936 and 1938. The dark 

clouds of war and misery have already made their 

appearance with the outburst of the Spanish Civil War. 

Especially, Out of the Picture contains a number of 

poems "which for a reader in the seventies, who was not 

alive in the thirties, evoke most clearly what he 

imagines that period to have been like"®^. 

A great deal of the poems from The Earth Compels are 

related to the childhood of the poet. Carrickfergus is 

a purely autobiographical poem with accounts of his 

origin, the house, the objects, the people and his 

school years. Similarly, in Now that the Shapes of Mist 

MacNeice uses the childhood's environment in order to 

talk about his loneliness. The same mood is found in 

Hidden Ice in which the everyday workers in spite of 

their hard work do not manage to achieve something 

better in their life: 

There are few songs for domesticity 
For routine work, money-making or scholarship 
Though these are apt for eulogy or for tragedy. 

The feeling of being lonely into a decaying world 

becomes more intense in Postscript to Iceland: for W. H. 

Auden. The political events of 1936, the Spanish civil 

war, the formation of the British Union of Fascists 

under O.Mosley and the rising depression, created a 

pessimistic attitude to MacNeice because of the 

inability of western world to react effectively against 

the approaching dangers: 
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Down in Europe Sevile fell, 
Nations germinating hell, 
The Olympic games were run-
Spots upon the Aryan sun. 

Although a good classical education can provide people 

with a deep insight and courage, now it does not prove 

to be a great help to them, especially to MacNeice who 

feels plunged into loneliness: 

Rows of books around me stand. 
Fence me round on either hand; 
Through that forest of dead words 
I would hunt the living birds-

Great black birds that fly alone 
Slowly through a land of stone, 
And the gulls who weave a free 
Quilt of rhythm on the sea. 

There may be a reference here to the birds which are 

equal to thoughts in the aviary of the mind, an image 

from Plato's Thsastetus. These stanzas bring sounds of 

a pastoral setting. The pastoral lyrical mood of 

MacNeice is blended with the contemporary events about 

which he can do nothing at all. 

The next set of poems come from Out of ths Picture: 

MacNeice tried to imitate Auden's style in this play. 

This imitation is not only a common belief among the 

critics of his work, but MacNeice himself writes in his 

autobiography; 

I continued dreaming about bombs and the fascists, was worried over 
women, was mortifying my aesthetic sense by trying to write as 
Wystan did, without bothering too much with finesse (witness Out of 
the Picture), was bothering not to bother®^. 

The prophetic ability of MacNeice is evident in The 

Oracle: from its title the poem reminds us of the 

ancient oracles and as we can conclude from the 

description, of the most renowned of all, the oracle of 

Delphi; 

The Oracle 
High between the cliffs, 
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The tripod over 
The mephitic cleft, 
Or the sybil's cave 
Where the winds blow 
The dead leaf answers 
To and fro: 
Where shall we find truth in an oracle? 

The above question which is also repeated in the second 

stanza of the poem, underlines the feeling of ambiguity 

and insecurity that the oracles created. Their sayings 

were deceptive and adapted to what served the 

situation. The message seems to be that in modern times 

it is not advisable to give faith and devote ideals to 

ancient constitutions. Men must look for truth by 

themselves, they have to fight for a solution and not 

rely upon confused and unreliable sayings. 

Riding- in Cars expresses the same pessimism about lost 

values; it is no point now to look for classical values 

in order to get out of this situation: 

Riding in cars 
On tilting roads 
We have left behind 
Our household gods, 
We have left behind 
The cautious clause 
The laws of the over-
rational mind. 

The industrial revolution has deprived men from the old 

spiritual values. Time has brought a real change in our 

society. "Pindar is dead ... Pindar is dead and that's 

no matter" is continuously repeated in the second and 

last lines of all four stanzas in Pindar is Dead. The 

poem brings about the senses of doom and extinction. 

Pindar had written many hymns, poems and odes to 

victories, obtained at the four greatest Greek 

festivals - Olympic, Isthmian, Pythian and Nemean. But 

now, after his death, there is nothing left. 

New potatoes and green peas for Easter, 
Wreaths of moss and primrose for the churches 
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But no wreaths for runners, whether of olive or laurel-
Pindar is dead and that's no matter. 

Everything died together with Pindar; the same has 

happened now, where because of the war destruction came 

over. In spite of his lyricism MacNeice sounds 

prophetic. He does not attack classical values, but to 

his disappointment, he realizes that people do not care 

about them. In a contrary way, if they did care there 

would still be a sign for salvation. But it does not 

make any difference to them, "Pindar is dead", the past 

is past. They drive themselves, half consciously and 

half unconsciously towards their conquest by Fascism 

and Hitler. 

The mourning and the anticipation for the coming of 

destruction continue in Les Nelges d'An tan. A chorus, 

reminiscent of an ancient tragedy, demands: 

Fire in Troy, fire in Babylon, fire in Nineveh, fire in London, 
FIRE FIRE FIRE FIRE ... 

It sounds as if MacNeice was anticipating the air raids 

in London. The much asked question "What's become of 

..." sounds as a self-criticism and a continuous 

wondering of the doom to come. The way MacNeice has 

treated the theme of the poem is ambiguous; at times it 

sounds as if he is talking about an ancient 

civilisation, but then we realise that he means the 

contemporary one. This presentation contains a mixture 

of the doom to come which has striken regardless of 

time: 

What's become of all the glory and the grandeur of the gold-men 
and gunmen, 
What's become of the oracles in beards and whiskers, beauty in 
bustles? 
What's become of them? What's becoming of us? 

This full of anguish question dominates the lyricism of 

the poem: 
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When the golden cycle is over, the wise men said, 
Fire will consume the lot, the game resume. 

D.B.Moore has commented that "this poem might well be 

used to illustrate the way in which the prophet's mind, 

sensitive to the 'winds of change' becomes prophetic 

and sees more surely than does the mind of the 

politician the shape of things to come"®'*. This happens 

because MacNeice as an intellectual with the deep 

critical knowledge of the past and also of the messages 

we derive from it, is able to perceive future changes. 

The Sunlight on the Gardsn is a vain symbolical attempt 

to grasp a disciplined freedom. The poem is about a new 

love affair that the poet had at the time but also this 

love is not free to flourish because of the shadow of 

the coming war: 

The earth compels, 
We are dying, Egypt, dying 
And not expecting pardon 
Hardened in heart anew. 
But glad to have sat under 
Thunder and rain with you. 
And grateful too 
For sunlight on the garden. 

The personal feelings are dangerously threatened by the 

war. Emotions do not easily survive in such situations, 

even Antony's and Cleopatra's love affair was destroyed 

by it. 

A catharsis is Introduced in June Thunder. The black 

sky, before the thunder, is brightened by a shine "like 

the sword of the mad archangel". The world of "our 

overdated fancies our old sentimentality and 

whimsicality" has to be cleansed: 

Now there comes the catharsis, the cleansing downpour 
Breaking the blossoms of our overdated fancies 
Our old sentimentality and whimsicality 
Loves of the morning. 
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After the powerful destruction, which will cleanse them 

of the heritage of the past, they will perhaps be free 

to pursue their own love which is going to emerge pure 

from the sweeping downpour. MacNelce poses the 

question: "What will remain after the end of the rain, 

after the decline of our civilization?" Perhaps only 

love: 

If only now you would come I should be happy 
Now if now only. 

Both these last poems, The Sunlight on the Garden and 

June Thunder. are dominated by MacNeice's love for 

Nancy Sharp. 

The love for the same woman continues with Lea vlng 

Barra. where the poet asks for knowledge; 

If only I could wake in the morning 
And find I had learned the solution 
Wake with the knack of knowledge 
Who as yet have only an inkling. 

But the only knowledge MacNeice can achieve at the 

moment is only an inkling, he is content with his life 

for he has this woman who is 

... alive beyond question 
Like the dazzle on the sea, my darling. 

Bagpipe Music sounds a humorous poem dealing with 

contemporary political events and people and satirising 

them. But beneath the surface it expresses the fear of 

the Munich crisis, it has "a nihilistic cruelty in its 

pointless violence" and "it moves from event to event 

with an electrified speed"®®. In the poet's mind 

Bagpipe Music expresses the ultimate despair. 

MacNeice's tone, though light, reveals his despair 

about the rising unemployment. And in order to conceal 

his pessimism and his tendency for escapism, MacNeice 

has adapted this satirical tone. But "the safety valve 

of humour as is expressed here is a sort of 
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nihilism"®'®. Future is portrayed dark and uncertain; 

since it is difficult to give much faith MacNeice 

conveys all his intellectual powers in a mocking poem. 

It's no go the Yogi-Man, it's no go Blavatsky, 
All we want is a bank balance and a bit of skirt in a taxi. 

And the despair of the times is evident in the last 

stanza: 

It's no go my honey love, it's no go my poppet; 
Work your hands from day to day, the winds will blow the profit. 
The glass is falling hour by hour, the glass will fall for ever, 
But if you break the bloody glass you won't hold up the weather. 

Everything, all the balance of the world, is so 

fragile, so we must be extremely careful not to break 

the glass which holds the balance. 

Bagpips Music prepares the ground for MacNeice's great 

masterpiece. Autumn Journal. The poems of the years 

1936-1938 have worked out the atmosphere of tension in 

social and political situations. Especially the 

internal conflicts, like unemployment and the rising of 

Fascism, have influenced the mood of the poet. The 

power of Hitler and the Spanish civil war are bad omens 

for what is going to come. He also feels a sense of 

conflict: in times like these, he cannot entirely 

reject the idea that he should be taking some practical 

step to remedy the threatening situation. The only 

bright light is the love affair that MacNeice is 

experiencing in those years, but he feels committed to 

his art especially during these crucial times. The 

stream of the events is ultimately so forceful that it 

drags him away into the whirlwind of late thirties and 

inspires the production of his Autumn Journal. 

g. Autumn Journal. 1938 
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Autumn Journal, written between August 1938 and January 

1939, concerns events which took place within this 

period of time and worked on MacNeice's poetic 

sensitivities. It is a long poem consisting of twenty-

four cantos and since it was written -as the poet 

himself has confessed- he did not change anything. 

MacNeice also admits that Autumn Journal does not 

represent any definite philosophical system and that it 

is not impartial. "This poem is something halfway 

between the lyric and the didactic poem"®'^. It 

expresses what he felt at the moment of writing it and 

after this, he did not eliminate any inconsistencies or 

overstatements. This poem from its nature is not final, 

it does not propose any solution, but simply enquires a 

dilemma on which the poet himself cannot give an 

answer: "What can my kind of man do, in this kind of 

world, at this kind of moment? Probably Nothing"®®. If 

we consider Autumn Journal from this point of view, we 

can recall Eliot's Waste Land', both men were writing at 

the most difficult years, They tried to resolve their 

personal disappointment by producing long poems. 

MacNeice's Autumn Journal, written in the late thirties 

represents the poet's observant eye and his humanistic 

nature. Seen from this angle it is a much more personal 

expression than Eliot's Waste Land, 

The poet addresses to the average man in England, who 

is the bourgeois, prone to social changes in a mild way 

and not at all a radical. The poet visualizes a better 

future and prepares himself to cross the Rubicon of 

decision. He has not yet decided about the time, but it 

may be tomorrow. Later on things will turn better but 

not now. The tone of Autumn Journal is pessimistic 

enough, but in the depths there remains hope: that hope 

resides in the persistence of the poet's concentration 

on social and economic changes and also his attack on 
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the conventional and traditional system of education, 

like the one he has received, which has no connection 

with modern life and deprives children of the necessary 

resources to face the difficulties of life. Through 

Autumn Journal MacNeice has addressed a message to the 

intellectuals and the humanists of his times that their 

duty is to fight for a better political system which 

will respect the individual's interests and values. In 

the thirties, the interests and values of the 

individual had been disregarded. In the domestic scene, 

the government was hit by hunger marches and the rising 

of unemployment whereas in the international scene 

there was the hysteria of Hitler and his alliance with 

the Fascists on the one hand, and the promises of 

Communism on the other. The loss of the Spanish civil 

war and the betrayal of Munich came to fulfil the 

scene. 

From the opening canto, we realize that there is a 

pervasive feeling for endings: end of a season, of a 

certain way of life, of a marriage. Although he had 

loved his wife passionately, this love is now over; 

I loved her between the lines and against the clock, 
Not until death 
But till life did us part ... 
I loved her with peacock's eyes and the wares of Carthage. 

There is a parallelism here with Aeneas who had loved 

Dido, the queen of Carthage, but because of his duty to 

the gods he had to leave her; MacNeice, although he is 

the one who has been deserted by his wife, will 

continue with his life. He is deeply conscious that 

life goes on and by applying his classical values he 

has to pursue his own target and take advantage of 

time. All the old ways are going; they have to be 

replaced by something new. The senses of movement and 

flux dominate the poet's feelings. 
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The poet moves from Hampshire to London with the end of 

summer 1938: 

Close and slow, summer is ending in Hampshire. 

MacNeice Is very conscious of the role of classes; the 

social hierarchy Is well into his mind: 

And the growth of vulgarity , cars that pass the gate-lodge 
And crowds undressing on the beach 
And the hiking cockney lovers with thoughts directed 
Neither to God nor Nation but each to each. 

However he did not consider vulgarity to be a 

prlvlledge only for the monied. He thought that anyone 

who could afford a better life, was entitled to some 

vulgarity. What is most, the definition of something as 

vulgar changes from time to time. In Aristotle's time, 

as MacNeice says, "it has been thought vulgar to have a 

loud voice, to talk a lot about oneself, to make risky 

Jokes and to monopolise the conversation"®^. But 

MacNeice refutes them all, especially in the late 

thirties when due to the world situation the only 

pleasure left to the individual is an "easier and 

comfortable" life: 

My dog, a symbol of the abandoned order, 

lies next to him as they travel towards London. The 

first canto introduces us to the subject matter of the 

whole poem - that the poet deliberately leaves the 

calmness of the countryside and goes to London, 

Where a warm wind blows the bodies of men together 
And blows apart their complexes and cares. 

Gods who stand for the perfect beings are absent from 

the night in London which reminds us of a spider's web, 

whereas people who stand for the imperfect beings are 

still there (II): 

And the gods are absent and the men are still -
Noll me tangere, my soul is forfeit. 
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Metaphysical problems occupy the poet's thought: 

I wonder now whether anything is worth 
The eyelid opening and the mind recalling 
And I think of Persephone gone down to dark, 
No more a virgin, gone the garish meadow 
But why must she come back, why must the snowdrop mark 
That life goes on for ever? 

The poetic meditation of MacNeice is at its crisis. In 

the light of events he doubts the continuity of life 

which is against his up-to-now beliefs of flux and 

change. MacNeice believes mythological legends were 

wisely composed but he wonders why had Persephone to 

live half of her life on earth and half in the 

underworld®*^. He would rather that she did not come 

back; he cannot explain why life has not to come to an 

end. He is so tired of the restlessness of the events 

succeeding one another that he should like to be lost 

into the solipsism of the self. Due to the difficulties 

of keeping on with life he is tempted to try 

forgetfulness, whereas on the other hand, his 

consciousness holds him steadily on remaining with the 

other humans and "become a match for Being". Into this 

confusion, MacNeice tends to get rid of classical 

scholarship which influences him so much in his 

actions: 

Good-bye the Platonic sieve of the Carnal Man 
But good-bye also Plato's philosophising; 
I have a better plan 
To hit the target straight without circumlocution. 
If you can equate Being in its purest form 
With denial of all appearance. 
Then let me disappear - the scent grows warm 
For pure Not-Being, Nirvana. 

These lines are almost a cynic rejection of Plato. 

Plato in an age of apparent barbarism and decay is a 

persisting challenge and causes irritation to the poet. 

From the beginning MacNeice was against Plato's views; 

the philosophy of the Platonic sieve did not appeal to 
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him at all. He would rather face things straight, as 

they really are and not looking only at their 

reflection. The poet prefers a state of Nirvana, of 

not-being because it seems purest than real life; 

MacNeice believes that the purest form of being is non-

existence. However, he soon recovers from his refusal 

and understands that his place is in this world, he has 

not the right, being an intellectual man with a 

thorough knowledge of the past, to leave it helpless: 

Who am I -or I- to demand oblivion? 
I must go out to-morrow as the others do 
And build the falling castle; 

The poet has true faith to the power and will of human 

mind. Man, the everday man, is the only capable of 

averting the dangerous situation which has remained 

intact not because of the support of any political 

movement but thanks "to the human animal's endless 

courage". 

It is difficult to go on living when one philosophises 

(III). A change, which seems more feasible to take 

place tomorrow is necessary. But the change must become 

in such a way as not to interfere with freedom which 

has to be preserved. MacNeice believes that the 

aristocratic state in Ancient Athens was the best kind 

of governing because in order 

To preserve the values dear to the elite 
The elite must remain a few. It is so hard to imagine 
A world where the many would have their chance without 
A fall in the standard of intellectual living. 

These lines sound like an attack against the advances 

of Communism in the late thirties. When unrestrained 

freedom is left to the many, there are bound to happen 

atrocities like those which at the end led to the 

destruction of the city-state in Ancient Greece and 

Roman Empire. MacNeice holds that only the 

intellectuals are able to preserve not only the idea of 
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freedom, but freedom itself into a well-organised 

society. MacNeice tends to agree with Aristotle who was 

neither an aristocrat nor a democrat but advocated that 

the rule of the middle class, which in modern society 

is represented by the intellectuals, is the most firm 

basis for the welfare of a state. 

A desire for dancing overtakes the poet after he has 

overcome this sense of unworthiness; the retreat has 

not been achieved, he has to try together with other 

men "and in the end - with time and luck - to dance". 

The fourth canto is about a wonderful love affair the 

poet had sometime in the past, but it now has become 

painful to him. However he has not regreted his love at 

all®'. MacNeice's mood becomes excessively lyrical when 

he talks about women he had loved in his life. The 

light tone of the fourth canto is a break before the 

storm, that comes with the fifth one. The hysteria and 

the threat of Hitler one day becomes apparent and 

people think: "This must be wrong, it has happened 

before". Men are responsible for the present state of 

affairs, therefore they have to face it alone and not 

pass it to somebody else's shoulders. 

And at this hour of the day it is no good saying 
'Take away this cup'. 

There is no escape; once war has broken up, they have 

to go through it and its consequences. Then, there is a 

shift to Spain (VI>; whereas at the time of his visit 

to Spain, at Easter 1938, MacNeice had behaved mainly 

as a tourist, now, after the succession of events, he 

is able to realise that the war in Spain was between 

Democracy and Fascism and that Spain was the last 

fortress of democracy before the outbreak of war which 

was unfortunately lost: 

And next day took the boat 
For home, forgetting Spain, not realising 
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That Spain would soon denote 
Our grief, our aspirations; 
Not knowing that our blunt 
Ideals would find their whetstone, that our spirit 
Would find its frontier on the Spanish front. 
Its body in a rag-tag army. 

Even the intellectuals had failed to take the stance 

they were bound to, on the matter of Spain. When they 

realised their fault it was already late. Unlike 

Ancient Greece, where a city-state in danger might call 

successfully on allies for help, in modern society 

people did not pay the necessary attention to the 

trouble of their neighbour. Their ideals which found 

their frontier in the Spanish front were not enough. So 

now, the only action they can take is to prepare 

themselves for the war. Then there is a shift from 

Spain (VII); the news is full of conferences and 

Hitler continues his announcements while demonstrations 

follow one another. 

Afterwards, MacNeice goes to Birmingham where eight 

years ago he taught Classics: Virgil, Livy, Homer 

(VIII). Then he was happy, he did not care much about 

complicated things, but now he is wifeless. Meanwhile 

a national crisis approaches. The eighth canto gives 

the full scale of the intellectual's agony about the 

desperate situation; while it starts with the first 

happy days of a married life and a lecturer's career, 

then it changes to reality and the present situation, 

when vain attempts are made for peace: 

The night grows purple, the crisis hangs 
Over the roofs like a Persian army 
And all of Xenophon's parasangs 
Would take us only an inch from danger. 

Hitler's threat to peace and order is compared with 

that of the Persians against Greece. History repeats 

itself. As in antiquity, the city-states and especially 

those of Athens and Sparta did not agree about the 
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foreseeing danger, they did not estimate the gravity of 

the situation and instead put themselves at serious 

risk of being conquered by the Persians, so now modern 

times states do not consider the growing importance of 

Nazist Germany's imperialistic policies. The situation 

has worsened so much that with a tragic irony MacNeice 

comments that "all of Xenophon's parasangs would take 

us only an inch from danger". The parasang was a unit 

of distance measurement. Xenophon had successfully led 

back to Greece his 10,000 men after Cyrus' defeat. He 

and his army had crossed all the way down to the sea, 

but the world today -in spite of its peaceful attempts-

is so much jeopardized that it is not going to go far: 

Arguing for peace 
While the zero hour approaches. 

Neville Chamberlain, the conservative Prime Minister 

who replaced Baldwin in May 1937, made many efforts to 

avert the war in spite of the growing aggression around 

him®^. Many observants had criticised his tactics as 

being that of a businessman, since before his 

involvement in politics he was a "Birmingham 

businessman'"^^. But there were others who 

, , . feel negotiation is not vain-
Save my skin and damn my conscience. 
And negotiation wins, 
If you can call it winning, 
And here we are -just as before- safe in our skins; 
Glory to God for Munich. 

Ironically MacNeice comments about the crisis of Munich 

where Chamberlain thought of Hitler that "here was a 

man who could be relied upon when he had given his 

word"®"*' thus he preferred to remain silent about the 

betrayal of Czechoslovakia: 

And stocks go up and wrecks 
Are salved and politician's reputations 
Go up like Jack-on-the-Beanstalk; only the Czechs 
Go down and without fighting. 
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Fortunately the national crisis has been defused by the 

efforts of Chamberlain (IX), and "now we are back to 

normal". The poet comes back to London to teach Ancient 

Greek, like an impresario "who wore the chiton and 

lived on fish and olives", who talked about philosophy, 

had a great confidence in youth and disregarded the 

coming of age. However all the ancient ideals are gone 

- Pindar who had composed and sung so many hymns, 

Alcibiades who was famous from Athens to Persia and 

Sparta; there are no models in modern times. They are 

all dead. Many of them died during the disastrous 

Peloponnesian War <431-404 B.C.); the majority lost 

their lives either in the plague of Athens (429 B.C.) 

or they were drowned in the Sicilian expedition (415-

413 B.C.). The recognition that civil war brings decay 

comes immediately. The corrosion and destruction of 

ancient civilization started from the war between the 

city states: 

And many more who told their lies too late 
Caught in the eternal factions and reactions 
Of the city-state. 

It seems to him that the Ancient Greek world regardless 

of its faults, had more honesty than modern politics 

and practice. Although the Greeks had created this 

wonderful civilization they allowed themselves to be 

ruined by the same forces and policies as those by 

which European countries allowed Hitler to deceive 

them. The same process that took place in Ancient 

Greece during the Peloponnesian War, that is, the 

intrigues that were deployed and the results that 

emerged, seemed to find an equivalent to the formation 

of the League of Nations or even of the German-Soviet 

Pact in 1939. 

Those who avoided being killed in the war, lost their 

lives through their active engagement in politics. In 
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all the city-states, particularly in Athens, there was 

intense striving and competition for power: 

And free speech shivered in the pikes of Macedonia 
And later on the swords of Rome 
And Athens became a mere univsersity city. 

Free thought gradually stopped to be a characteristic 

of Athens, it fled away from that city: 

And the goddess born from the foam 
Became the kept hetaera, heroine of Menander. 

Menander, with his New Comedy, represents life; his 

plays have always a love-interest. The hetaera -here 

represented by Aphrodite- who leads a married man to 

crisis with his wife is a favourite theme of Menander's 

Comedy®®. On the other hand, philosophy shifted its 

interests and focused on the individual's needs. The 

philosopher narrowed his focus and took care of his own 

soul more than the others; philosophy did not appeal to 

people's souls any more: 

And for a thousand years they went on talking, 
Making such apt remarks, 
A race no longer of heroes but of professors 
And crooked business men and secretaries and clerks 
Who turned out dapper little elegiac verses ... 

This is how MacNeice sees later and modern Athens; 

there is not much left to remind of the ancient spirit. 

But we can also think of MacNeice as describing his 

Immediate environment, that is, how he saw the world 

around him. Since Ancient Greeks and Romans, later on, 

transferred the enlightment of their civilization and 

ideals into modern world, then, modern Europeans are 

"the crooked businessmen" who sprang out of a race "no 

longer of heroes" and they must be people of his 

country even Neville Chamberlain himself, who is now 

dealing and negotiating peace as if it is a business 

deal. This view -that these people are around the poet-

is confirmed because they 
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... turned out dapper little elegiac verse 
On the ironies of fate, the transcience of all 
Affections, carefully shunning an ovei—statement 
But working the dying fall. 

These lines are another allusion to Chamberlain's vain 

attempts for peace, when everything, from history and 

fate to up-to-date events, were proving peace to be an 

inevitable dream. And instead of trying to turn the 

situation to their own benefit he was trying to deceive 

destiny with "dapper little elegiac verses". So, here 

is the past classical age which MacNeice Judges from a 

classical standpoint! The heroic age of Hesiod does not 

exist any more; no other messages have passed. "The 

Glory that was Greece" is now a syllabus for the 

training of the mind and for 

Models of logic and lucidity, dignity, sanity 
The golden mean between opposing ills ... 

There is no continuation of the excellent ancient 

spirit, only some scattered moral principles which have 

survived through the centuries. As for instance the 

golden mean which is the ideal rule dominating a 

moderate life. So, what if there are no living persons 

to practice the glorious spirit of ancient Greece? One 

should be satisfied that through time, continuous 

fights and slavery, the Greek spirit with its moral 

principles is still alive. It is unforgivable to blame 

the glory and wisdom of Greece by quoting that "These 

dead are dead"; people die but deeds last for ever. The 

only explanation for this attitude has been offered by 

MacNeice himself in a recorded reading of canto IX of 

his Journal: "... far from being objective about the 

Ancient Greeks, I see them here in the light of the 

mood induced in me by Munich"®®. The only exceptions to 

this practising logic are "the bloody Bacchanals on the 

Thracian hills". The Bacchanals was another name for 

the maenads who were women dedicated to Dionysus and 
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practised orgiastic rites. Because Greeks considered 

Thrace to be the most barbaric land, it was thought 

that the barbarous episodes during the ritual of 

Dionysus took place mostly there®^. The peak of 

MacNeice's allusion of presenting situations is 

expressed in: 

And when I should remember the paragons of Hellas 
I think instead 
Of the crooks, the adventurers, the opportunists. 
The careless athletes and the fancy boys. 
The hail—splitters, the pedants, the hard-boiled sceptics 
And the Agora and the noise 
Of the demagogues and the quacks; and the women pouring 
Libations over graves 
And the trimmers at Delphi and the dummies at Sparta and lastly 
I think of the slaves. 

"The trimmers at Delphi and the dummies at Sparta" 

could well represent the failed attempt of Munich or 

could be "an ironical way in which pedants distort the 

truth about that savage, vital civilization"®®. As for 

the libations, they bring in mind the Choephoroe of 

Aeschylus and the attempt to appease the Erinyes from 

their avenging mood. 

The poet deliberately thinks of the scape-goats of 

ancient society; he could well think of the bright and 

wise men. He feels consciously compelled to reflect on 

the superstitious women, the priests of the Oracle of 

Delphi, the slaves. But he forgets that the Delphic 

Oracle was the common symbol of unity in the ancient 

world or that the slaves were an integral part in the 

structure of social classes. The ancient world survived 

through the difficulties and transferred its messages 

into the next generations. Perfection is not to be 

found in any society. The two opposing forces of 

civilization and decay are met everywhere and it is 

through them that a balance, "a golden mean" is 

achieved. 
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And how one can imagine oneself among them 
I do not know; 
It was all so unimaginably different 
And all so long ago. 

MacNeice comes back to the present state of events and 

although he recognises the undisputable elements of 

philosophy, literature and art, in other words the 

components and bases of modern civilization, he accepts 

that the ancient world was different from the present; 

however our task is to proceed, using its elements in 

order to differentiate our era from the old one. 

Without firm data and principles this will be 

difficult, if not impossible, to be achieved. So even 

if the great moments of victory and the great 

misconceptions and faults took place "long ago", their 

messages are still valid, especially now. 

MacNeice returns from his recollection of the ancient 

world and thinks of his classical teaching in his work 

(X) : "Demosthenes on the Crown, and Oedipus at 

Colonus". The beginning of the term reminds him of 

other school terms at Marlborough College and at Merton 

in Oxford. School was supposed to be an initiation into 

life but "the initiates were blindfold" which suggests 

that school taught him a certain model of life which he 

was obliged to follow. Now in 1938, although things do 

not "get better and bigger" another term begins again. 

Canto XI is another break from the burning events. 

MacNeice turns now to his own personal matters; the 

memory of the girl of canto IV still tortures the poet 

and his Jealousy emerges, even though he is aware of 

the end of their relationship. 

On October the 25**^, when the weather reminds of the 

Roman one, the poet's mind travels in the Ancient Roman 

World which cried for bread and circuses (XII). The 

continuous effort for averting the war does not seem to 
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work. The criticism is so harsh, people ought to be 

activated, to do something: 

And that then when we go to Rome 
We must do as the Romans do, cry out together 
For bread and circuses; put on your togas now 
For this is Roman weather. 

These lines were written at a time when the French had 

already been alerted in the prospect of war between 

them and the imperialistic Germany, with the last using 

her claims on Czecholsovakia only as a reason for a 

futher expansion in Europe. As for the false hopes 

arising out of the Munich conference on September the 

30**^, 1938, people -like the Romans- have to "cry out 

together" that it does not "mean peace in our time"®®. 

MacNeice seems to object Chamberlain's policy; as for 

his Rome of the poem, it stands for Munich in 1938. And 

instead of suppressing Hitler's wishes, the delegates 

of Britain and France compromised with him: 

Sitting by the fire it is hard to realise 
That the legions wait at the gates and that there is only 
A little time for rest though not by rights for rest, 
Rather for whetting the will, for calculating 
A compromise between necessity and wish. 
Apprenticed late to learn the trade of hating. 

While meditating about the Romans in the morning of 

25th October, with the white fog and mist, MacNeice 

transfers his thought to the differences between Plato 

and Aristotle. Plato's forms dazzle him: 

And reading Plato talking about his Forms 
To damn the artist touting round his mirror, 
I am glad that I have been left the third best bed 
And live in a world of error. 
His world of capital initials, of transcendent 
Ideas is too bleak. 

There are references here first to Plato's view that 

the artistic representation of a bed was three stages 

away from the real Form of Bed and second, to W. 

Shakespeare who bequeathed his "second best bed" to his 
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wife Anne. Platonic idealism was so abstract for the 

poet that he preferred Aristotle: 

Aristotle was better who watched the insects breed, 
The natural world develop, 
Stressing the function, scrapping the Form in Itself, 
Taking the horse from the shelf and letting it gallop. 

MacNeice himself in his autobiography accepts his 

preference to Aristotle rather than Plato. Aristotle's 

concept of ev^pyexa. was used as an antidote to the 

static and self-contained Forms of Plato. Ordinary 

people may compromise with Plato's Form of One, when 

they have no food or shelter; at that time they think 

of Good in order to stop their hunger. But as soon as 

they fulfil these needs, then, they need something more 

than the static world of Plato. In that case people's 

needs are fulfilled by Aristotle who is " the champion 

of the Other Eleven". By contrast to Plato, what 

MacNeice tries to say at the end is that he would 

rather find the function and reaction (evtpyexoc and 

by himself^^. 

Aristotle's way of linking the Form and the function 

seemed to the poet to be superior to that of Plato. The 

emphasis that Aristotle gave to the natural world 

fascinated MacNeice. The above lines about Aristotle 

may have been contrived by a reference to Pol 1 tl cs 

(II.iii.1262a) where Aristotle attacks Plato's ideal 

community of wives and children. Aristotle's well-known 

motto was ^ pitp-e rxat xî v which expresses 

his doctrine of fine art and shows the relation between 

fine and useful art which at the end are 

interdependent. Aristotle says that nature creates 

something out of her own resources while the artist has 

to use artificial material. But if man had the same 

abilities as nature, the rules of evepY£xot and xtvr)axq 

would be the same and man should take "the base from 

the shelf and letting it gallop". So in each case 
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"there is a necessary order of means and ends that is 

better to be followed"^^. 

Education surpasses many difficulties, "cuts too many 

Gordian-knots" . What an ordinary man likes, even the 

poet himself, is a well-paid Job which will enable him 

to give his full care to the body. He thinks that the 

full due is given only to the mind and the body is 

mistrusted. It is better to have a degree in Human 

Letters which will give you "a cushy Job" than being an 

intellectual snob and looking for superhuman qualities. 

He prefers to have "an authentic mammon than a bogus 

god". MacNeice seems very much down to earth. He sees 

education not only as a mean to satisfy one's 

intellectual needs but also to care for one's bodily 

pleasures. In MacNeice's philosophy are accommodated 

Jointly the intellectual and bodily pleasures, as 

exactly ancient Greeks expressed it: "Hav jj-̂ xpov 

^xpiCTXov" and " Nouq ev uyi E i" . Excess in 

human studies which MacNeice had followed 

May lead to cushy Jobs 
But leave the men who land them spiritually bankrupt 
Intellectual snobs. 
Not but what I am glad to have my comforts 
Better authentic mammon than a bogus god; 
If it were not for Lit.Hum. I might be climbing 
A ladder with a hod. 

MacNeice proves himself to be an ardent pragmatist. For 

if he cannot pay for the rent, the bills and the food, 

his spiritual capacity will be certainly lost. If he 

has to care and occupy his mind with daily survival, he 

will not be able to think of anything else. Whereas now 

that he has used his studies for a "cushy Job" he is 

able to write poety in his free time. The only risk is 

if someone is too much occupied with the "mammon god" 

that at the end he will become spiritually bankrupt. 

75 



The next canto (XIII) is a detailed account of the 

course that MacNeice had pursued at Oxford. The great 

asset of studying Classics at Oxford is that the 

student is supposed to submit everything to 

interrogation before accepting anything: 

We wrote compositions in Greek which they said was a lesson 
In logic and good for the brain; 

The students during their studies were "bred to the 

purple". They were trained not only in logic but in 

morals. Classics was the main post-Renaissance training 

for the European middle-class. The subjects that they 

were taught, apart from Greek and Latin, were 

Philosophy, Logic and Metaphysics. The Platonic theory 

of Forms was extensively taught in Oxford: 

And it made one confident to think that nothing 
Really was what it seemed under the sun, 
That the actual was not real and the real was not with us 
And all that mattered was the One, 

According to MacNeice a classical scholar from Oxford 

separates himself from the man in the street because of 

different values. He considers other people to be naive 

because then they are ready to accept everything 

without further investigation. Philosophy and universal 

values have no place in a working town. MacNeice's 

humour makes its appearance here too: 

And I got my honours degree 
And I was stamped as a person of intelligence and culture. 

This is a criticism of the intellectual life as 

irrelevant to working society. It may reflect on the 

one hand MacNeice's rejection of Ancient Greek 

hostility to pavotuCTta and on the other it reveals that 

he is not untouched by the assumption, characteristic 

of British society since the Norman invasion, that 

there was one group, Latinate in culture which did 

society's thinking and governing, and another which 
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performed the necessary vanausic functions. This 

attitude has also Platonic overtones, which MacNeice, 

as a pragmatist, cannot yet 

Believe anything that anyone sees and that of course is an asset 
In a world like ours; 

Here he sounds embittered by the recent situation where 

politicians try to manipulate the ordinary working 

people. Having received this kind of education from 

Oxford is an asset for him, because he is able to 

criticize the deeds of those who sometimes abuse the 

crowds. MacNeice may be a member of the British elite 

but he is also an impartially thinking man, like a 

philosophic Greek-Roman, who was left free to challenge 

or criticize everything in human experience. But as the 

situation is now 

Good-bye now, Plato and Hegel, 
The shop is closing down; 
They don't want any philosopher-kings in England, 
There ain't no universals in this man's town. 

The working society has its own worries and problems, 

it does not need any abstract universals but a concrete 

particular in order to take them out of the desperate 

si tuation. 

The perfectionist who abides only to ideas will never 

achieve anything (XIV). These are the thoughts that 

occupy MacNeice's mind as he drives during the night 

towards Oxford. This driving by night provides an 

interval to the meditation and the philosophical issues 

which arise out of the previous cantos. Now MacNeice 

goes to Oxford to vote in a by-election even though he 

hates politics. But, being a logical man, he realises 

that his vote is the only means he has at the moment to 

pass a verdict upon the present political situation. 

This is the only difference between a democratic and a 
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totalitarian state as exactly was happening in Athens 

and Sparta: 

Remembering that this crude and so-called obsolete 
Top-heavy tedious parliamentary system 
Is our only ready weapon to defeat 
The legions' eagles and the lictors' axes. 

As for the perfectionist he lives in an illusionary 

state. MacNeice believes that it is 

... better to be vulgar 
And use your legs and leave a blank for Hogg 
And put a cross for Lindsay. 

Hogg and Lindsay were both classicists by training: 

Hogg, who later became Lord Chancellor of England, was 

a traditional conservative. Lindsay was a liberal, 

progressive "Platonic" educator and the founder of 

Keele University. Even though the result was not the 

desirable one, Oxford "made its coward vote" and what 

he did was the only way to oppose to "the beast" of 

totalitarianism^^. This canto sounds like an urge to 

other liberally thinking men of the poet's times in 

order to be activated in politics otherwise they will 

have no rights left to them. The parliamentary system 

is a strong weapon against fascism and militarism. 

Dead ghosts of soldiers from World War II, follow 

people in their desire to forget the war (XV). Then the 

issue of Ireland arises again (XVI). MacNeice attacks 

the actions and attitudes of his countrymen and makes a 

socio-political comment on the matter of Ireland. On 

the other hand he agrees with Aristotle that the only 

real men are the 

.,. men of action 
Who sleep and wake, murder and intrigue 
Without being doubtful, without being haunted. 

The thoughts about the philosophical systems of Plato 

and Aristotle continue (XVII).• while the poet lies in 

the bath and meditates, he agrees with Plato in the 
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definition of bodily pleasures "as pouring water into a 

hungry sieve", but disagrees with Plato's ignorance of 

rhythm "which the intercrossing coloured waters 

permanently give". Dualism continues with Aristotle; he 

considers Aristotle's view of man correct but that he 

was wrong to "make it [the mind] a halfway house". The 

spiritual isolation which he condemns to the self is 

not acceptable to the poet: 

Who could expect -or want- to be spiritually self-supporting, 
Eternal self-abuse? 

The man-in-action was the real man for Aristotle; this 

seemed to require a terrifyingly responsible self-

sufficiency together with a comprehensive social 

involvement: 

Why not admit that other people are always 
Organic to the self, that a monologue 
Is the death of language ... 

For MacNeice the self has not any value when being 

alone, it has existence only through the mass, the 

mixing with other substances. And the conclusion is the 

agreement with Aristotle's conception about man-in-

action "as the essential and really existent man". 

Man cannot live alone; he has political existence which 

means that he has to co-exist with other people. If he 

tries to be confined to himself "nothing will be self-

sufficient". The pessimistic temper is evident as the 

next cantos are dominated by the events of December 

1938. MacNeice does not expect any rebirth or any 

improvement of the worsening international affairs. 

The opening of the XVIII canto reminds us of the 

pastoral eclogues of MacNeice, the bucolic environment 

is predominant but there is the shadow of threat: 

The uplands now as then are fresh but in the valley 
Polluted rivers run -the Lethe and the Styx; 
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Sing us no more idylls, no more pastorals, 
No more epics of the English earth; 

England is so much under stress and fear that her 

children can be compared with those of Niobe's: 

Niobe and her children 
Stand beneath the smokestack turned to stone. 

As Niobe was turned to stone on Mount Sipylus because 

of her increasing tears of grief for her children, so 

English children are at risk of being "turned into 

stone" by the new evil forces arising out in Europe^-*. 

The unknown god of decadent Athens is remembered by the 

poet in his enquiry for a superhuman power on which we 

shall rely upon. Religious Instincts emerge in this 

canto concerning the real existence of God. The 

ambiguity is obvious after seeing the discrepancies of 

this world: 

If everything that happens happens according 
To the nature and will of God, then God must go. 

The following cantos (XIX, XX, XXI, XXII, XXIII) deal 

with different themes concerning the past love affair 

of the poet, the coming of Christmas, the co-existence 

of mind and soul, the achievement of eternal life and 

the political events in Spain^®. 

The final canto (XXIV) begins with an invocation to 

sleep: the poet wishes the conflicting selves which he 

has long suffered from, to "Sleep in Asclepius' temple 

and wake cured". He asks his conscience for 

appeasement, he himself has been tired from all these 

thoughts and the various encounters of life. Is it an 

implication that Classical values will "cure" his mind 

and help him in finding his real identity? The New Year 

is announced by bombs instead of the best wishes for 

welf are: 
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The dead are dead as Nineteen-Thirty-Eight. 
Sleep to the noise of running water. 

Change may bring some hope, but not now. Tomorrow the 

Rubicon of decision must be crossed; at the moment 

there is no place for thinking or delay. Later on these 

may be attainable: 

The accounts later, there will be sunlight later 
And the equation will come out at last. 

There is some hope at the end of the poem in spite of 

the pessimistic attitude for the most part of it. 

Besides there is some speculation concerning MacNeice's 

Autumn Journal and Horace's Satires. The scepticism on 

personal and political issues as well as the intention 

not to be didactic but discursive and argumentative is 

common to both of them. "MacNeice perhaps lacks 

Horace's elegance, but does attain a lyricism unsuited 

to the Sa tires" . 

Autumn Journal is the last poetic voice of a turbulent 

decade. Together with the account of the current events 

it is also a romantic poem from a romantic poet. 

Alongside the meditation about the philosophy of 

Aristotle and Plato and their place in the modern world 

as well as the parallelism between the Peloponnesian 

War and World War II, we have the romantic love affairs 

of the poet and the pastoral setting together with the 

invocation to sleep to ease down both his past loves 

and the black clouds of war, The Journeys which are 

mentioned in the poem may have been inspired by the 

Greek epic poetry or Roman satire, or both. MacNeice 

has kept faithful both to historical-political events 

and to his poetic art and also tries to encourage 

people that something significant will emerge from the 

crisis. The form of Autumn Journal is "informal", there 

is a mingling of personal comments and reflections with 

main theme, but allowing digression and divisions, it 
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cannot but remind us of the Roman satire as practiced 

by Luclluls, Horace and luvenal. 

h. Poems. 1939-1940 

In 1940 MacNelce published a group of poems called The 

Last D1 tch. Most of these poems were written while he 

was in America. The reason why he stayed for so long 

there, was for a love affair he had with the American 

writer Eleanor Clark, to whom the collection is 

dedicated^"^. Sixteen of these poems describe the 

coming of war which is seen as the death of peace; the 

others talk about his boyhood and what will be the 

remains of England after the war. Nostalgia is another 

theme which occupies these poems. And it is about 

everything; Ireland, America, Eleanor Clarke. These 

are not heroic poems. "The poet is rich technically and 

intellectually but he is not rich in affirmation, 

confidence and faith"^®. In this section of the 

Collected Poems there are poems not only from The Last 

Di tch but also from Plant and Phan torn which was 

published in 1941 and included 28 poems from The Last 

Di tch. As for the main theme of Plant and Phantom it is 

"a poetic meditation on the nature of man's 

relationship to his world""^^. 

Prognosis. the first poem of the section, starts with a 

farewell to winter and the announcement of a stranger. 

This could be an allusion to the "messianic" 

Hellenistic theme which is treated in Virgil's £cl og-ue 

IV or a reminiscence also of Yeat's Second Coming, What 

this stranger will bring is unknown; it may be 

business, gladness, suffering. The poet does not even 

know his name; it may be John, Jason, Love, Death. As 
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for his message it may be war, work, marriage. If his 

name is Death then his message will be easy. In this 

poem, the poet tries to guess and foretell what will 

take place in spring of 1940. The stranger that he is 

afraid of is the herald of war. The closing of the 

poem, although it is written in a simple lyrical style, 

reminds us of ancient tragedies where people anticipate 

something terrible. As in the Agamemnon. where the 

murder had already been committed and people were 

praying for the evil to stop, in this poem, too, the 

acts which led to World War II have already taken place 

whereas MacNeice in vain prays for a stranger to come 

and put an end to the war; however it does not seem 

feasible at the moment; 

Will his name be Love 
And all his talk be crazy? 
Or will his name be Death 
And his message easy? 

MacNeice's preference to the Classical world instead of 

the Christian one is shown in Styli te. There is the 

depiction of two pillars: in the first one the saint is 

petrified after seeing that "the world is banned". In 

the second pillar a young man in blue, 

A white Greek god 
Confident, with curled 
Hair above the groin 
And his eyes on the world, 

marks the opposition between Hellenic and Christian 

concepts. The saint with the "conscience of a rope" 

determines to exclude this world through death, while 

physical beauty with ancient values shown in the face 

of the Greek god comprise the whole living world. 

MacNeice does not see any improvement in the human 

relations, due to the Christian principles, and asks 

for the help of Greek gods who responded to men's 

prayers immediately. 
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The metaphysical issues and the human search for 

absolute ideas continue in Entirelv. If man "could get 

the hang of it entirely" and "we could find our 

happiness entirely", then fear would disappear from 

men's soul. The anxiety about the human evolution would 

go if we were sure of the Tightness of every action and 

decision. This poem is the "most attractive and 

persuasive statement MacNeice made of his inability to 

be dogmatic -in art or love or the world- though that 

was not presumably the poem's purpose"®^. The 

vocabulary is colloquial enough and what's more, 

MacNeice tries to challenge the much-asked question of 

the universe by using a variety of Images like the 

"eavesdroping on the great presences", "the finding of 

happiness in somebody else's arms", so that we would 

not experience any fear for "the spears of the spring 

nor the city's yammering fire alarms" but unfortunately 

these spears which may represent anyone's conscience 

and fears 

. . . each year go through 
Our flesh and almost hourly 
Bell or siren banishes the blue 
Eyes of Love entirely. 

Plant and Phantom concerns the thoughts of a liberal 

man in war-time about the nature and destiny of man. 

The answers that are given in the poem concern man who 

is a superstitious being and asks the leaves in the 

Sibyl's cave to tell him his fate. Sibyl, an ancient 

prophetess pronounced her oracles in riddles and wrote 

them down on leaves®'. 

Man: a flutter of pages. 
Leaves in the Sibyl's cave, 
Shadow changing from dawn to twilight, 

A shaking of hands with hallucinations, 
Hobnobbing with ghosts, a pump of blood, 
Mirage, a spider dangling, 
Over chaos and man a chaos. 
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The situation now is much worse than at Sibyl's time 

when men were consulting her about their fate. The 

complication is expressed in the last lines; there is 

chaos everywhere and man in the middle of it is hunting 

hallucinations, ghosts and mirages, looks for miracles 

but all in vain: "Over chaos and man a chaos" , a 

pessimist destiny. Only the deeds can cheat the Fates; 

if he moves beyond superstition and use his individual 

mind then he will prevail over his nature and will 

create his own fate. The uniqueness of man in the 

universe, the domination into nature and the revolt 

against it for a "Metabolism of death" and "Re-

orchestration of world" is another definition of his 

nature and his goal. The last definition presents man 

as "a riot of banners", "organ-pipes in the sunset", 

"orgy of brains and glands", "a rampant martyr" and "a 

forest fire". These expressions allude to the 

Promethean man who went against the will of gods and 

created his own nature. Man, the rebel, seeks for truth 

without faith in anything, before he is able to prove 

it. Therefore he does anything in order "to find in the 

end the World Itself". MacNeice sees man as dependent 

upon nature; he is not alone in the universe, therefore 

he is not entitled to concentrate only to himself, he 

is not allowed to the solipsism of the self. So, man 

has to discover certain values and incorporate them 

into the real world. 

Another metaphysical issue in which MacNeice combines 

human action and reality with flux is presented in 

London Rain. The poem, written in July 1939 before the 

outbreak of war, finds an equivalent to the fight among 

the countries of Europe with that between God and No-

God : 

Across the countless chimneys 
The horses ride and across 
The country to the channel 
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Where warning beacons toss, 
To a place where God and No-God 
Play at pitch and toss. 

MacNeice sees flux as the cleansing water which runs 

down and brings catharsis and purification to a guilty 

world, like the present one: 

So let the water sizzle 
Upon the gleaming slates, 
There will be sunshine after 
When the rain abates 
And rain returning duly 
When the sun abates. 

False intellectualism and utopistic scholarship are 

treated in The British Museum Reading Room. Many of the 

readers and scholars are there because either they have 

nothing better to do or to fall into sleep or from hope 

to "deaden the drumming of the demon in their ears". 

This poem seems to be either the favourite of MacNeice 

or of his editors because it is repeated in several 

anthologies and Journals®^. It has also an inevitable 

appeal to anybody who has worked in the British Museum 

Reading Room! 

Novel letes. a group of six poems, have a common theme: 

all of them deal with a kind of death. The Old Storv is 

about the fading charms of a woman's beauty and the 

death of the poet's emotions and feelings towards a 

person he had once loved too much. Les Sylphides is 

considered to be the best poem of the group®^; it is 

concerned with the theme of marriage, whereas five of 

the six stanzas of the poem contain a water image. The 

Gardener concerns a man who would stay proud for ever 

for his work because "he was not quite all there" and 

when he died he went to "the land of the Ever Young", 

that is, the Gaelic Hesperides (Tir na nOg). Christina 

and Provence are short lyrics. The Preacher involves 

death, as all the other poems, and reaches the zenith 

of both death of body and death of love. Whatever way 
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the preacher took, led to Charon's place which is 

reminiscent of Hades in Greek mythology, where everyone 

and everything is doomed to death. 

The poems which follow the Novelettes deal primarily 

with destruction and death. This attitude of MacNeice 

is quite understandable since it is poetry written in 

late 1930's and in the beginning of 1940's. Although 

war poetry is not predominant in MacNeice, there are 

the elements of pessimism and death which is the 

feeling that war creates. 

One of the many poems of doom and death in this 

collection is Plain SpBakin^. Language exists in two 

phases -in the beginning and in the end of life; In 

both cases it is tautological. If one attempts to give 

a definition it can only be done by tautology. 

Man is man 
Woman Woman, and tree tree, and world world. 

If one tries to give a definition of the above with 

comparison or in relation to others, then, he misses 

the thing in Itself. For instance, 

a tree becomes 
a talking tower, and a woman becomes world. 

In spite of the comparison, personal identity remains 

self-contained. The dialectic continues with the 

proposal that the world is identified with an object; 

And I am I although the dead are dead. 

The Return mixes Christian and pagan ideals and uses 

symbols to show the passing of ancient philosophy and 

religion which however has left earth in a state of 

confusion resembling an inferno. But people anticipate 

a birth which might be either that of Christ or 

The acclamation of earth's returning daughter 
Jonquils out of hell, and after 
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Hell the Imperative of joy, the dancing 
Fusillade of sunlight on the water. 

The small asphodels, the underworld flower, are 

equivalent to daffodils. This is a clear allusion to 

Persephone, Demeter's daughter who is coming back from 

the underworld to bring Joy and light. This is the 

positive expectation of the poem and the poet himself: 

after the war something good is bound to come out of 

it. 

Like Autumn Journal, which ended with an invocation to 

sleep, so this collection ends with Cradle Song for 

El eanori he addresses it to his twenty years old love 

and tries to persuade her that it is better to try and 

fall asleep, which is a kind of escape from reality, 

than watch the falling of disasters. The world will try 

to interrupt her sleep but she must give no notice. 

With the closing of the present collection the 

development in the ideology of the poet is obvious. The 

life and the mind of MacNeice come quietly to an 

exultation and an upper level of his idiosyncracy. The 

classical ideals are Interwoven with Christian ones in 

an effort to find a way out of his intellectual 

deadlock which has been created by the dislocation that 

war brings to the sense of reality and moral values. 

That is why this section is dominated by a sense of 

death, doom and reminiscences of his childhood and his 

love for women, which are used as an antidote to the 

corruption that war brings to mentality and feelings. 

The only mention of the classical world concerns an 

attempt to find answers and advice in the present 

crisis. An oracle would serve the poet nicely, or else, 

the Joy that the return of Persephone from the 

underworld would bring, which unfortunately does not 

seem feasible at the moment. 
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i. Sprl nf^board, 1941-1944 

Springboard, the next collection which was published in 

1944, marks a new and profound change in MacNeice's 

poetry. Perhaps we may say, this is the only collection 

where the war themes prevail - though not directly. 

Apart from war images, there is the influence of all 

the other subjects we have met in MacNeice's poetry up 

to now like those of self, society and philosophy. 

The opening poem, Prayer before Birth, starts with an 

invocation by an embryo, which with the feelings and 

the sight of its bearing mother understands the 

approach of a danger; 

I am mot yet born; provide me 
With water to dandle me, grass to grow for me, trees to talk 
to me, sky to sing to me, birds and a white light 
in the back of my mind to guide me. 

There is an allusion to Aphrodite's myth who was born 

by the foam of the sea®-*. Uranus genitals were 

scattered into the sea and Aphrodite was born out of 

them. Here we have a castration symbol whose equivalent 

may perhaps be found in the relationship that MacNeice 

had with his father; it expresses the fear he had for 

him, whereas his mother was a beloved figure. The 

foetus asks for protection from the dangers of the 

world which await for it: 

Let not the man who is beast or who thinks he is God 
come near me. 

The poem has caused much controversy about its artistic 

value and the importance it has been given by the BBC 

and the anthologies®®. The frightening hostility and 

the dehumanizing educational system which lead to 

disaster, make the unborn child cry: 
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Let them not make me a stone and let them not spill me 
Otherwise kill me. 

The underlying message is that, if life has to come 

into existence it will be either self-inspired and free 

or it should not exist at all. This is the main concern 

of an intellectual who is emerging from the war in a 

liberal society as exactly a foetus emerges out of the 

womb of its mother. What the foetus asks for is 

reassurance, that it is not going to be destroyed in 

entering society, just as a liberal man hopes for the 

dominance of certain positive values in the postwar 

society. But above all it is a prayer from a religious 

man who although not an ardent Christian, is the 

product of a Christian education. The blend of 

Christian influences with the mythological ones is 

evident in this poem from the use of a foetus which 

communicates with the external world through its mother 

on the one hand - which is an old concept, and that of 

prayer on the other - which is a Christian concept. The 

prayer is mostly to avoid dehumanization, which does 

not differ very much of being turned into a stone, as 

it happened in Perseus' myth: 

I am not yet born; 0 fill me 
With strength against those who would freeze my 
humanity, would dragoon me into a lethal automaton, 
would made me a cog in a machine, a thing with 
one face, a thing, and against all those 
who would dissipate my entirety, would 
blow me like thistledown hither and 
thither or hither and thither 
like water held in the 
hands would spill me. 

Another catharsis and purgation is demanded. The fears 

of the foetus sound prophetic as the world was just 

becoming free, but on the other hand there was the 

shadow of the approaching struggle for power and the 

reaction of Britain and other countries against 
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communism. To sum up, the fear of the foetus springs 

out of the fear for the alteration of individuality. 

In spite of the corrosive effect on the individual 

caused by various human, social and educational 

structures, human race is unique. Precursors^ 

Expl or a Hons and Muta Hons are three poems which can be 

read together first, because their themes are related 

to each other and second, because all three contain 

water images. The philosophic view about the evolution 

of humanity expressed by Aristotle, is also expressed 

by MacNeice in Expl or a Hons. Man should not accept as 

his paradigm mere adaptation to environment like that 

of the whale, the tapeworm and the swallow. We are our 

own prototypes, the achievement of our individual 

life. We are conscious beings and we hope, therefore we 

can also despair, we are the 

Anomaly of the world, we can learn no method 
From whales or birds or worms; 

Man is responsible for the different situations and 

puts his own terms on them. The emphasis on human 

intelligence continues in Mutations. The scholar 

suddenly forms a concrete idea about a problem he was 

coping with for so many years. There is a magic moment 

that "Patterns form new disorders open like a rose". In 

Precursors, as in Expl or a Hons and Muta Hons, there is 

the water image which is bound to bring regeneration 

and cleansing. All three poems contain images of 

purification, catharsis and flux. In MutaHons the 

sense of flux opposes to the static world after a war 

which has lasted for so many years. People anticipate a 

change, a "precursor" who through his "explorations" 

will bring "mutations". 

After a bombing in London Brother Fire forced people to 

ask if there was a supernatural power which was hostile 

to mankind and willed to destroy it. Beforehand man has 
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to understand that the song of fire is "Destroy! 

Destroy!" Fire is the "dialectician Fire", an "enemy 

and image of ourselves" which echoes our thoughts of 

negation of ourselves. What's more the title of the 

poem suggests "an unholy kinship between man and the 

destructive forces he has unleashed"®®. Brother Fire 

together with The Trolls and Troll's Courtship were 

written after an air-raid in London, in April 1941®^. 

MacNeice not only analyses the Blitz, but also connects 

Its forces with those of mythological creatures. The 

Trolls consists of fire sections and focuses on man's 

strength for survival despite the odds. Man confronts 

death and the forces of destruction. The value of death 

is stressed by MacNeice as being that of helping us 

perceive life Itself: 

Death has a look of finality; 
We think we lose something but if it were not for 
Death we should have nothing to lose, existence 
Because unlimited would merely be existence 
Without incarnate value. 

Then MacNeice searches for the value of time, which is 

precious because things change through death, therefore 

there Is some value out of it : 

Than which not any. Time 
Swings on the poles of death 
And the latitude and the longitude of life 
Are fixed by death, and the value 
Of every organism, act and moment 
Is, thanks to death, unique. 

Troll's Courtship sounds like an answer to the agony 

and the question raised by the embryo in Prayer before 

Birth where a lonely troll, like the embryo, fears for 

the destruction caused by the war not only to humanity 

but to poetry, too; 

Nostalgia for the breasts that never gave nor could 
Give milk or even warmth has desolated me. 
Clutching at shadows of my nullity 
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That slink and mutter through the leafless wood 
Which thanks to me is dead, is dead for good. 

The intellectual liberals of the poet's times have as a 

rule to fight only when they have "pure motives" and 

"clear ends". Eventually, they will only kill 

themselves if they decline from their principles. The 

Bottlensck is an autobiographical poem which expresses 

MacNeice's pragmatism with his preference of material 

things instead of ideals; it might also represent 

Liberal British Intellectuals who had the same 

education and upbringing as the poet®®. The bottleneck 

of the poet's idealism cannot come over even when he 

makes compromises. 

The confusion of different languages does not happen 

only in the Bible; in Babel. we learn that there is 

lack of communication even among people who speak in 

the same language. "Can't we ever, my love, speak in 

the same language?" is the impassioned invocation of 

the poet to his beloved person in all four stanzas of 

the poem. And the conclusion comes in the form of a 

question: "Have we no aims in common?" Even with the 

existence of common targets, it is doubtful if any 

solution would be given; the tower of Babel was a 

common goal, but people failed in accomplishing it. As 

T.Brown suggests, MacNeice like S.Beckett in Wa iting 

for Godot has used faded images and cliches in order to 

stress the lack of communication^^: 

Patriots, dreamers, die-hards, theoreticians, all. 
Can't we ever, my love, speak in the same language, 
Or shall we go, still quarrelling over words, to the wall? 
Have we no aims in common? 

The beginning of 1940's, originated a re-examination of 

the values of the intellectuals, especially after the 

effects that War had on them. MacNeice remembers 

Bacchylides, the Greek lyric poet who calls drink the 

balancing power of class struggle in Alcohol. After 
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having several drinks, the drinker is back to the 

archaic and biblical history. People have not a great 

need for slogans, but for entertaining, which is 

achieved through drinking. The effects of alcohol, 

known from the archaic times, have not changed. 

Bacchylides' reputation still remains the same. The 

moral evasion of man has been provoked by war and the 

poet contradicts himself; on the one hand he claims 

that man does not need slogans and on the other he uses 

them in his favourite way of mixing classical and 

religious ideologies: 

Another drink: Bacchylides was right 
And self-deception golden - serve him quick, 
The siphon stutters in the archaic night. 
The flesh is willing and the soul is sick. 

The death of individualism to the favour of 

technocratism is expressed in Epitaph for Liberal 

Poets. There will be no salvation, no coming back, in 

spite of our whines the liberal poets will vanish: 

The Individual has died before; Catullus 
Went down young, gave place to those who were born old 
And more adaptable and were not even jealous 
Of his wild life and lyrics.Though our songs 
Were not so warm as his, our fate is no less cold. 

Before leaving, we may leave behind us some messages 

which will "accentuate a thirst" for future. This poem 

is in the form of an elegy in which MacNeice attempts 

to pass the message of intellectualism from 1930's to 

the mid of 1940's. There lies hidden a fear that 

individual ideals and manners have been lost through 

the ordeal of war. Classical values which stressed so 

much the freedom and creativity of the individual have 

now been superseded by "technocratic Conquistadores" 

The myth of Thyestes comes into poet's mind. Thyestes, 

son of Pelops, had an incestuous relationship with his 

daughter Pelopia who bore him Aeglsthus^^. The 
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equivalent of the myth in modern times is found in 

cannibalism which kills innocent victims: 

When the King sat down to the feast and the golden lid revealed 
The human cutlets and the Graces sang 
Their lays of love returned and lovers meeting, 
Did his blood tell him what his mind concealed? 
Didn't he know -or did he- what he was eating? 

MacNeice cannot accept that we are innocent victims in 

the present war. There were warnings beforehand, we 

have our share in the responsibility of the disastrous 

situations. Men did not do much to avert the worsening 

situation, they might have been drawn into it but, 

nevertheless, they still possess a critical mind which 

did not speculate thoroughly into the events. The 

Christian equivalent of Thyestes' myth is found in the 

crucifiction of Jesus Christ, We see how mythology is 

traced again in religion: we are heirs to two of the 

three crosses that arose on Golgotha, because 

such are we 
Who garnish to pollute and breed to kill-
Messmates in the eucharist of crime. 

The title poem of this collection, Ths Springboard. is 

formed upon a man's desire to dive like a bomber into 

the world in order to wipe out his original sin; the 

same did all those who sacrificed their lives in war. 

If his action brought any good results he would be very 

willing to do this 

But he, quite rightly, long had ceased to believe 
In any Utopia or in Peace-upon-Earth. 

Nevertheless, Christian beliefs worked out in the mind 

of the poet and somewhere he recognizes that he would 

like to offer his love to people. As for the sacrifice, 

he long awaits for, resembles that of St Thomas, who 

was so difficult to be convinced to. This poem is 

highly religious and reflects the concern of the poet 
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about the lack of faith in a time of intellectual 

crisis and historical scepticism. 

The present collection, written during the war, 

concerns mostly the question of how religious values 

can be worked out in a broader sense. The classical 

influences here are remote and those which exist are 

mingled with Christian ideas which are mostly an 

expansion of classical or mythological moral 

principles. At any rate, MacNeice has developed his 

poetical style and imagery but the themes which had 

appeared in his early poetry have given way to a more 

pragmatic scepticism which can be easily explained 

because of the war which gives a different perspective 

to events, language and, of course, poetry. 

j. Holes in the Sky. 1944-1947 

"What is truth?" asks Pilate without anticipating any 

answer. In the motto poem of Holes in the Sky. MacNeice 

seems to face some sort of crisis. He probably looks 

for a new way of poetic expression through the 

questioning of truth. 

The majority of critics agree that this poetic 

collection is far more different from the previous ones 

and that the poet has certain problems both personal 

and poetical^'' . The themes which occupy his poems are 

centred to the self and his personal dilemmas. 

Classicism is almost entirely absent from his thought. 

In the last two lines of the motto poem, the child 

gives an answer to Pilate's question: Truth is "Holes 

in the sky". After the war years, the situation had 

96 



changed exercising an influence upon MacNeice who 

started looking for new horizons. Besides he was 

already middle-aged: 

Double your stakes, says the clock 
To the ageing dancer; 

We can easily deduct that the poet faced many problems 

due to different factors: his detachment from the group 

of the thirties, the end of the Second World War, the 

coming of the middle age - all these factors might have 

led him to the point of artistic and personal crisis. 

Holes in the Sky reveals an altered approach: the poems 

are generally "less concentrated than in the preceding 

three collections, and frequently reverting to his 

personal past"^^. 

The first poem of the collection, The Streets of 

Laredo, was a "cowboy song" and it follows the rhythm 

of its North American original: it is about a dying 

cowboy. MacNeice refers to a bombing in London and 

transfers this event into the final Judgement. The 

achievements of the past are given in a ballad-like 

rhythm and make the poem sound as one of the best of 

this collection. The ballad rhythm reminds us of that 

of Bagpipe Music: also these two poems have the common 

theme of "the horrifying violence which is so close to 

the surface of modern life .where cities can be laid 

waste and the crime of violence is a common place"®®. 

The futility of the war years and the mood induced by 

the postwar atmosphere continues in Hi atus. The 

schoolboys of the thirties, by whom MacNeice means the 

left intelligentsia reappear 

Fledged in the void, indubitably men. 
Having kept vigil on the Unholy Mount 
And found some dark and tentative things made clear, 
Some clear made dark, in the years that did not count. 
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"The years that did not count" is the opening and the 

closing phrase of the poem. The crisis that war brought 

to intellectuals is so deep that it is as if time has 

been lost. Memories of war years torture MacNeice's 

mind: 

The sleepers in the Tube had come from Goya's Spain 
Or Thucydides' Corcyra - a long way to fetch 
People to prove that civilization is vain, 
Wrapped in old quilts; no wonder they wake stiff. 

In his mind of anguished anticlimax the poet blends 

images of the latter decade not only of the recent 

events in Spain but also of an earlier strife depicted 

by Goya. The civil war in Spain and the Blitz in London 

are both related to themes of antiquity, to those of 

the Peloponnesian War which bear so many similarities 

to World War II. The description of the civil war in 

Thucydides is equivalent to Goya's disastrous "de la 

guerra" . This is a most letting and fateful image. It 

is reminiscent of Thucydides' reference to ndcacx 

xctT̂ CTXT) 9o£vaxif (Thuc. Ill, 1-84). 

MacNeice's favourite images of windows and mirrors and 

the reflections on them reappear in the Corner Seat of 

a train which moves in the moving night. MacNeice feels 

as if the windows protect the individual from the 

terrifying world. But then 

Why does your reflection seem 
So lonely in the moving night? 

The crisis could well be of MacNeice's himself. He does 

not know what to pursue -flux, movement or isolation? 

He has not yet decided. 

In the Af terma th of the war people broke bonds which 

united them in emergencies. They now withdraw into 

themselves. Ideal vision has not survived the impact of 

war. It ended with the end of the war; 
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Where is the Fear that warmed us to the gun, 
That moved the cock to tousle the night and crow 
In the gaps between the bombs? 

MacNeice has written Fear with a capital F either 

because he wished to emphasize the terrible feeling it 

created or because he wanted to personify it with the 

ancient god Deimus (Fear) who was brother of Phobus 

(Panic). In mythology they were the prevailing emotions 

felt in war^-*. 

Tarn Carl Capitis, from Horace's Odes^^. is an elegy for 

the death of the poet's friend Graham Shepard. While 

the poet begins the ode with a cliche -that the world 

is not the same after the death of a friend- then the 

poem changes mood and takes an Individual and original 

turn: MacNeice misses his friend mostly because of the 

great help he had offered to him to kill the time with 

games like chess and darts. The poem through its 

structure represents the movement of the mind from 

unrestrained grief to the acceptances of the 

inevi table. 

His interest in art is expressed in this collection as 

well: Th e Na11onal Gal 1ery reference to various 

paintings proves that love will be everlasting. The 

Or amiech and The Cyclist draw their themes from ancient 

and prehistoric times and transfer them into modern 

times. 

The favourite themes of childhood are also present in 

this collection: Carrick revisited brings to the poet 

memories and scenes of his life in Carrickf ergus but 

the feelings are not now as strong as they then were. 

MacNeice simply admits that the background of one's 

childhood is inescapable but one is able not to be so 

much emotionally attached to it after a certain period 

of t i me: 
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Time and place - our bridgeheads into reality 
But also its concealment! Out of the sea 
We land on the Particular and lose 
All other possible bird's-eye views, the Truth 
That is of Itself for Itself - but not for me. 

The difference between eternity and particular, which 

represents reality, are more stressed by the use of sea 

-which represents the vast eternity- and land -which 

stands for the concrete particular. Also in AubadB for 

In fants. MacNeice tries to express the feelings and the 

dreams of a small child. 

In the Elegy for Minor Poets, there is the suspicion 

that the poet classifies himself among them. These dead 

minor poets either were too happy or too sad, so they 

were classified as inferior. Poetry requires strong 

feelings and emotions in order to be great. Some of 

these "minor" poets thought either too much or too 

little and they were born either too soon or too late. 

.... For them as for us 
Chance was a coryphaeus who could be either 
An angel or an ignus fatuus. 

The identification of chance to the coryphaeus reminds 

us of the coryphaeus of the chorus of an ancient 

tragedy. The poet's thoughts are ambiguous, because he 

is not sure if the coryphaeus resembles an angel or an 

ignus fatuus. The concluding line of the poem, 

,.. these debtors preclude our scorn-
Did we not underwrite them when we were born? 

may mean that all the poets of our times are minor 

because of the conditions under which they were born^®. 

This poem is written in the form of an elegy and 

finally leaves the question raised unanswered. 

Taking Shakespeare's Autolycus. a character in The 

Winter' s Tale. MacNeice shows his preference to the 
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last period of the great dramatist when he shifted his 

interests and created his famous romances: 

He ranged his classical bric-6-brac in grottos 
Where knights of Ancient Greece had Latin mottoes 
And fishermen their flapjacks - none should want 
Colour for lack of an anachronism. 

MacNeice seems to be puzzled about the attitude a poet 

should adopt towards his public. That is, if he should 

try to answer their questions or he should Just show 

the spectrum of a matter. At the end MacNeice seems to 

adopt Autolycus' attitude; that is, the poet is not 

obliged to give answers or solutions to the reader's 

interrogations. 

The Drunkard represents another phase of the postwar 

bathos of the spirit. On returning home, the poet -

drunkard- undergoes Purgatory; when going down to the 

hell, he has not even the taste of his drunkenness. The 

light and disinte grated mood that the end of war 

creates has been conveyed in this poem. MacNeice is 

looking for the actual, he asks for the "natural Man" 

to be revived. As for his religious instincts, when he 

is drunk he sees Madonna in the face of a barmaid: 

The barmaid was a Madonna, the adoration 
Of the coalman's breath was myrrh, the world was We 
And pissing under the stars an act of creation 
While the low hills lay purring round the inn. 

Irish vernacular often refers to "barmen" as "curates": 

it is a subconscious reminiscence of the sacred 

character of drink, a little remembrance of the 

Dionysian theme and of the Eucharist, too. When Time 

arrives man has to discover his own humanity "but 

cannot taste that hour—gone sacrament of drunkenness". 

The religious occupations continue in Hands and Eves. 

If there were a God to see all hands and eyes 
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addressing to Him their prayers, would He "have mercy 

on us all"? 

Slo\^ Mo vemen t deals with a man who wakes up in a train 

with no remembrance of the past. The train stops in the 

middle of a field; nothing moves. The images which 

succeed one another are quite depicting; there are 

"wafers of early sunlight blessing the unknown fields", 

"the viola-player's hand like a fish in a glass tank 

rises", "great white nebulae lurch against the window" 

and so on. These images could pass in front of our eyes 

as if in "slow motion": 

And what happens next on the programme we do not know. 

The exploration continues but nothing can be taken for 

granted. The insecurity which overtakes MacNeice is 

evident. The whole collection represents this "we do 

not know". The problems of himself and agnosticism 

concern MacNeice more than anything else during these 

years. It is evident that his inspiration and energy 

had undergone a crisis and this is reflected in Hoi es 

in the Sky. After the tension that six years of war had 

created, it is natural for an intellectual to 

experience a kind of Instability, both personal and 

cultural. The shattering of mind and feelings that war 

creates have found their expression in this poetic 

collection. Besides, MacNeice was approaching middle 

age with all the subsequent problems it can create. At 

the same time Europe was engaged in a programme of 

reorganisation, but the first signs of cold war were 

already making their appearance. At any rate, the poems 

of Holes in the Sky cannot be classified among the best 

that MacNeice had ever written and certainly are the 

product of a socially and politically turbulent period. • 
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k. Poems. 1940-1948 

Poems. 1940-1948 comprise collected poems from previous 

collections as the Plant and Phantom. Sprlnfi:board and 

Holes in the Sky, Their common feature is that all 

these are either long poems or consist of many cantos. 

The volume opens with PIural1ty. from the Plant and 

Phantorn collection, which is considered to be the most 

important poem^^. MacNeice's metaphysical problems and 

thoughts come to light with PI ural i ty. The main theme 

of the poem is a philosophical one, namely, the poet -

as a classicist- attacks the monistic doctrine of 

Parmenides^® who claims that Being -the One- is, 

exists, and that Becoming is an illusion. For if 

something comes to be then it does not become because 

it already is. If it comes out of not-Being then it 

does not exist at all, it is an illusion because out of 

nought comes nothing. So, Being is One and plurality -

Becoming- is an illusion. 

The smug philosophers lie who say the world is one; 
World is other and other, world is here and there. 

The poet attacks the monistic attitude and believes 

that change and movement are essential in this world; 

Parmenides would smother life for lack of air 
Precluding birth and death; his crystal never breaks-
No movement and no breath, no progress nor mistakes, 
Nothing begins or ends, no one loves or fights, 
All your foes are friends and all your days are nights 
And all the roads lead round and are not roads at all 
And the soul is muscle-bound, the world a wooden ball. 

The bulk of Parmenides monistic materialistic theory is 

expressed here. There is no future for his system since 

he precludes progress -even mistakes- because through 

them life goes on, we learn and progress through our 

faults. The philosopher asserts that "It is" cannot be 

divided into anything else than itself. It seems that 
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this "It" -Being- Is material since it has no sense, it 

is only Reality. Since "It is" is finite and nothing 

can be added or abstracted, then it can be nothing more 

than a finite object without any beginning or ending. A 

question emerges out of this: how can anything have a 

real substance when it never comes and never ends? 

Parmenides is not specific at this point; his system 

abolishes all human feelings and insticts in a 

totalitarian-like way. He sees the world as a "wooden 

ball" without the spirit or mind which controls it. 

The modern monist too castrates, negates our lives 
And nothing that we do, make or become survives, 
His terror of confusion freezes the flowing stream 
Into mere illusion, his craving for supreme 
Completeness means he chokes each orifice with tight 
Plaster as he evokes a dead ideal of white 
All-white Universal, refusing to allow 
Division or dispersal - Eternity is now 
And Now is therefore numb, a fact he does not see. 

Transferring the static, monistic theory into modern 

times, MacNeice sees the modern monist being in a 

confusion of terror, trying in vain to defend himself; 

he uses diversal and desperate actions in his effort to 

assemble everything into one thing, to make all colours 

white and persuade himself that eternity is now. 

Without the slightest distinction between essence and 

existence, the world will remain numb with no 

possibility of growth. Then 

If man is a mere mirror of God, the gods collapse. 

The poet once more shows his persistent conviction of 

the incorrigible multiplicity of things; he proceeds 

from Being to Becoming, from Universals to Particulars, 

from the year into its seasons, from mankind into the 

individual. Any formula that rejects the principle of 

change fails: 

That a thing, a beast, a man is what it is because 
It is something that began and is not what it was, 
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Yet is itself throughout, fluttering and unfurled. 
Not to be cancelled out, not to be merged in world. 

When people talk about ultimate value and universal 

Form, they refer to visions "that ride upon the storm". 

Soon they will be diminished. Even if man had been a 

beast, he is no longer that because he has changed into 

a human being who all the time develops himself. He is 

not a god but he tries endlessly to improve himself. 

The poet is proud of belonging to human race in spite 

of the bad aspects: At least man is conscious of guilt, 

inadequacy, the sick Ego, the broken past, the quick 

passing of time, waste of labour, spite, hate, poverty. 

This is one of the qualities of beings who change 

through time. But man is also conscious of the good 

qualities of our race; love, Joy, power, sunlight, even 

of death "not completely conscious but partly -and that 

is much". 

PI ural i tv, written in 1940, exposes all the crisis the 

poet faced with the outbreak of war. Probably he 

experienced some kind of crisis concering the nature of 

human being, its qualities and its feelings, its 

beliefs and reactions. MacNeice could not easily come 

to terms with the brutality demonstrated by some 

people, so he started questioning the origins and 

becoming of human existence by tracing back the 

monistic theory of Parmenides which however is unable 

to prove that violence emerges out of man's character. 

Only later philosophers, through the theory of change 

could give a clue to man's changing mood which is 

capable of experiencing and enjoying all the adverse 

feelings of this world, good and evil, "sunlight and 

death". The nature and the fate of man are fully 

indicated in this poem. Another characteristic of 

PI ural i ty which defines a change in the mind of the 

poet is the persistence on change and movement, in one 
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word, flux. Its message is quite optimistic and 

hopeful. The poet denotes his belief in the good 

qualities of human character and in the power of his 

mind with which he had achieved many things and deeds 

up to now. If this poem goes ashtray then "it is very 

possible to miss a prime pivotal moment in the 

development of the poet"®®. The solutions that MacNeice 

offers here are mainly drawn from his own experience 

within the world he was living and functioning in. 

MacNeice wrote The Casual tv. in memory of his friend 

Graham Shepard who was drowned in the Atlantic while he 

was very young; he was there as a war soldier. However 

it is not a war poem; it is more about the deep and 

frank friendship that the poet had with the dead. The 

death of Shepard had cost very much to MacNeice. He 

remembers that as boys they used to discuss how it 

should be to die. "How is it now?", he wonders but his 

friend is unable to talk to him any longer. As it 

happens with every memorial, the poet remembers the 

good characteristics of his friend and devotes some 

meditation on the aftei—death life. 

The Kingdom is composed of individual characters who 

remind very much the characters of Theophrastus. Canto 

II describes an old man dressed in tweeds, canto III a 

mother who has a stroke, canto IV a ship's officer, 

canto V a classic-looking girl, canto VI a dapper 

little man who works secretly in scientific research 

and canto VII an old preacher. These characters, like 

the Theophrastean ones, exhibit certain deviations from 

the normal. The peculiar characters who compose The 

Kingdom act as they like and urge the others to do the 

same at the expense of their personality which is being 

threatened. The large girl of canto V finds an antique 

goddess who, because she is a Doric rivei—goddess, 

pours out water which is not only healing and pure but 
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also wild and anarchic. However the girl cannot receive 

the benefits of this river because she has to comply 

with the rules of the kingdom since she is a citizen of 

it. The individuals of this kingdom are all kings. 

These people are chosen to enter this kingdom because 

they have proved themselves to have special qualities 

of morality and mind. The importance of the poem lies 

in the impulse it gives to the individuals, to be 

active and self-confident in order to be able to live 

their own life. "After reading The King-dom one is 

inclined to feel that decency, like patriotism, is not 

e n o u g h " T h e way these characters live in The 

Kingdom is reminiscent of Plato's Republic and Laws in 

which the state of the individuals lives a peculiar 

life but by accord with their own commonly accepted 

rules. Taking into account that The King-dom was written 

in 1943, it expresses all the disappointment and 

ultimate disillusion that occupied the mind of a man 

who was still thinking. The anarchic qualities in the 

character of these Theophrastean-like types act as a 

reminder that humanism and individuality continued 

their existence in the difficultt years of 1940's. 

Western Landscape is a long philosophical poem which 

marks the development in the thought and diction of 

Louis MacNeice. He seeks to honour Western Ireland and 

claims that he is disfranchised from the country which 

once was his own. 

The Stygian Banks like Western Landscape. is a 

philosophical poem of the new MacNeice's style. It 

begins with a fragment of Troilus' speech in 

Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida''. The main problem 

that occupies the poet is why people have children. He 

thinks it may happen in order people to keep themselves 

young for ever; when they see their children growing, 

they think of their own lost innocence. In canto II we 
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are warned that even if the ages are together, they are 

separate like notes in music at the same time. Son does 

not repeat his father; he has his own personality and 

his own beliefs. Everyone is his own master, different 

from the others and he has to support himself: 

I am alone 
And you are alone and he and she are alone 
But in that we carry our grounds we can superimpose them, 
No more fusing them than a pack of cards is fused 
Yet the Jack comes next to the Queen, 

claims the poet. No one knows more about you than you 

yourself. 

In canto III, it is spring time and a baby is not 

destined to live any more; even though it is dead, it 

has received some experience which is not going to get 

lost. "Breaking a closed circle" reminds us of the 

Pythagorean doctrine. Canto IV, presents the world as a 

walled garden with no existence beyond it. The only 

thing that changes in this world is the coming of the 

next generation which, however, follows the same old 

patterns. But feelings are stronger: the lover's eyes 

look beyond this wall in their attempt to realize what 

exists beyond this. The tired from the war man looks 

beyond this wall with the hope to discover a better 

reality than the present one. The walled garden is not 

our home (V), we are transient from here and our home 

is every hazad inn of the road. 

And the lisping child 
Envious of a bird stretches his arms to fly 
Or to embrace the sea, loving it at first sight: 
0 air, 0 water, take me! 

The poet asks the elements of nature to take him away. 

But 

the drums of Judgement 
Slacken their pace and, not to be taken by That, 
Implore all others to take them. 
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Nevertheless there is no offer of shelter for the 

travellers. The answer they receive is silence; the 

Judgement is everlasting. The wisdom in this world can 

be achieved by love among people. If people stop 

fighting each other and co-operate, they will finally 

manage to achieve knowledge; as it exactly happened 

during the war when they gathered together to face the 

air-raids. In canto VII, Troilus reminds us that he 

patrols the Stygian Banks and he is eager to cross 

them. What matters is the mood and the willingness to 

achieve something. To the original question of the poem 

-"Why people have children"- there is no answer; only 

silence. Though childbirth is far from the perfect 

circle, it continues the existence of human race. Then 

Far from perfect 
Presumes perfection where? A catechism the drums 
Asseverate day-long, night-long: Glory is what? 
A question! . .. Now it is Spring. 

The answer to the man's glory is the main question of 

the poem. There are no answers given here. The poet 

simply expresses his own philosophical and metaphysical 

thoughts in an effort to make obvious his inside 

burden. 

The central problem of The Window is expressed in canto 

II: 

How, yes how! To achieve in a world of flux and bonfires 
Something of art's coherence, in a world of wind and hinges. 

We are born in a vertical hourglass which is not art at 

all and it flows without stopping. But the flow of the 

distractors and the self-interest make us lose our own 

real life. Then how is it possible to pronounce a 

betrothal between the outrush and the backrush? Canto 

III makes an attempt to give a partial response; even 

though we are Just on the point of indifference in 

mating, building and other actions, we can affirm that 
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the antithesis of art to life is what makes life worth 

living. "Miracle" or "catalysis" are not satisfactory 

explanations in how it happens. But the poet, who 

represents the artist, like a parent will be sure that 

we shall find out the right forms for living. The 

symbols used here vary: the window tries to transfer 

the right dimensions of real world but on the other 

hand it protects us from them, it serves as a barrier 

between them and us; 

We do not know nor who keeps the ring and in passing 
Absolves us from time and tide 
And from our passing selves, who salves from the froth of otherness 
These felt and delectable Others; we do not know for we lose 
ourselves 
In finding a world outside. 

As for the flowers they represent both the high 

aesthetics of art and the fragile equilibrium between 

the inside and outside world. 

The poems discussed above convey MacNeice's 

philosophical and metaphysical meditation without 

advancing his poetic writing or technique. Even though 

The Stygian Banks. Th e K1 ngdom and The Window are 

highly praised for their content, however they do not 

present any interest from a classical point of view. 

MacNeice seems to have been influenced by the general 

disintegration and crisis of 1940's. His thoughts and 

ideas are discursive. 

1. Ten Burnt Offering's. 1950—1951 

Ten Burnt Offerings is a collection composed of ten 

long poems which were written during MacNeice's stay in 

Greece with the British Council, from March 1950 to 

April 1951, MacNeice seems to be occupied with daily 
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life problems on the one hand and with his own thoughts 

about his self on the other. The theme of the poems is 

mostly religious and classical. The structure and 

diction are more complex than any previous poetry 

MacNeice has presented. There is a big diversion in 

prosody and rhyme in these poems: we often meet both 

long and short lines even in the same poem; as for the 

verse, it varies from blank verse and quatrains to 

octets and terza rima. Although Ten Burnt Offerings 

reflect the maturity of MacNeice as a poet there are 

some critics who argue that he is dull and idle in his 

diction or are hesitant in expressing their 

appreciation' 

The dedicatory poem of the collection refers to the 

great expectation of all poets 

Every voyage is a death, 
Every action is a loss, 
Every poem drees its weird. 

The gifted poet, however, is anxious to create with 

whatever kind of material he has to hand. The great 

hope of the poet as it is expressed in this collection 

is that the dry, dying words of his poems will 

transform with their burning the living world. The 

inspiration .and mood for creativity that the poet feels 

take shape in the following poems even though sometimes 

he gives the impression of going or seeking too far. 

The first poem of the collection. Suite for Recorders. 

starts with Shakespeare's passage from As you Like 

o3 and gives an Elizabethan tone. Then the 

ingredients of the Elizabethan Renaissance become 

apparent: 

If sheperd to nymph were the whole story 
Dying in holocausts of blossom, 
No midwife and no middleman 
Would contravene the upright sun. 

Ill 
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The shepherd with the nymph of the pastoral poetry, the 

adventures of Raleigh and Marlowe create the deadly and 

serious mood of the poem. From the pastoral we pass to 

violence (II) where the poet does not know if 

Life as a game? An art? An orgy? Something of each; a mortification 
Also. Prematurely dead -or dumb- they left behind them 
What for us? A bed of flowers? A second best? A starting point? Or 
Blind end, blind spring, spring of a trap? 

The poet is not certain as to what the Elizabethans 

left behind them, which were their motives and 

influence. The historical interests of the poet are 

revealed in the third canto. He asks what is pride in 

history, in antiquity and posterity: 

Pride in your history is pride 
In living what your fathers died. 

It is our "Alter Egos, present, past or future", which 

chose us, we should not cheat ourselves that we chose 

them. We are caught through the mesh of gossamer while 

we are trying to give answers to higher intellect. 

Canto IV has a pastoral form: 

Come, my sheep, my goats, graze where the shoots are tender, 
Now I will sing of her 
Who passed but once this way and never again till Judgement 
Day become Mayday too 
And ribbons are round the Cross. 

It has been suggested that "her" is a personification 

of the bucolic peace in the country landscape; "If so, 

then this is a pastoral elegy" Once she has passed 

this way she will come back only on Judgement Day which 

coincides with Mayday. The shepherd plays with a 

borrowed pipe which even if she has not paid, and never 

paid, his songs are heard only by her and by nobody 

else. In Suite for Recorders classical culture is 

blended with Elizabethan ideas which originated from 

bucolic poetry. 
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Areopafsrus examines the relations and differences 

between Classical and Hebrew-Christian beliefs about 

guilt, sacrifice and judgement. It contains references 

to Ancient Greek mythology, the Old Testament, the 

Gospels, even to the poems of T.S.Eliot. From the title 

of the poem we are given the duality of themes and 

interests. Areopagus, the west part of the Acropolis, 

gave its name to the superior judging court in Athens, 

but it was also the place where Paul spoke for the 

first time about that "Unknown God". So it serves as 

the symbol of Classical, Christian and Modern ideals 

since it continues its operation in Modern Greece. The 

poem starts with religious themes: it presents the 

Hebrew Saul-Paul who preaches in Greece, which is a 

land of olives, and an appetiser for a tired mind as 

well as a titillation to the philosophers together with 

a threat for history and civilization. 

Spermologies fallen on stony ground. Stone of relentlessness, stone 
of crime. 
Where hard words flew in the dark. Primaeval 
Echoes of evil. A nuance, a noise. 
As of Titans gurgling into the sink of the world. 

The word "spermologies" recalls the way Titans sprang 

out of Cronus. The second canto suggests that both 

worlds have inherited some curses which they cannot get 

rid of: 

From these children you still may glimpse 
The child-eyed Fury tossing her shock of snakes, 
Careering over the Parthenon's ruined play-pen. 

It may be late for classical deities to be worshipped 

but it is not late for Saul and Christ. Christ on the 

cross was an ideal until the poets and the builders 

"gilded the nails" and put the cross in a square box. 

In canto III, Paul's reference to the Unknown God's 

Altar in Athens makes the poet ask if it was Christ's 

for Christians or Furies', "the unknown goddesses", for 
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non-Christians. The unknown usually causes fear but it 

can also be proved to be kind. The tension between 

Christian and Ancient beliefs comes to its peak here: 

The Unknown God? Judge or saviour? 
The unknown goddesses - Cursing or Kind? 
Shall we have neither? Either? Both? 

MacNeice's agnosticism is apparent. Since he was a 

child he was bred with Christian ideals and as a 

scholar with Classical ones. The confusion is so 

intense that he seems to object and doubt them both. 

What he is more interested in is to find out the way 

people live in peace of mind. Orestes acted as saviour 

for the Greeks and Christ for the Jews. Eliot's 

Christianity intervenes with MacNeice's fight to 

understand the philosophical issues which govern this 

world. 

In canto IV, we have an invocation to Paul to put off 

the day of doom: "Orestes too was acquitted". The 

Erinyes lost their battle, became Eumenides. The target 

of this poem is to blend together and reconciliate the 

Furies of the ancient world with the Christian doctrine 

of love and peace of mind and state. The wish of the 

poet is to find a way to transform Furies into 

Eumenides. Aeschylus' Choephoroe. with Orestes' murder 

of Clytemnestra is implied here: 

Could we too lead our Furies to their shrine? 
Forget them sprung from blood, remember them divine? 
Nurses of fear and hope, come taste our honey, taste our wine! 

The sacrifices which included the offering of honey and 

wine serve, in MacNeice's mind, as the basis for the 

formation of the Christian doctrine and practice. As a 

classically trained person with a profound study into 

classical practices and ideals he unites the formation 

of ancient and Christian faith, with the second, being 

a continuation and development of the first. 
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Cock o' the North starts with a passage of Lord Byron's 

Don Juan. The Byronic style exercised a special 

fascination to Auden and his group. The colloquial 

diction for every purpose, the mixture of present and 

past events and the scholarly background, had a special 

attraction to the group of the thirties'®®. With a 

vivid spirit and a mood for parody MacNeice describes 

the character and the temperament of Byron; 

Twang the lyre and rattle the lexicon, Marathon, Harrow and all, 
Lame George Gordon broke the cordon, nobody broke his fall; 

The satirical mood is blended with Byron's background 

at Harrow where he started learning Greek and Latin for 

the first time. "Byron's affair with Greece, which 

began in his schooldays, developed from his time at 

Harrow. And as an affair between two people can grow 

into a passion, though a turbulent one, so Byron's 

became, though it had been variable, sometimes 

difficult genuinely complex""^®, The parallelism to 

MacNeice's upbringing is quite obvious. However because 

MacNeice had experienced World War II, he was not in a 

position to be fully engaged in Greece's problem. But 

in order to confirm the parallelism between Byron and 

MacNeice it is worth noting that, when MacNeice found 

himself in Greece after a difficult period, the civil 

war had just finished, he had eprerienced the kind of 

inspiration that Byron had when he was in Greece during 

the Independence War. 

MacNeice praises Byron's interference with the Greek 

fight for Independence and particularly his 

participation in the suffering at Missolongi: 

Oh Meleager! Ah Meleager! 
Where is Leonidas? Has he struck camp? 
Where is my shield to be borne on? 

If we recall The Famous Greek War Sonfc of Byron where 

he mentions Leonidas and Thermopylae we can conclude 
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that MacNeice had certainly Byron's poems in mind while 

writing Cock o' the North. The first canto closes with 

the sound of guns booming to celebrate Easter; 

"Christos an6ste". Easter may serve as a symbol of 

catharsis, of purification, of cleansing the soul and 

mind from temptation and dirty deeds. 

The poet also invokes Leonidas who died with his three-

hundred brave warriors fighting against the numerous 

Persians. The influence of the ancient world upon the 

aristocratic Byron continues with Miltiades, the winner 

in the battle of Marathon: 

Miltiades is coming, 
The golden age is coming back, coming to life the poppied eyes. 
Spring and Greece and glory and Easter too - are coming. 

In canto II, the poet finds similarities between Byron 

and Meleager. The Homeric hero whose father was Oeneus 

or Ares and his mother was Althaea, was desperately in 

need to help Calydon. He was angry with his mother 

because she cursed him for slaying her brother and so 

he refused to defend the city^°^. Another version of 

Homer also is that Oeneus forgot to sacrifice to 

Artemis and so she sent a wild boar to ravage the 

c o u n t r y ' ' M e l e a g e r with his hunters managed to kill 

the boar. But finally his mother, Althaea, after 

killing his uncles killed her own son, too. The poet 

now tries to transfer the myth into the case of Byron: 

.... You would never guess 
From Greece who Veeron was . . . 
The oleanders are pink and dry beside the river 
Which weeps for Meleager. Crackle and hiss 
On the hearths of Calydon .., 

The third canto continues with a blend of ancient heros 

and Lord Byron's death which is presented as parallel 

to that of Meleager and Adonis, who was killed by " the 

goddess who loved him" and he had also gone to hunt a 

boar. Like Adonis, Byron wasted his youth, his beauty 
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and his scholarship for the "glory that was Greece" and 

finally met death in a Greek swamp without ever having 

taken a sword in his hands. 

The opening of the fourth canto reminds us of Robert 

Burns' Scots, wha 

Bards wha hae for Hellas bled-
Oh Meleager, ah Meleager, 

and reveals all Byron's grandeur in giving his life, 

his youth, his talent to the liberation of Greece, 

while he is leaving his last breath in a Greek swamp. 

Byron as a northerner and MacNeice as an Irishman have 

many passions in common which for a small period of 

time coincide with the glory of Greece. 

The trip that MacNeice had taken in India, inspired the 

writing of Pidymus which is about India's patron, 

Christian Saint Thomas, who was the great missionary in 

the country. Thomas had not been convinced that spirit 

may be also man until he groped by himself the wounds 

of Christ, On a bare plaque in a church in India, there 

is his declaration in this belief: 

To one who had thrust his fingers into the wounds of God. 

The water image is pervasive in Pidvmus but it overules 

the images in Our Si ster Wat er. The best thing in the 

world is water: 

World's best is water; in the megrims of parched 
Towns where the sun's laugh drills into the occiput 
Or in brown uplands where river beds parody 
Bubbles with pebbles, rivers with rock. 

"Heart's best is water" continues the first canto. 

Apart from the good qualities the poet defines the bad 

qualities of water, too. On the one hand he describes 

it as useful, humble, precious and chaste while on the 

other hand he calls it spendthrift and harlot. The poem 
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is about Francis of Assisi but the poet adds Pindar's 

praise on it: 

In Pindar's 
Land his word runs true. Water is best: 
A miracle out of the rock, a royal flush in the hand, 
A river nymph on the table. Tumbler, chameleon. 
Clown, conjuror of God! 

As wine is indispensable for luxury and milk for a 

baby, so water is necessary for dying men; this 

necessity is due to their last attempt and wish to live 

more. The recollection about the value of water goes 

back to the first theories about the formation of the 

world: 

In gas, maybe, the world began 
But in water we. Thales was right; 
Stone can stand, steel thrust, but we 
May dodge betwixt, may slither between. 

It was neither air, nor fire, nor earth that originated 

this world. For Thales it was only water and he was 

right according to the poet. The writing of a poem 

about water is justified because on a hot day, in a hot 

country, like Greece, the poet orders a coffee and the 

water comes free: 

We wilt at a table and order a Turkish 
Coffee. To pay for. Water if free. 
Water is free; she comes in a tumbler. 

So here it comes! All this lyrical attitude which took 

philosophical expansions comes from the bright and hot 

sun of Greece which has remained the same through the 

centuries. Water was a power by itself, was the living 

means for both Ancient and Modern Greeks. Even now that 

new habits have been introduced, as Turkish coffee, 

water is still the standard drink, it comes free 

because it still is the natural product of nature 

itself. In the East, water is a miraculous thing 

springing out of a rock, endlessly watering the thirsty 

plants. "Water is beginning, is end, is pure, is pure 
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gift", are some of the characteristics attributed to 

water. We come to this world with water and with this 

we finish, in the bed of ocean, of death. 

Although the next poem refers to The Island we can 

assume that the water images prevail in MacNeice's 

thoughts since an island is surrounded by water. The 

island reveals once more the classical interests of the 

poet. It is not easy to know from the very beginning to 

which place in particular it refers. We have the 

picturesque description of a Greek location, of 

everyday rural life and the realization that Sun was a 

deceiver since Homeric times: 

But then, as now, Sun was a deceiver 
Who promised no more than he could give 
But than men could take, dangling before them 
Wealth, glory, freedom, life. 

In this way, Icarus was deceived, he thought he could 

get more than people on earth and tried to approach the 

sun. He flew too high that freedom 

Lopped his wings like a knife 
And he fell by this island, 

which even today bears his name. The first clue for 

location comes here. The poet refers to the south 

Aegean sea and particularly to the island of Icaria. We 

know that MacNeice had visited this island as a guest 

of his maid*T°. To go back to the pursuit for freedom, 

unfortunately it was not achieved, there was only 

reprieve. The Juxtaposition between Homeric and modern 

times is evident. Because Greece was just recovering 

from the civil war, there were a great deal of 

political prisoners extradited in the island of Icaria. 

It is a cynical coincidence: as in ancient times Icarus 

was punished by falling on this island because he was 

asking for too much freedom, so in modern times those 

who were deceived that could change the country 
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completely, lost their own freedom by being banished in 

the island of Icaria: 

where labouring wisdom 
Then as now, ready to leave 
Things till to-morrow asked of to-morrow 
No freedom, only reprieve. 

In canto II, we are still on this mountainous village 

in which there is the cave of Calypso. On this spot, 

with no horizon across the sea, Hermes came from 

Olympus and gave the message of gods to Calypso which 

ordered her to release the captured Odysseus'^'. The 

poet is transferred to modern times and thinks of these 

places as the land of the dead. Now, people who have 

migrated across the Atlantic, from the skyscrapers, 

support financially the poor lands of Greece. 

.... Hermes came from Olympus 
Tipster and god of the market; these across the Atlantic, 
Tides invading the tideless. Where was the land of the dead 
Rise now the towers of life, the steel and concrete 
Which scorn yet prop these cabins. 

The poet as a visitor (III) in a place, which could be 

either place in Greece, is having his August siesta. It 

is so peaceful, only the cicadas make some noise: 

And, granted there is no God, there are gods at least, at least in 
Greece, 
And begins to drowse; but his dreams are troubled 
By the sawmill noise of cicadas on and on - Will they never cease? 

He thinks that not only one God but many gods have 

gathered to create such a harmony and peace. As sleep 

comes, a dream begins: he sees an idyllic, bucolic 

landscape with numerous sheep and suddenly he sees dogs 

which turn first into wolves and then into men and 

chase him. The sleeper is panicked. He is driven before 

a glorious judge who wears a "wig like a dirty sheep", 

frightened himself in his effort to give his wisdom and 

warning. When the sleeper awakes, he gives the 
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explanation that the people of this island are 

prisoners 

.... who would not agree 
To sign for their freedom, whether in doubt of 
Such freedom or having forgotten or never having known what it 
meant to be free. 

One of the many ideals of modern civilization which had 

their origin in Greece, was the idea of freedom. But 

the poet feels that the inhabitants were unable to 

understand its value to a great extent. In the last 

canto we have a marvellous description of the sunset in 

a Greek island; MacNeice is really a master of poetic 

diction: 

Our shadows walk on stilts, look old 
As our ambitions, the sun is younger 
Having no dreams; like a self-made god 
Who mouths his mottoes, parades his gold. 

The quiet flow of water adds a note to the brilliant 

landscape. Calypso appears in this canto again. She 

knew the verdict of gods before Hermes came to her. Now 

"she sleeps alone in her cave since then". Because of 

the infertility of this little island, many of its 

people were obliged to ask for their lot in foreign 

lands. They are now in America and they have to learn 

and live without the wine and the oil of their island. 

The poem moves to its end with a quiet and slow motion 

which the nightfall brings. There is a tint of calmness 

which however comes out of tiredness. The prevailing 

sun images seem to be the recreative power on this 

island: 

The sun's wheels turning in the night 
Which drowns and feeds, reproves and heartens. 

The most autobiographical of Louis MacNeice's poems 

finds its expression in Dav of Renewal'''*^. It was 

written in 1951 when the poet was fourty-three years 

old; in the first canto he claims: 
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Do I prefer to forget it? This middle stretch 
Of life is bad for poets; a sombre view 
Where neither works nor days look innocent 
And both seem now too many, now too few. 

MacNeice is afraid of that middle age in which his 

poetic inspiration may decline. Now, neither works nor 

days are as pure and innocent as they were in 

childhood; this "works and days" reminds us of Hesiod's 

epic poem. The poet leaves his works aside and shifts 

his mind to his days of childhood, his birthday 

celebrations and the gifts he received. He has a 

meditation on how he saw life as a child and how he 

sees it now. He longs not to be, but to become; 

instead, what expects him is death which is the only 

one that is: 

Death is, but life becomes, and furthest westward 
The dead must lap fresh blood to recover sense 
As Homer rightly thought. 

Then places did not mean anything to him. Nothing is 

going to change; he will remain as he is now. His 

interest in physiology had as a result to obtain both 

taboos and values. His fate might be predetermined 

never to come to be significant; nevertheless it is 

what keeps him in his time, place and glory. In the 

second canto, life is composed of pieces and the events 

follow one another: a rainstorm, a funeral, a voyage to 

India. The remains of all them are just memories. 

Perhaps all the questions arising out of childhood are 

answered in the light of the closet: 

Who'll pull us out? ... Shall I get out? now can I do it ? 
What? ... Why? 

In canto III, some of the poet's own milestones are 

mentioned: when he was twenty-one the coming slump 

could be seen; in his thirty, the fear of war 

prevailed; in his forty his arm was sore from the 

needles; now, in his forty-three he is gazing at the 
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sea before dawn, as he is heading into the port of 

Athens. The lights ahead are those of Salamis: 

the port so loved 
By Themistocles, great patriot and statesman. 
Great traitor five years on? 

Finally (IV), falling reminds the poet scenes of 

childhood 

For all my years are based on autumn, 
Blurred with blue smoke, charred by flame. 
Thrusting burnt offerings on a god 
Who cannot answer to his name. 

The title of this collection is referred to this 

version. Then he makes a reference to Cadmus, the 

founder of the city of Athens. Cadmus prayed to gods to 

help him and entertained his fears with "dragon's 

teeth". Ever since fears are always present and threat 

persons and cities but from each one, even friend, 

"shines a spear". Some of the clashes survive in order 

to lay stone and light fires. We all want to eat our 

calf and at the same time to have it all. It may be 

achieved only if every single flame shines, like 

altogether do, and a god springs out of the flame which 

will need no name. The renewal in this poem comes 

through those who resist the obscurities of life and 

find the strength to build up houses, cities and then 

brighten them with their presence. It is also possible 

for a man to consume his capability without stealing 

the labour of the others. The god who is worshipped by 

those who work hard needs no name, because He reveals 

His presence and identity by giving substance in our 

lives. 

Calypso's island of Ogygia in The Island is the 

location of Day of Returning as well. We are reminded 

of Homer's Odyssey from the very opening of the poem; 

Crouched upon sea-chiselled gravel, staring out and up at the sea, 
The gnarled and glorious twister, seasoned in danger, wept, 
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Thrusting his heart at that monstrous wall of water 
Beyond which somewhere was Ithaca. 

The verb, contrary to English sytax, comes after the 

adjectives and adverbs. Odysseus stares at the sea 

imagining that beyond that there is Ithaca and he is 

extremely sad (I). He turns his back to Calypso's 

island and yearns 

... for the crisp commands of laundry and kitchen 
Which his wife must be giving in Ithaca. 

He has been tired of wandering around and feels 

nostalgia for his beloved wife. Life is not everywhere 

so sweet, so fulfilled emotionally as it is at home. 

Experience is necessary but the well known environment 

of one's own country and home is indispensable: 

For here his bed was too soft and the wine never rough and the 
scent of the flowers 
Too heavy; here when he should have smiled he wept. 

Odysseus would rather have stayed in the island of 

lotus and drawn himself into forgetfulness; at least he 

would not suffer psychologically from pain for his 

beloved home. Religious thoughts and interests are 

mixed up with classical ones (II). The human wondering, 

if there is something else beyond this life or through 

it and in which form it exists, occupies the poet's 

mind. Sometimes we are all homeless and homesick, 

godless and godfearing, but it is natural for these 

opposites to exist. We long for that which we lack at 

the moment of feeling it. Man is never pleased with 

what he has; he always longs for that which he has not. 

The immortality that Calypso promises to Odysseus is 

only an illusory escape from time and home. Penelope 

had never escaped her land: 

And, though her husband did. 
He found that bliss a prison and each day 
Wept as he watched the changing unchanging ocean, 
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which separated him from his wife, his dog Argus and 

his own people. In the third canto, the thought of 

returning takes a certain shape in Odysseus' mind. He 

cannot stand the period of inaction any more: 

Only my wits with nothing to grind on. Nectar, ambrosia. 
Promise me nothing; the goddess no longer pleases me. 

The love of a goddess does not reflect real human love 

because she has no emotions, no problems; she never 

gets old, her voice is too sweet to move him. The more 

Odysseus thinks, the more he longs for his day of 

returning. Ithaca is different from all the other lands 

he has visited; even the sea of Ithaca is not similar 

to the seas of the other territories. As we read these 

lines we can bring back in our minds Tennyson's Ulvsses 

where Odysseus longs for adventure even when he is 

still in Ithaca. It proves that this "crafty man" even 

in old age was restless and too adventurous. There are 

echoes in MacNeice's poem from U1 yssesx 

It little profits that an idle king 
By this still hearth, among these barren crogs, 
matched with an aged wife. I were and dole 
Unequal laws onto a savage race. 
That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me. 

How dull it is to pause, to make an end, 
To rust unburnished, not to shive in use! 

Whereas Tennyson presents his Odysseus longing for 

adventure when he is in Ithaca, MacNeice's Odysseus 

longs for adventure but at the same time he longs for 

returning and settling down in his Ithaca. The tone 

sounds the same but the objective is different. 

Until now we have seen crafty Odysseus thinking of his 

returning home. MacNeice, in the fourth canto, like 

Milton, makes a parallelism of ancient mythology with 

Christianity. Like Odysseus, Jacob longed to return to 

his country. He was also called crafty because of the 

abnominies he had done. He was a practical man but he 
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had visions of angels who were on a ladder going up and 

down looking for honey in the human souls; when they 

found it, people were suddenly happy. Jacob was chosen 

after a wrestle he had with God, to father the chosen 

people. A nightmare continues to torture the poet 

throughout the night. An opponent is after him and he 

cannot see any means of escape. He wakes in a sweat to 

realize in the darkness that he is still on his own. He 

may be at home but which home? He does not choose any 

more, he can only father the chosen which is "a full-

time task". 

Still on the whole I have little to ask 
But that day should return, each day of returning. 

Because Dav of Returning- was written when MacNeice was 

in Athens, we may assume that he might have felt 

homesick for his country; therefore Odyssev exercised a 

great influence on his emotional world. Odysseus and 

Jacob had a common characteristic: they were both men 

of action and had a common aim: a day of returning. 

Nostalgia seems to be the true objective of the long 

poem which does not match the objective of Homer or 

even Tennyson's U1 ysses'. "MacNeice is best when he 

composes Odysseus' meditation on the seduction of 

Calypso, whose perfection falls short of the real 

challenges of Ithaca; nostalgia for a grittier way of 

life, for the sight of remembered seas"^^^. 

The Death of a Cat is a lament concerning the death of 

the poet's cat in Athens. He catches the opportunity to 

think of the animal's feeling and understanding and the 

effect they have at people's hearts. The sentimentality 

of MacNeice is deeply touched: 

The Greek Anthology 
Laments its pets (like you and me, darling), 
Even its grasshoppers; dead dogs bark 
On the roads of Hades where poets hung 
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Their tiny lanterns to ease the dark. 
Those poets were late though. Not really classical. 

The last poem of the collection, Flowers In the 

In terval. is a love poem which is offered to the woman 

who is all the places they have visited together and 

her stance is like a caryatid's. MaNeice also praises 

the voice of his singer wife Hedli. It seems that with 

all these praises, the poet is trying to catch the 

immortality of love. 

Although Ten Burnt Offerings pose many philosophical 

questions, they fail to give any definite answers or 

solutions to what racks the poet's mind. On the whole 

MacNeice seems Indifferent to political life. What is 

most evident is a conflict about the poet's self and 

convictions. This can be explained by the fact that 

MacNeice is now over forty years old. He is away from 

his country feeling nostalgia about it, on the one 

hand, and being haunted by questions about his own 

personality and identity on the other. However in spite 

of the absence of any discernable unifying theme, Ten 

Burn t Of f ering-s remain a stage in MacNeice's poetical 

writing for both change in form -since they are longer 

poems- and a shift in the poet's interests. 

m. Autumn Sequel. 1953 

In 1938 MacNeice had published Autumn Journal. Fifteen 

years later he presented Autumn Sequel. The motto in 

front of this long poem, which consists of twenty six 

cantos, is taken from W.Whitman: 

Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself. 
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To what extent may we consent to the hypothesis -that 

this question represents MacNeice, too? We may assume 

that Autumn SBquel contradicts Autumn Journal or that 

it is different from the rest of his work. The last 

hypothesis seems more plausible as in this long poem 

the poet attempts a wedding between myth and 

actuality? T*. He has deviated from the style of Blind 

Fireworks where his mind was preoccupied with Greek, 

Roman and Christian tradition. Since he has already 

passed this "middle stretch" of his life, his mind is 

now more experienced in dealing with other matters. 

Unfortunately his sacred fire is not so strong; he 

seems to suffer from lack of inspiration since the time 

of Ten Burnt Offerings and he makes desperate attempts 

to avoid idle talk. As Mr G.S.Fraser has expressed it, 

"MacNeice has yielded almost fully to the temptation to 

write because one must" and "Both Ten Burnt Offerings 

and Autumn Sequel gave me the sense that a fine talent 

was forcing itself"; he also claims that "perhaps 

readers will not return to Autumn Sequel"'*''^. It is 

commonly accepted by commentators of MacNeice's work 

that, "Autumn Sequel was a strategy of despair, a way 

of working through a barren perod"""?®; "We are forced 

to conclude that Autumn Sequel is defective because its 

purpose is never apparent . . . The only unity of Autumn 

Sequel is the unity of despair, or, of hopelessness. 

Nothing is inspiring; the allegory leads nowhere" 

Autumn Sequel imitates the earlier style of Autumn 

Journal: there is a terza rima and ottava rima; both 

poems consist of numerous cantos. But the rhyme is not 

so vivid as it was in Autumn Journal, It is monotonous 

enough. The Sequel exercises a social criticism, the 

old doubts and problems re-appear. The main theme 

consists of the poet's devotion to his friends. It is 

not an obituary, in spite of the mentioning of friends, 
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the majority of who are dead. The Epicurean devotion to 

friends has also appeared before Autumn Sequel. The 

Kingdom, from the Springboard collection, is a sketch 

of the character of individuals who are all based on 

real persons from the poet's personal life. The fact 

that individuals were the theme of previous poems, as 

well, has arisen a negative response from the critics; 

"Here once again have the brightly coloured pub-talk, 

the Epicurean devotion to individual friendships, the 

nostalgic pictures of childhood or Oxford days"^'®. The 

tone is ironical enough, because MacNeice repeats 

himself. 

The opening of the poem starts with a reference to 

London's Zoo. Fifteen years ago, when MacNeice wrote 

the Autumn Journal, he could listen to the animal vows 

from the Zoo. And now it is August again, the same 

month as then. MacNeice's obsession with time manifests 

itself from the very beginning. First he declares when 

exactly the writing of the poem takes place and then he 

expresses his thoughts, once more, about the passage of 

time: 

Fifteen years - and enough. Plain or pearled 
Chequered or lacquered, I do not want them again; 
Though golden curls in lockets come uncurled, 
Put back no clock; clocks were made for men. 
It is not time I resent, it is that the hand should stick 
On a lie which the heart repeats again and again. 
An autumn journal - or journey. The clocks tick 
Just as they did but that was a slice of life 
And there is no such thing. Our days are quick-

Apart from the passage of time there are many 

references to historical themes that we have not met 

before. We find references to time intersected into 

modern world in most cantos of the Sequel: 

The black bureau 
Of history where pale clerks do sum on sum, 
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and try to come into terms with previous historical and 

political events, however teaches people that there are 

men 

Who fight for their own chattels, burn or freeze 
From pride which may be foolish, though folly again 
Might have a tint of wisdom, as disease 
Can foster courage; . . . 

At least these people are content that they have done 

their duty and appeased their consciousness. At this 

point we have a reference to Thucydides, the great 

historian of antiquity who tried to Judge and criticize 

human affairs impartially: 

... that all things are mixed 
Or have two sides had taught Thucydides 
How little, a precious little, in life is fixed. 

Thucydides said that the things which happened, given 

human nature, were likely to happen again. Every event 

has its pros and cons; we cannot totally blame or take 

the part of one side without examining thoroughly and 

investigating the role of the other parts: 

On the one hand this but on the other that; 
Justice must lie between and truth betwixt. 

Thucydides might have a cool head but he was not cynic. 

Although he blamed and criticized both the war-lords 

and demagogues, he loved Athens. He gave his full care 

to the demos who gathered in Pnyx even when "the blade 

of Damocles hung above it" while at the same time 

traitors and usurpers tried with various means to gain 

power. 

Gavin, in canto II, stands for Shepard; 

Gavin was due to meet his death by water 
Far from all dust and women, sleeping alone. 

His interests were "The Gates of Horn" and women, in 

order to fulfil his lust. But ten years ago he was 

drowned, being one of the war casualties in the 
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Atlantic. Ancient history repeats itself into World War 

II: 

Ancient history one might think, 
Runs into World War Two. A dive-bombed jeep 
Is no less broken, or old, than a bronze wheel 
From Agamemnon's chariot. Sleep, sleep, 
You widows of Mycenae. The years reveal 
The need for everydayness, for picking up 
Such trivial threads, more durable than steel, 
As Gavin himself had dropped. .,. 

Both, a destroyed jeep and a part of Agamemnon's 

chariot are the same useless, even though, for their 

invention, intervened some thousands years. 

From August we have now arrived on the first of 

September: 

This is the first of September; let us unmake 
The dreary dog days and baptize the Fall. 

We may think of the Fall as a symbol of a real fall. 

Fall in the poet's ideas, in the world's morals. There 

is another reference to a friend here; 

For Gwilym is a poet; analogues 
And double meanings crawl behind his ears 
And his brown eyes were scooped out of the bogs, 
A jester and a bard. Archaic fears 
Dog him with handcuffs but this rogue's too quick. 
They grab and he turns a cartwheel and disappears. 

This is a reference to Dylan Thomas. 

In canto III, the poet imagines the transformation of a 

tree into a bed in the garden of Eden: the initials of 

the lovers were carved on this tree to remind the 

original sin. Another symbolism of the Garden of Eden 

with a dual meaning: the Earthly Paradise on the one 

hand, but, its transformation due to man's original sin 

on the other. Also the tree where the lovers carve 

their names may symbolize the tree of knowledge, 

something that MacNeice longs for. Or the climbing to 
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mount Everest may suggest man's effort to raise his 

philosophical and ethical standards: 

And passing one more golf course, shaved and dressed 
With yellow flags but empty; on and on 
Until we stop beneath mount Everest. 
We stop - and start. 

In the closing of the canto, the loudspeaker of the Zoo 

announces the closing of the gates: 

A harsh voice cries All Out - all out of Regent's Park, 
Of Everest, of Eden - casts of doubt 
If we were ever in. The whole massif is dark, 
The one tree silent, one day (to-day) ruled out, all out. 

Does the poet think that we do not deserve paradise, 

Regent park may also stand for Eden, that we are 

outcasts and therefore we have to be excluded from any 

rewards or even pursuits -like climbing Everest? The 

crisis and contradiction with himself start becoming 

clearer. 

As we have already mentioned, MacNeice worked for the 

BBC during the war (IV). Harrap, his friend, who 

invited him to continue with the BBC after the war was 

over, is now dead. Autumn Sequel resembles an obituary. 

Until now two of the poet's friends are dead and he has 

exposed all their good qualities of character as well 

as his memories of them. 

After the war MacNeice continued working for the BBC, 

but his scripts about ancient history, the Greek, 

Polish or Czech resistance did not appeal to the public 

any more (V). The old actors had to renew their roles; 

the poet thought of being an actor, too, fearing that 

his Muse had deserted him: 

Actors' careers go on and I sometimes think 
That I am an actor too, that the Muse has defaulted 
And left me an apparatus, rivet and link. 
With nothing to link or rivet, and I lament 
The maker I might have been; in half a wink 
The eye can be put out. The hours I have spent 
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Nagged by those two black telephones on my desk 
And signing my own name in dumb consent. 

At last, MacNeice's fears have been exposed. He dreads 

the Infertility of his inspiration and he tries to 

overcome it by using a difficult poetical form, terza 

rima, but also with excessive volubility. 

In canto VI, there are numerous references to most of 

the poet's friends, repeating those who are now dead. 

There are also many references to the fall of man but 

also to a Parrot which seems to symbolize MacNeice's 

objection to the by-products of an industrial 

civilization: 

Earthquake or flood or napalm bomb: who cares? 
The Parrot encores, the Doll has nothing to lose 
Stuffing itself with nothing, the moving stairs 
Move up and down crowded with empty shoes 
All stepping into each other. ... 
Men's hands and faces also. Though denial 

May please the Parrot and the Petrine cock, 
Yet some still tell the truth in an hour of trial; 
Say Yes instead of No. 

Does the poet imply that man has to give himself and 

his beliefs up to the demands of a mechanised society? 

Boyce was a friend who twinkled Greek wisdom "in his 

potting shed". Boyce was a "Yea" sayer, he could say 

Yes instead of No (VII): 

Thus Boyce, both classical scholar and gardener, 
Alike in shelves and plots can plant a Yea 
Against that obstinate No; there comes a stir 
Alike among Greek roots and roots of flowers 
When Boyce bends over them. Each blight and blur 
And slur and slug and sheer hiatus cowers, 
And garbled soil and pest-infested page 
Become themselves, thanks to his cleansing powers. 
While the great No-God winces. . . . 

It is obvious now that Boyce stands for E.R.Dodds. 

Boyce amends a corrupted and glossed text of Plotinus, 

and he knows that he has to oppose to the cynics and do 

something against them. The great No-God had made this 
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age appear his own with nothing worth while. All men 

in some moments of their lives need to fight the 

antagonists of malice who wait to devour them. But 

behind the eternal vice of the world stands "the 

eternal bride like a half-opened rose in a hedge of 

spears and horrors". 

The artristic interests of MacNeice reappear in canto 

VIII. As in his old poems, he continues visiting 

picture galleries. The Muse never conforms to types and 

gives her inspiration to the blind, the fanatical and 

simple-minded people or she favours dying kings, 

sitting suns and the kissed lips. The conclusion of 

this hymn to the Muse of arts is that, in order to 

escape mankind we go to art galleries but unfortunately 

there we rediscover it: 

Where science, ethics and politics stand aloof 
The arts eat meat and paddle around in dung, 
They tear off women's knickers and raise the roof 
With thump and rump and kickshaw, they blow the bung 
From the cask and the corpse from the casket, they mount the ladder 
Of Jacob and toss it behind them rung by rung. 

The poet seems rejecting politics whereas he is 

enthusiastic about art for art's sake. 

Athens was crowded with the faith and the hope of 

people; but in order to maintain this freedom somebody 

had to pay for it. Plataea and Melos through their 

servitude to Athenian rule paid 

For the freedom of our ears. The days grew hot, 
The Spartans hotter still, we wanted a high 
Place In the solar zenith; what we got 
Was the Syracusan quarries, the right to die 
On a daily half pint of water. 

The poet has some disillusioned thoughts in politics; 

it is strange that he goes back in ancient times, but 

it may be due to the fact that after the return to 

power of the conservatives with Churchill, he had no 

more motives to think about it. Instead he has some 
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futile philosopical-politleal thoughts, trying to 

arrive at a conclusion. 

Whereas in 479 B.C. , in the famous battle of Plataea, 

Mardonius, the general of the Persian army was 

defeated^T^, after all what we got was the Syracusean 

quarries where the Athenian fleet was destroyed and all 

the glory of Athens, together with the sacrifice of 

other people on her behalf, had gone. And the poet 

warns: "A word to the wise: Such are political ends". 

Even if he cannot repudiate the death of the Athenian 

civilization, yet he cannot deny that "Athens no longer 

dies". 

It is not suitable to stick to lovelorn melancoly (XI). 

Images which existed in mythology recur here: 

. , . Mother or maid or whore. 
This is that western sea where ships go down. 
Think twice, Leander, trembling at the door, 
Before you throw it wide and swamp the town. 
What of it if you swam the Hellespont? 
It is in Hero's love you are doomed to drown. 

Even Byron invented Haidee but he did not marry her. 

The parrot had warned the lover of Circe of the black 

magic he could suffer: 

As the wronged lover does himself more wrong 
Waking in Circe's room, where marmosets 
Lurk in the curtains and a slobbering throng 
Of hairy or scaly creatures gambols and upsets 
The creams and trays and siphons of last night. 
Then swarms up Circe's bed, being her pets. 

We must not also forget Jocasta, Medusa, Medea. All 

three females brought destruction and death; Jocasta 

was proved to be Oedipus' mother to whom he was 

married. Medusa's head turned everybody staring at her 

into stone; and Medea killed her children in order to 

revenge Jason's infidelity to her. But MacNeice 

maintains that it is our own innocence which brings 
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these terrible women into our sheets and gives 

potentiality to their evil power: 

as the poisoned flower 
Medea wore between her breasts was free 
Of poison until Jason placed it there 
To kill her children and his. 

Ideal love and the problems it can cause as well as the 

Oedipus complex are vehemently interrelated in Autumn 

SequBl. They prove MacNeice's confusion as well as his 

efforts to produce good poetry by projecting different 

ideas. 

In October, the poet visits his college in Oxford 

together with his friends Boyce and Aloys, who stands 

for Ernst Stahl (XII). They recall scenes of their 

student days in 1926. Now they criticize the arrogant 

behavior of their times and the education system, 

considering this rotten and old fashioned. They dine in 

the restaurant they used to dine (XIII), they visit 

their accommodation and think of their classical and 

human studies: 

Exactly seven centuries of mist 
Have rolled away since the first Chancellor died 
Who wished Greek letters added to the list 
Of the humanes studies . . . 

From canto XIV, onwards MacNeice's style changes. He 

becomes even more serious and meditative; he now 

describes a nightmare in an allegorical way. The 

meaning of this dream is a continual search for light. 

The search for the Quest has a special appeal in 

MacNeice's poetry. But no answer comes out of this. On 

the contrary, it brings more hopelessness and raises 

more intricate questions. This is the great weakness of 

Autumn Ssquel: the poet is desperately seeking 

something, is trying to give a final answer, to 

discover the Quest, but in vain: 
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... yet many trust 
That show of fat white hands to point the way 
To the Better Life for All. Away with dust and lust! 
No lust grows here unless the lust for power. 

Why are you here? 
Who are you? Are you my past? Are you my doubt? 
My alter ego? My basic self? My fear? 
Or even my future too? The sad eyes blink; 
He scratches first his arse and then his ear 

These questions reveal the poet's agony which starts 

from the Quest about himself first, before it expands 

to the rest of the world; 

The Quest goes on and we must ask why 
We are alive, though no one man has met 
A full or lucid answer; .... 

Our young man (XVI) is incapable of giving an answer to 

what life is: 

He asks himself - but dare not answer that. 
The Quest has come to a standstill. Like a wife 
The worm clings closer, closer, in the fat 
And intestinal darkness. What night could be 
Darker than this? ... 

The worm says that within him there are darker cells. 

If life meant a rising towards the sky followed by the 

fall, then "who would choose life?", the young man asks 

himself. Then through the interrogation he provides the 

answer: he chooses to grow and decay, to weep and 

rejoice, to be what he was and will be. Our being is 

confirmed through our actions, positive or negative; 

even when they are negative, we shall have the chance 

to repent and correct ourselves, to return to our 

former status in order to go on with living. Through 

acting we assure our existence. Since we are alone, we 

pay the debt which no one offers proof that we owe it. 

But "the more you pay the more comes back to you". The 

poet's philosophizing tries to explain the repayment of 

our debt: it may be connected with God, but others give 

various explanations, even magical ones. The poet's 
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nightmare resembles the allegorical meaning of Prayer 

before Birth. The dream he has now, the worm, the ape, 

remind us of the foetus in the womb which thinks of the 

external world and the dangers which await for it. But 

the observer finally breaks out -the foetus is born! 

The poet with his friends take the radical decision to 

break into this world, to come into contact with light, 

knowledge, wisdom, experience. They do not abstain from 

envisaging the reality of everyday life and fighting in 

order to achieve their means. 

The Incoherence of the long poem returns; now the poet 

mourns for the death of another friend (XVIII), Gwilymj 

he died in New York three weeks after he had met him 

for the last time. He was then full of life and energy; 

his death has shocked MacNeice: 

Lament for the Makers. Monday comes; at noon 
Gwilym died in New York . . . 

MacNeice shows a vivid interest in Thucydides' opinion 

about the role of civic virtues (XIX): 

On the one hand this 
But on the other that. And to condole 
Should not condone. A just analysis 
Would weigh the pros and cons; the cons are great. 

Then the master is asked why demos is not so powerful 

now as it was described in his city state: 

We share the word democracy but what 
Is Demos now? , . , . 

Demos is numerous, let him rule the streets and then 

let the endowed philosophers rule in their own sky: 

Society and the whole? We are not such fools 
As to equate the two, 

the poets ask the Master - Thucydides. He smiles and 

answers that there are two schools of thought on this 

subj ec t: 
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one reviles 
The notion that any artist could fulfil 
A conscious social role; the other files 
Art in the civil service. 

Thucydldes considers both of them to be false. He 

accepts that Demos provides the basis to the 

flourishing of arts, however his main purpose is to 

condone Demos. Pheidias had all ivory and gold he 

needed to finish the statue of Athena. But the poet 

thinks that in the same Acropolis other statues were 

used as a mere rubble to plug the gaps. People do not 

always appreciate the works of art. Practical needs 

prevail over the aesthetic taste. Acropolis, the symbol 

of the golden age of Greece, was badly destroyed not 

only by enemies but by Greeks themselves, in order to 

protect their country and defend it against the 

adversaries. They sacrificed the works of art for the 

ideal of a state. This is accepted by Thucydides who 

insists that those works were primitive, that masonry 

lasted for a short time and after all "we were solid 

practical men". But Athenians began to bawl that 

injustice pays. Athens, in order to survive, to 

consolidate her power and raise her standard of living, 

had to force the imperialistic policy on other cities: 

Imperialism means the means to raise 
Standards of life at home. What do we care. 
If Potidaea whines and Megare brays? 
It is we who count. Let Mitylene dare 
To revolt, let puny Melos dare to stay 
Neutral, we have no sentiment to spare 
They and their like are merely in our way 
And call out to be massacred, 

All the atrocities of the Athenians in Potidaea, 

Megara, Mitylene and Melos had a solemn purpose: the 

interests of the Athenian demos. In these lines we have 

a reference to Thucydides' Mel Ian Dlalog-ue''^*^: 

One vote 
By Demos and self-interest wins the day 
Over those pleas for mercy that connote 
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A failure to keep up to date. 'Aye! Aye!' 
Shouts Demos in his haste, and cuts each throat 
In Melos 

The proposal of the Melians' death was brought up by 

Alcibiades, the good friend of Socrates, who later on 

turned to be a traitor. His compatriots based their 

hopes on him but he betrayed them at the end -in spite 

of his genius and wit. The poets ask Thucydides how the 

harmonious Athenian system fits into his pattern. But 

the Master believes that Alcibiades was not the cause 

for the dissolution of this system. It was corroded 

long before: 

Is that not clear 
From my own history of the war, the war 
Which broke both Athens and me? 

And then he gives up the conversation. The glory that 

was Greece is not going to be restored again: 

all the gold of the Golden Fleece 
Will not put Phoebus Apollo back in the sky. 

The reason for all this meditation finds an explanation 

now: the poet in his quest about modern society's 

problems and atrocities was trying to find an answer by 

looking back at history. Although 1950's was a 

relatively peaceful era, the disarmament did not take 

place, and the tests of new hydrogen bombs continued, 

causing a grave concern among the intellectuals about 

the future of humanity. 

As the poet reads in a newspaper about an experimenting 

bombing in Kenya in order to discourage terrorists, he 

immediately thinks of the damage on nature: 

A bitter pill to make the forest sick 
And vomit its black poison; 

MacNeice was far more ahead of his times. The above 

lines read more contemporary nowadays than in 1950s! 
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Without becoming able to hide his disgust he throws the 

paper in the basket: 

Yes, history makes bleak reading after all 
And exile is the place for it. 

He puts all the historical books -Thucydides included-

on the shelf. The poet believes that it is better to 

cross 

Once more from the public to the private sphere 
Where waste and loss are felt as waste and loss 
But where at least some balance of good is clear. 

Again this feeling of loneliness and of inability to 

provide any answer. 

Afterwards we move back to Gwilym's funeral (XX) in 

Wales, This funeral gives the poet the opportunity to 

think of life after death. He is so distressed 

emotionally that he wants to believe that Gwilym will 

wait for him somewhere: 

November the Twenty-fifth. We are back once more 
In London. And will he keep us waiting. ... Yes. 

Then as we move towards Christmas time, we have a 

wonderful description of Bath as well as of Oxford and 

Wiltshire (XXI). The poet makes many references to the 

Augustan age of the eighteenth century in Bath. 

"December continues mild" (XXIII), and the poet thinks 

of Christmas. On December the twenty-third (XXIV), he 

visits the Ancient East department of the British 

Museum and thinks about the origin and the personality 

of the Magi, the wisdom of the Eastern World, Babylon 

and the importance of the birth of Christ. MacNeice's 

Christian upbringing has influenced him in his choice 

of symbols. Even though he does not seem to be a 

religious person, the Christmas atmosphere together 

with his pursuit for the quest drive him towards this 

channel. On Christmas Eve (XXV), he goes on a train to 
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Norwich, for his work, and on Christmas morning he goes 

back home (XVI) to celebrate with his family. As he 

approaches London his mind flies to his wife who is the 

central person in his life: 

Towards home where waits one person which is you 
Who takes the ancient view that life is holy. 
Meanwhile, to bring me nearer to that view; 
This train approaches London. Quickly. Slowly. 

At the end of the SBquel MacNeice seems to calm down. 

Christmas, which brings peace of mind, has arrived and 

its message has worked on him. 

After all this meditation about Quest, Eden, reason, 

negation, ideals past and present, wandering in 

different towns in England and above all, a tribute to 

firends alive and dead, the poet devotes his thoughts 

to his own life and to the person who is the most 

important to him. 

n. VI si tat Ions. 1952-1956 

Time brings not only inevitable aging but also the 

experience that the individual needs. We could call 

this volume of poems as the return of MacNeice's 

lyrical impulse. He does not offer any answers to the 

questions dealt with in his poems, but he discusses 

certain themes many times. These poems are mostly 

concerned with the passing of time, the relationship of 

the poet with his public and the individual's 

experience to the passage of time. These realizations 

are also easily inferred from the dedicatory poem To 

Hedli: 
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The days running into each other, but oh the distance between! 
The march or rout of events grows blurred in printer's ink 
With all those public fears which bruise our minds; 

The style and the diction of Visitat ions is halfway 

between the earlier and the latest collections of Louis 

MacNeice. The brilliance of the present collection is 

based on the simple way in which the poet expresses 

philosophical or other complex m e a n i n g s . 

Addressing himself To the Public, the poet supports 

both himself and his colleagues against the bad 

reputation that used to prevail among men: 

we have rather more common sense 
Than your common Man, also of course more freedom, 

is his response to the accusation that the poets filch, 

eavesdrop and live at other people's expense. The 

concern about poetry continues in To Posterity: the 

poet is in doubt about the value of poetry and 

communication through books in general, when in the 

future scientists will discover other means of 

communication. The arrival of the mechanical age and 

wi despreading communication, concerned MacNeice in the 

beginning of 1950's. He was far looking into future. 

Besides, his classical education helped him and 

provided him with the experience that things, society 

and means change: 

When books have all seized up like the books in graveyards 
And reading and even speaking have been replaced 
By other, less difficult, media. 

The meditation about the running of time continues in 

Donegal Triptych which consists of three small poems 

dealing with the cycling of time. The poet claims that 

historical events do not follow the cycling route and 

recalls his ideas expressed in his earlier poems, by 

saying that age means change and change means renewal, 

so history is a cycle which goes round. MacNeice 
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extends once more the familiar Heraclitean principle of 

change: 

Returning where? To speak of cycles 
Rings as false as moving straight 
Since the gimlet of our fate 
Makes all life, all love a spiral. 

The uppermost worry, which represents a pessimistic and 

fatal attitude towards life, is the fact that as time 

goes by youth and poetical inspiration are gone, too: 

Which being so, which beauties being evanescent but also recurrent. 
And Fate, frustrating, fulfilling, turning the screw, 
It is good to pause on the turn, look back on the glittering silent 
spiral 
Of time in a timeless moment where the nether blue meets the upper 
blue. 

Here MacNeice adopts a middle position; he says that 

earth is halfway between the sea and the sky. We come 

from the sea, live on earth and then the wind throws us 

away to communicate with other solitary men who form 

part of the whole race of men. 

A Hand of Snapshots, as the title suggests, is a set of 

five poems: pessimism is expressed in The Lef t-Behind. 

the only things left behind is fire which does not warm 

at all, the tall ship of youth which went on a rock, 

the unborn men who could be more than needed and 

f inally death 

... the black clock that strikes when it has stopped. 

The Back-Afcain. The Gone-Tomorrow. The Once-in-Passing 

are in the same pattern. The last poem, The Here-and-

Never is a pun: here and now was never there and now or 

here and then. Here is coming and going, but never the 

same coming or the same going. Here is also living and 

dying but never "Lifelong dying or dead-alive". To 

intelligent men Here means now and "both mean ever, 

though never again". There is a pervasive sense of 

failure which brings death; all this is due to flux 

144 



which makes it impossible to come back and amend the 

faults in one's life: 

... the Seasons need not even forget 
Since, though they fostered man, they never loved him, 

concludes Wessex Guidebook. Museums and beneficiary 

institutions in general gave MacNeice a sense of the 

static part of life, which did not involve any progress 

at all: 

in the small museum 
Rare butterflies, green coins of Caracalla 
Keep easy company with the fading hand 
Of one who chronicled a fading world; 
Outside, the long roads, that the Roman ruler 
Ruled himself out with, point across the land 
To lasting barrows and long-vanished barracks. 

Flux is excluded here. If the world does not treat 

history the way it deserves, then it is bound to be 

fading. The role of history through the centuries and 

its connection with seasons is the main incentive for 

the writing of this poem. 

MacNeice's dexterity in writing poetry is shown in 

Ji g-sa ws, a group of five poems; we can say that every 

poem is puzzling enough. The third poem is concerned 

with the gulf which exists between men and brutes: 

Though deep, seems not too wide. 

The brute's rules, games and feelings, are not more 

differentiated than ours. The only minus difference is 

that some men have an intellect. In the fifth poem we 

have the recognition that there is God or something 

unknown which declares the poet's need to believe in 

something although his agnosticism is evident: 

Although we say we disbelieve, 
God comes in handy when we swear-
It may be when we exult or grieve. 
It may be just to clear the air; 
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The religious and classical background of MacNeice come 

into conflict when it comes to which side to believe 

in. He might wish to reject his religious upbringing, 

but just to pronounce or write the word "disbelieve" is 

not enough to root out his convictions. At the end he 

concludes that; 

Thank God we do not, we know, 
We need the unknown. The Unknown is There. 

The search for identity and the status of man as a 

microcosm into the macrocosm of the universe is still a 

big question for the poet. 

An outstanding poem of this collection is The Other 

Wing, In the Cretan cave of the mountain Ida, Zeus is 

being saved, when he was an infant, in order to survive 

instead of being devoured by his father Cronus. Zeus' 

salvation took place amid a lot of noise: 

The infant cried while the tenterhook heaven 
Cranes through the cracks of its blue enamel 
To spot the usurper but metal on metal 
Drown him and saves him, drowns and saves. 

Then Zeus, in his turn, gives birth to Athena who 

sprang from his head: 

Felt suddenly harassed, a sky-splitting headache 
With nothing to cause it - and out of that nothing 
Hard eyed and helmeted vaulted a goddess; 

It is a direct reference to the myth of Athena's birth: 

because Zeus had this terrible headache -according to 

one version he had devoured his children of his wife 

Metis in order that they should not become more 

powerful than himself, he asked Hephaestos to open his 

head and relieve him. As it was taking place, Athena 

was born out of his head. The artists have tried hard 

to picture her in bronze or chryselephant, they have 

even created Parthenon, one of the miracles of 
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antiquity. But suddenly we start feeling confused as we 

make a radical shift in place and time: 

But yes, 
Gentlemen, first on the left beyond these 
Black-figure vases there lies a red 
Letter or birth day, another wing ... , 

in which, the antiquities of the birth of Jesus in a 

stable in Bethlehem make their appearance. We have to 

realize that this "another wing" obviously concerns the 

British Museum's wing where there are held exhibits 

from antiquity. All the elements of Christ's birth are 

present: 

Mummicose death-dress; one much smaller 
Lagged against life - he too has a Mary 
But never a Martha to tidy the stables, 
Poor Tom o' Bethlehem, only a Mary, 
An ox and an ass, a nought and a cross. 

On the one hand we have the description of an Egyptian 

mummy and on the other of Christ's birth place. What's 

more, the reference to the "stables" has a double 

meaning: apparently it refers to the stable where 

Christ was born, but it may also imply the mythological 

stables of Augean which the hero Hercules cleaned. In 

the last stanza the poet is still unable to find a 

religion for himself, to give a satisfactory 

explanation to the great mysteries of birth, life and 

death: 

The centuries unwinding the swaddling 
Bands and the death-bands; ... 
....... but Torn 
Condemned to another, a haunted, wing, 
For all his fire poor Tom's a-cold. 

It seems that MacNeice identifies himself with Tom 

(Edmund in King Lear). while he realizes the 

inevitability of death as well as the failure either of 

mythology or of religion to provide an answer. 
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Middle age's coming has much influenced the poet in all 

his latter poems. He feels the flux of time, which is 

inescapable by all human beings; in Flg-ure of Eight, he 

compares a young man who looks forward to meeting a 

girl with an old man who is not in a hurry because he 

understands who might wait for him at the station; only 

death. The allegory about death's approach is obvious. 

The whole collection has taken its name from a group of 

seven poems under the title VI si tail ons. The first poem 

is about the ghosts of pastoral lovers who call us when 

we die to 

lands unknown 
Where we, once come, could boast when dying 
We had not always lived alone, 

because they accompanied us. The lines of this poem are 

reminiscent of pastoral Greek and Roman poetry. 

Especially the lines 

Never so young in their green fettle, 
Never so glad in their gleaned light, 
Never so proud in pulse and petal, 

bring before us the Greek ideals which however have not 

proved themselves capable of solving the problem of 

time. 

The second poem is about that moment of vision which 

makes life and things lighter and easier: 

When the indefinable 
Moment apprises 
Man of Its presence, 
Shorn of disguises 
Himself in his essence 
Combines and comprises 
The uncombinable. 

There are echoes of Plotinus' theory of essences but 

the main concern is about sensual inspiration and love. 

The third of the Visi ta Hons deals with a mythological 

theme about a merman and a mermaid who, in order to 
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kill their time, cause wrecks; but at the end they are 

both thrown into the sea and swim until they meet each 

other. The quality which creates the uniqueness of an 

individual, famous or not, is the concern of the poet 

(IV); man, woman and child -king, queen and clown, the 

live man and the dead, each one has a unique story to 

deliver to us. The fifth poem is about the angel who 

accompanies the hosts in a dinner and makes them feel 

both easiness and threat. The sixth poem is a praise to 

the Muse. She visits the inspired man in each 

manifestation of his life either small or great. And 

every time he wonders if it is the Muse who inspires 

him or just the "unimmediately apparent" which becomes 

immediate. MacNeice is giving the impression that he is 

about to make apparent the source of his inspiration 

and the reason for his failure; but he still remains in 

this dilemma. The last poem starts with the religious 

image of God who visits as a whirlwind one of his 

creatures and tries to show him the clearness of the 

World. The poet sits in his cave and 

Suddenly Something, or Someone, darkened the entrance 
But shed a new light on the cave, 

and in a small voice ensures him 

Of what lay behind and before it. 

This cave resembles the Platonic cave and the prisoners 

inside it, through the shadows of the men of knowledge, 

discover their real existence. Unfortunately MacNeice 

does not manage a breakthrough in his philosophical 

dilemma. The common theme of most of the poems in 

Visi tati ons is the search for identity and real 

existence which could be discovered if only we had some 

clues about the great mystery of the running of time 

which brings death, too. 
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o. Solstices. 1957—1960 

Lyrical impulse together with parabolical methods are 

the main characteristics of Solstices. which was 

published in 1961. The title suggests the cyclical 

route of the planet system, the solstice comes at June 

21st and December 22nd each year'^^. The cyclical 

pattern of the poems as well as their title make known 

to the public the poet's special interest in astrology 

in the last years of his life; besides, there was his 

book on Astral og-y which was published posthumously. 

Many of the poems of the collection contain references 

to the childhood of the poet but they do not emit the 

kind of stress and fear that such themes conveyed in 

earlier volumes. The role of religion is also 

noticeable, as well as MacNeice's fear of old age and 

subsequent death. He refuses to come to terms with the 

fact that as a mortal being he will have to die one 

day. But it is a common judgement that Solstices 

contain practically no references to either Graeco-

Roman or Christian legend^ 

The cyclical pattern starts with the realization that 

where there is an end there is also a beginning. It 

happens in Apple Blossom, where the poet states that 

when we spring out of our innocent childhood, from 

Eden, "The morning after is the first day". The fall 

from Eden is implied to have brought a new start: 

The first apple was the best apple 
For Adam before he heard the sentence; 
When the flaming sword endorsed the Fall 
The trees were his to plant for all. 

MacNeice in his middle age questions Christian values 

and comes to believe that there is another world 

besides that of the Bible. 
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Childhood's reminiscences co-exist with the cyclic 

movement. He also tries to extend or connect them to 

present life. In The Riddle, he feels nostalgia when he 

recalls the riddles he listened to in the warm family 

house during the cold winter days. Now in a cold house 

the only thing preserved is the fearful question "What 

is it that goes round and round the house?" 

Notes for a Biography, in spite of its autobiographic 

style, has not a great unity. It is a group of five 

poems starting with the events of childhood, school, 

college and colonial service in India (I, II), Then, 

the poet, already middle-aged, remembers a love he had 

while on a ship in the sea and infers that scars from 

disappointed loves cool down like the sea, "Wave upon 

wave, reminder upon reminder" (III), Time cures all 

painful memories. In the fourth poem questions about 

educational and political matters absorb the poet's 

thought. In the last one, the old man decided that it 

is never time to retire; since life goes on he has to 

persist. The pleasures drawn from small events in this 

life, like the lavender of youth and love, make him 

believe that he is standing "face to face with Never". 

It is hard to realize when you get old that you have 

lost many chances because others kept on telling you 

not to be in a hurry. In The Slow Starter the man who 

is no longer a child races "like a torrent" round a 

clock in order to catch the lost opportunities which 

are too late to be recovered. 

Memories of 1940's occur in The Messiah which is a 

heterogeneous and incoherent poem; what we discern are 

some reminiscences from the time MacNeice was in 

hospital in Portsmouth after he had come back from 

America. The other memory is of a convoy in the wartime 
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Atlantic in 1940, (The Atlantic Tunnel) . where human 

life cannot be entrusted with 

... headphones or signals and out of 
The code, yet not in the clear. The tunnel 
Might be about to collapse. 

The religious question connected with social and 

political life and the poet's ironical effort to 

vindicate the sins of modern society appears in 

Jericho. As the Decalogue's rules were broken in the 

past by people, so are they broken now. MacNeice is not 

surprised that in all public offices the laws are 

broken, since they follow their archetype: 

And the tables of the Law were broken again. 

The meaning of words differs according to the endings. 

In Idl e Talk the poet presents the example of Adam and 

Eve; when he said "I love you" to her in the Eden's 

garden, it was completely different from when he said 

it to her after the temptation. The conclusion is that 

what we intend as new might have been used in the past 

even by us ourselves; but the new always prevails over 

the old. 

Another group of four poems, Country Week-End, remind 

the poet childhood's insignificant events which then 

seemed so large. As a boy he read in the candles about 

the Lavs of Ancient Rome: 

Like good Penates, from their globes 
Or tasselled tents conferring peace 
Even on the Lays of Ancient Rome. 

In these last lines we have a reference to 

T. B. Macaulay' s Lavs of Ancient Rome. a reference to 

post Victorian vestiges of classicizing Victorian 

culture rather than Classical antiquity. Penates were 

the dwellers and guardians of the family home in every 

ancient Roman household. They were worshipped together 

with Vesta and had an important place in the 
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communltyi^:*% Now everything is directed by 

electricity; the poet is scared when he realizes that 

our world depends upon a switching off. The only thing 

he can do at this night is to say "One good night in a 

naughty world". We can trace the four elements which 

constitute the world in each one of these four poems: 

Though then as now the sky was ours 
Of which our souls were part and parcel.(I) 

The sky and the flying birds symbolize the air. 

Hand me that dibble. That the earth is good 
Stands trial this week-end. (II) 

We are reminded of the questioning about earth. 

When such spinning shafts of steely water 
Struck to numb, or revive, the mind.(Ill) 

Here is the water element which is followed by fire: 

Hissed in the fire and I felt marooned 
In a whitewashed room in a world of water. (Ill) 

We can infer that MacNeice deals very much with the 

flowing of time, the passing of age and inevitably he 

thinks of his childhood's, not necessarily good but 

innocent and quiet days. It seems that the poet could 

not be reconciled with the fact that he, too, as all 

common people, was running into time. He tried by 

writing poetry to become conscious of flux and of the 

approaching of age through experience. 

It is not accidental that Sol sti ce, which gave its 

title to the whole collection, reviews the passing of 

time as gain because he has been waiting for the 

beloved person to fill his life: 

How can midsummer stay so long? 

The poet demostrates his hope that time does not pass 

so quickly; although he can do nothing to prevent it. 
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he expresses the wish for the pleasant moments to have 

more duration than others. 

Sun rises and gives life to everything (Indian 

Villap:B^ . And 

. . . Euripides was right 
To say 'whatever glints' (or dances), 
Thus answering those who mark the spot 
Meticulously in black and white 
And who, contemptuous of the chances. 
Divorce the ever from the what. 

Each man has a small part in the coming and going of 

life but "whatever it is, must leap and shine"; since 

this little part belongs to him he can do whatever he 

wants. 

After devoting much of his writing to the idea of flux, 

the poet addresses one poem to the founder of the 

theory: Variation on Heracli tus refers to the pre-

Socratic philosopher from Ephesus whose theories are 

still applied. Even the walls and the ceiling are 

flowing, modern physicists suggest. The poet goes 

further and says that nothing reappears; it has to 

disappear first: 

Down an unbridgeable Ganges where nothing is standard 
And lights are but lit to be drowned in honour and spite of some 
dark. 

The poet's philosophising can be summarised in the 

concluding line of the poem: 

One cannot live in the same room twice. 

Reflections try to express the metaphysical impressions 

given by a mirror which reflects the room reflected in 

a window. This poem is a conceit about reflections so 

that nothing seems safe in that room: 

The mirror above my fireplace reflects the reflected 
Room in my window; . . . 
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These reflections in mirrors remind us of MacNeice's 

earlier poem, Perseus, in which the Images of 

petrification and the "solipsism of the self" -which is 

succeeded via nihilism- are evident. 

The inability to go ahead with the flowing of time is 

expressed in Hoid-Up. With terror, the poet thinks of 

what could happen if suddenly people and things stopped 

moving for any reason. The still-life technique of this 

poem shows what could happen in this world if a tiny 

operation went wrong for a moment. MacNeice dreads 

traffic jams where a stasis and inertia are inevitable: 

The lights were red, refused to change 
Ash-ends grew longer, no one spoke, 

MacNeice feels uneasy among strangers, especially when 

he is obliged to wait unnecessarily. Everything is 

going wrong after a "hold-up": 

The bubbles in the football pool 
Went flat, the hot news froze, the dates 
They could not keep were dropped like charred 
Matches, the girls no longer flagged 
Their sex, besides the code was lost. 

There was a complete disorganisation of daily life: 

engagements that could not be carried out, human 

relationships underwent a crisis. The poem reads as if 

we expect for time to finish, for movement to be 

paralysed. Besides we should consider a simpler 

explanation which is the frustration one feels when 

caught in a traffic jam. D.B.Moore has commented on 

this poem: "For those who could not take refuge in the 

mathematics and enjoy the elegance of theoretical 

exposition, and for those who realized vividly that 

here was progress only of proof but not of conception, 

and that in consequence we were back two thousand years 

to aspects of Greek thought, there could be no comfort 

in the new knowledge, and little new hope for the 

individual personality"'^®. What is more, MacNeice 
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seems lost in this mechanized world, he anticipates a 

destruction from unexpected things. 

The theological concerns of the poet are expressed in 

The V}al 1. It is a symbolic poem where the wall means an 

end, like the end of life. But as all seem to fade 

away, suddenly, from an opening wall comes the sound of 

singing; there is also light which opens into a garden. 

The Christian conception of the immortality of the soul 

with an image of Paradise is presented by MacNeice 

here. 

Solstices apart from the pre-occupation with time and 

religious matters have also some optimistic clues. TtiB 

Snow-Man is a poem of hopefulness: 

Yesterday it was a dance of flakes 
Waltzing down, around, and up, 

but today is another " legless" day and the world goes 

on. While tomorrow the forgetfulness is coming, the 

flakes will thaw. But the water which will be formed, 

isn't it another dance equally replacing the dance of 

the white flakes? Nothing is lost, it continues in 

another form, its existence goes on. 

It is surprising that MacNeice who has spent most of 

his life opposing to conventions, now writes about his 

beliefs in truisms and the inherited values as 

necessary guides in our lives. The Truisms remind us of 

the Parable of the Prodigal son who finally finds out 

that without them his life is not safe. Possibly, the 

old age of MacNeice makes him realize that he was wrong 

opposing to traditional concepts and inheritance. 

The Bad Dream. which is a nightmare about horrific 

insects, animals and women's shrieks, is followed by 

the Good Dream which is about a young man who wakes up 

in the night; instead of switching on his light a warm 

voice tells him that he is in the beginning of life. 
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The voice urges him to row in the dark and reach the 

island where she is. But when the man arrives there he 

listens to a voice: 

And God Said Let there be light. 

When it becomes light he sees a place resembling the 

image of paradise. This poem looks like a parable; its 

themes are certainly raised from the book of Genesis. 

but the poet wants also to show his joyness for finding 

the great love of his life in his middle-age. This love 

is the meaning of the world and happiness to him. 

Sel va Oscura. Dante's The Dark Wood, is another poem of 

hopefulness. Even when one has no experiences, if he 

meditates or dreams about them many times then his life 

is dominated by them. In the dark woods we could 

suddenly meet blue balls and light and an open door 

with a hand inviting us to "all the life my days 

allow". Metaphysical and philosophical thoughts seem to 

take a shape in the above poem. In spite of the nasty 

world, MacNeice hopes and believes in something better 

which can be achieved through his search for the Quest. 

The obtaining of experiences puzzles the poet in A11 

Over Again. MacNeice opposes to the aquired experiences 

and claims that every time is unique and unrepeatable. 

He will not ask for gaining experience from past or 

future any more. Both of them form the happy present. 

His love is as if it existed many years before: 

This One Between were All and we in love for years. 

p. The Burning Perch. 1961-1963 
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The nightmare and the fear of an aproaching end 

constitute the framework of the last volume of Louis 

MacNeice's poetry which was published immediately after 

his death on October the 1963. The Burning Perch 

stresses more than any previous collection the theme of 

eschatological doom which comes even out of tiny 

things. There is a continuous movement towards death 

and the characters of the poems become gradually aware 

of the forthcoming end. John Press believes that this 

collection as well as the two last ones, VI si ta t ions 

and Solstices. add new reputation to MacNeice's 

inspiration; even if they are not well known from 

anthologies there is "a final spurt of imaginative 

energy in the three years berore his death which 

resulted in The Burning Perch''We can say that 

MacNeice was as much socially conscious as he was in 

Autumn Journal, The threat of World War II in Aut umn 

Journal can be compared with the Cold War and the atom 

bomb of the late 1950's. The collection is dedicated to 

Mary, a young actress of the BBC. 

The Burning Perch opens with one of those poems where 

destruction is caused by simple objects. Soap Suds is a 

representative example: a mallet which hits a ball in a 

croquet game causes a doom; superficial things happen 

and the child who washed his hands in the bathroom has 

"no longer the hands of a child". On the one hand we 

are presented with reminiscences from childhood -when 

the poet had visited this great house- and on the other 

we are reminded that there is always something beyond 

our will which dictates our actions; 

And the grass has grown head-high and an angry voice cries Play! 
But the ball is lost and the mallet slipped long since from the 
hands 
Under the running tap that are not the hands of a child. 

This "running tap" suggests the flowing of time, again 

the great problem of the poet is evident right from the 
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very beginning: the process of aging which he hates so 

much. In some ways he anticipates the 'chaos theory' of 

modern physics, by which even the fluttering of a 

butterfly's wings can change the weather pattern of the 

planet. 

In spite of the bad mood which characterizes most of 

the poems, there are some which are full of life. Dei a 

Vu is about the regenerating power of love which gives 

you the strength to start from the beginning. 

Our love must extend beyond time because time is itself in arrears 
So this double vision must pass and past and future unite. 

MacNeice tries to use life as a means to overcome the 

passing of time, to extend himself to the future; the 

above lines sound as a desperate attempt to catch the 

lost vitality. 

The Suicide is committed by a young man who Jumped out 

of the window. Nevertheless he has left something 

behind; the bill, the ash, the box-files, the 

correspondence, the broken pencil, the shy smile 

"something that was intact". We might suppose that 

death terrified the poet and he tried through his poems 

to persuade himself that even when he dies, he will 

leave his remembrance behind. We can also assume that 

MacNeice has in his mind the suicide of his poetical 

inspiration. In spite of his bareness he believes that 

something is going to be left behind at the end: 

To those who knew him for all that mess in the street 
This man with the shy smile has left behind 
Something that was intact. 

It is a typical classical attitude towards life: if one 

has offered a certain work, regardless of its general 

appreciation, it is bound to be commemorated by some at 

the end. 
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In Per spec t i ves, the poet shapes his characters in a 

Theophrastean way; he says that further off people are 

smaller as for example old heroes; they can not be 

compared to the nowadays professional people. All are 

interested in themselves, like the commissionaire, the 

dentist, the kings. So in the year 2.000 A.D. at the 

end of a queue, one will be able to see an infant -who 

might be himself- straddling the world in the same way 

they have done it. 

The Burning Perch has not much about the end of life. 

There is an inevitable end in most of these poems; end 

of life and culture, as it happens in In Lie u. which 

shows the poet's dislike of the substitutes of a 

decayed culture. 

The question and the definiton of identity torture the 

man in The Taxis: MacNeice has used the parable form 

which here sounds like a dream. The man of our poem is 

unable to control his self, he seems as if he is 

looking for an escape by using all these taxis. In this 

illusionary poem the man suddenly realizes that he is 

not alone. He is followed by many invisible ghosts 

which are visible only by the last of the many taxi-

drivers. There are also implications of a religious 

background -only God is able to see our whole 

existence. 

The three grey sisters of The Grey Ones are the 

favourite theme of MacNeice about the Fates. The poet 

believes in fate and asks the youth to inquire about 

the way to "Never Yet", 

Which might be Once Upon a Time, 
Golden Age or Perfect Crime, 
Kingdom Come or Free for All 
No past, no future and no fall. 

All of them might exist in childish dreams. The three 

sisters chewing their gums wait for "the client next to 
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die" without impatience, for they are sure that 

somebody will come up the mountain or in some Eastern 

town. 

The only poem which deals with life after death, even 

in a dream-like form, is After the Crash. There is an 

imaginative passing of time; 

When he came to he knew 
Time must have passed because 
The asphalt was high with hemlock 
Through which he crawled to his crash. 

The paradox appears strong: a man who is the victim of 

the mechanical age, is also the victim of hemlock as 

Socrates was in Ancient Athens. The signs of MacNeice's 

meditation are now clear: he could feel death 

approaching and therefore, as any intelligent person 

would do, he started thinging about life after death. 

Therefore it is totally acceptable for him to connect a 

modern form of violent death, to one of the classical 

age. As Socrates' death marked the end of his wisdom, 

which however survived through the centuries, so a 

poet's death may well leave his work behind: 

And knew in the dead dead calm 
It was too late to die. 

The eschatological attitude continues under the 

extraordinary title Spring Cleaning which should sound 

cheerfully, but MacNeice has transformed this to a 

desperate poem. It parodies the Biblical reference to 

Revelation (21:5) and repentance: instead of making a 

new start, an innocent life, it is time for endings "to 

round things off". It is clear now that MacNeice 

refuses that there is any regeneration since he does 

not recognise this property even to spring itself. He 

believes that mechanical age has put an end to all 

this. 
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This belief to the terror that spring brings is 

expressed in The Pale Panther and in Another Cold May. 

Destruction is caused by the yellow teeth of the 

panther which tear the roof of the poet's house. Then 

empty bottles piling up are not collected by the 

milkman and the poem also speaks about incurable burn. 

In the third and last stanza of this poem we are told 

about airmen with broken test tubes and shards; all 

this desperation and inability of human will to 

interfere may be interpreted by the assumption that the 

poet has in mind together with his own end the atomic 

doom which may make even sun "stop play". 

In this collection there are two travel poems: The one, 

Ra venna reminds the poet of a visit on his way from 

Greece when everything "seemed dim and flat" to him. 

His mind blended together the Roman culture, the 

Byzantine influence and the Roman empire: 

.,. What went wrong 
With Byzantium as with Rome went slowly, their fame 
Sunk in malarial marsh. 

Now when he tries to remember Ravenna, in his mind come 

a bad swell of glory and the cold eyes of Theodora of 

Byzantium "that belie the tesselated gold". The other 

travel poem, Constant. is about Constantinople which 

has been corrupted by Romans, Crusades and Turks. 

However in this city "Caught between Roman and Turk", 

people make dreams of the church of the Holy Wisdom 

(Hagia Sophia). They see it as a symbol of unity and of 

reviving the old Empire. 

New Jerusalem is a poem of meditation blended with 

religious feelings. The poet transfers the old 

religious theme from old Jerusalem to the New one, 

which can be London. But instead of progress everything 

is melted down: 
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Bulldoze all memories and sanctuaries: our birthright 
Means a new city, vertical, impersonal. 
Whose horoscope claimed a straight resurrection 
Slfuld Stimulant stand in conjunction with Sleeping Pill. 

This "new city" bears echoes of Platonic Republ1c and 

Laws in which themes such as the building of a new city 

full of moralized principles are mentioned. 

It would be presumptious to say that MacNeice had any 

premonition about his coming death; although in one of 

his last poems, Charon. he talks about it. The poem 

opens with a bus trip around London: 

The conductor's hands were black with money. 

The conductor could symbolize Charon himself if we take 

into account the mythological evidence in which Charon 

was asking for money in order to take the corpses to 

the other side of the river Acheron. And to complete 

the image of Charon, there is also the image of a 

river: 

And then we came to the Thames and all 
The bridges were down, the further shore 
Was lost in fog, so we asked the conductor 
What we should do. He said: Take the ferry 
Faute de mieux. 

The conductor may also symbolize the priest if we give 

religious extentions to the poet's thought. Then 

MacNeice brings forward Virgil's and Dante's images of 

Charon: 

And there was the ferryman just as Virgil 
And Dante had seen him. He looked at us coldly 
And his eyes were dead and his hands on the oar 
Were black with obols and varicose veins. 

It is a perfect description of Charon as he is depicted 

in Virgil and Dante. The doom now is obvious. There is 

no way out. We have to take the trip after of course we 

have paid our obols to Charon. Eventually the ferryman 

said coldly: 
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If you want to die you will have to pay for it. 

Is it an imprisoned spirit, asking in vain for some 

freedom? Or is it the poet himself who, being tired 

from a meaningless life, is asking for an escape which 

however is going to lead nowhere? MacNeice has a very 

cynical attitude towards death especially in this poem. 

Death for him does not differ from living. London is a 

Hades, a Waste-Land, and there are echoes of his 

fellow-classicist Eliot. The resignation from life is 

more apparent in The Introduction: it is about the 

acquaintance of a young girl with an old man over "a 

grave glade". The larvae, Roman ghosts, but like a 

chorus of a Greek tragedy, remind them that it is too 

late for him and too early for her to meet each other. 

The larvae say that these two should have met long time 

ago or not at all. So " they were introduced in a green 

grave", the eschatological end cannot be avoided. The 

Introduc t ion may have been inspired from MacNeice's 

personal life. As we have already mentioned at that 

time he was in love with Mary, a young BBC actress. It 

is possible that this relationship puzzled MacNeice 

about its future and since his mood was pessimistic, he 

composed this poem in order to express his despair of 

his relationship. 

This approaching end of life and the agony of the poet 

about it, is also expressed in Birthrig-h t. He objects 

to having been born in a humanity which he never 

requested. We have the impression from some of these 

poems that MacNeice was entertaining a classically 

pessimistic attitude to the inevitability of death, 

strange though this may seem in a 20th century man of 

55 years, unafflicted by any serious problem of health 

other than that self-inflicted by his alcoholism. 

As in Their Time consists of twelve vignettes. It 

portrays, in the Theophrastean way, twelve characters 
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all frustrated and inquisitive. They destroy all the 

beliefs in good values and sentiments. Disappointment 

and the fatal end is often expressed in these 

vignettes. The twelfth vignette is the most futile of 

all; the boy who promised so much but who in his 

manhood had already been destroyed as a personality. 

Can we receive this statement as a personal estimation 

of the poet about himself and especially about his 

work? 

The Burning' Psrch has taken its name from a phrase in 

the poem Bud/sri e. addressing to Robert MacBryde, 

possibly a child. The theme is taken from a room where 

a little blue bird realizes that it does not know 

anything of the world outside the cage: 

Gorillas exchange their final messages, 
But the budgerigar was not born for nothing, 
He stands at his post on the burning perch-
I twitter Am- and peeps like a television 
Actor admiring himself in the monitor. 

Everything will be diminished by the conflagation, the 

poet, the child, the bird, even we ourselves; it is a 

kind of divine Nemesis that is going to wreck the 

world. 

It is worth considering, the fact that one of the very 

last poems MacNeice wrote before his death extensively 

refers to Horace. Memoranda to Horace, consisting of 

five cantos, presents a unified picture of MacNeice's 

identification with the great Latin poet, Horace's 

urbanity and compressed diction are represented in this 

poem. Besides, many years ago MacNeice himself had 

expressed his admiration for Horace and had praised 

Latin language as superior to English in the writing of 

poetryT^^, The eschatological end could be received as 

the main theme of this poem too, but what's more the 

poet looks for a counterpart in antiquity, for somebody 
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in whom he could trace the roots of his poetical 

inspiration and help him identify his own personality. 

In the first canto the poet asks Horace why they are in 

trouble of having a proper language. Poetry is not so 

important as the "blurb for yesterday's detergent". 

Horace believed that poetry was more lasting than 

bronze. The poet is embittered because the poems of the 

past are weak monuments compared with the television's 

messages. He expresses his grave concern about the 

durability of poetry: 

Aere perennius? Dissolving dialects, 
Flaccus, why trouble now to be lapidary, 
Knowing posterity, let alone unable 
To scan or follow you, neither will be able. 
Let alone yours,to cope with language. 

Then MacNeice remembers the pontifex who would daily 

climb the Capitol in order to select the priestesses 

for Vesta. Vesta, the Roman hearth-goddess who was 

identified with the Greek Hestia, was served by the 

Vestal Virgins who were chosen by the Pont i f e x ' ' Y e t 

MacNeice believes that Horace's poetry is 

More lasting than Bronze; 
Let alone destroy, your Aeolian measures 
Transmuted to Latin - aere perennius. 

MacNeice is puzzled about what he and Horace have in 

common since they lived so many years apart (II). He 

concludes that their roads are not the same but 

parallel: 

... It looks as if both of us 
Met in the uniqueness of history a premise 
That keeps us apart yet parallel, 
The gap reducible only by language. 

Thus the only thing that separates their poetic art is 

history, but they are united by language. As Horace did 

not offer any solution to his contemporaries —he simply 

described the days in the noisy Rome, as when "Brutus 
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fell on his sword"- so MacNeice writes down the events 

of his times. 

Man cannot escape conventions (III). Even Horace had to 

bow in front of Octavian, but then he took refuge in 

the country where he had met Lalage, love, laughter and 

could concentrate in his work. MacNeice longs for an 

asylum in the country where he will meet the same 

things. 

Elderly poets prefer to call themselves Dionysians 

rather than Apollonians (IV). MacNeice prefers to 

attempt "an appetitive decorum" like Horace. But 

Horace's age had no idea about the unredeemable 

quantity which prevails and for whose sake many values 

are sacrificed. Non-recognition and pre-recognition 

existed two thousand years ago, as well as, now; non-

recognition of preconception which makes everything 

old; pre-recognition of the unborn face as the novel in 

the commonplace. These two qualities help them resist 

"the poison of time" and handle a compromise "With 

horrible old fellows, glazed and jowly", who, they had 

always tried to avoid, but some day they will resemble 

them. In the last part, MacNeice is grateful because he 

has not been addicted to Gothic images; he believes 

that keeping company with them is a mortification 

dignity of self-respect. Horace escapes to his Sabine 

farmhouse which was much better than envisaging Lares, 

Penates and degenerated goblins. 

To opt out now seems better than capitulate 
To the too-well-lighted and over-advertised 
Idols of the age. 

The poet would rather live in a second childhood 

through which he will remember the first one, than 

living, in a "blank posterity" in a world in which 

"life is restricted to standing room only". The closing 

of the poem is quite significant: this "opt out now" 
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means that the poet has reached a crucial stage in his 

life; he has to do his choices. This last poem of the 

last collection of MacNeice is prophetical. Memories 

from childhood tortured him in all his poetry and now 

he ends by realizing that he would like to live a 

second childhood rather than be a mature man. This 

statement makes it clearer why MacNeice seeked his 

similarity with Horace: in order to affirm himself of 

his value which had so much been shaken in the futility 

of modern age. 

Although the latest collections of MacNeice do not seem 

to have much classical influence -with the exception of 

Horace— The Burning Perch and the Collec ted Poems, 

naturally, close with Thalassa. If it were not for his 

classicism why did not he use the title Sea? But 

thalassa exercises diffferent influences and has many 

symbolisms: on the one hand it symbolizes the open 

horizons, the escape, the freedom but at the same time 

it means exile and alienation from everthing familiar 

and beloved: 

Run out the boat, my broken comrades; 
Let the old seaweed crack, the surge 
Burgeon oblivious of the last 
Embarkation of feckless men. 

This surge expresses all the conflict that took place 

in the poet's mind; he had a feeling, if we dare not 

use the term premonition, that it was time for a 

bursting out. The situation had gone too far; it was 

swollen enough; 

Run up the sail, my hearsick comrades; 
Let each horizon tilt and lurch-

Now MacNeice is ready for the great adventure: 

Butting through scarps of moving marble 
The narwhal dares us to be free; 
By a high star our course is set. 
Our end is Life. Put out the sea. 
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The poet has reached his zenith. After this poem he 

silenced for ever. What is most moving is the date at 

the end: "From a recent manuscript: ? 1963". It is the 

only poem dated 1963, even with a quest ionmark. 

MacNeice, the professional poet, and the great poetic 

spirit was lost into the vastness and the new unknown 

experiences of an eternal sea. 

Transl at i ons 

In the volume of the collected poems of Louis MaNeice 

are included three odes of Horace. The first ode 

Solvi tur Acris Hi ems (1.4) is from the collection The 

Earth Compels. The poem opens with the coming of 

spring: nature is regenerated; the wind, the sea, the 

fields are being prepared to celebrate the coming of 

the new season. Even Venus, the goddess of beauty 

dances with the Nymphs and Graces, whereas her husband 

-Hephaestus- "stokes his red-hot mills in volcanic 

places". At last, time has arrived to sacrifice to Pan, 

"the woodland god", in order to make the new season 

brilliant. But all the grandeur of nature is 

interrupted by the "white-faced Death" who does not 

make any discrimination at all, He comes equally to the 

poor and the kings, he visits both the poor's shack and 

the palaces of kings. So you must not feed many hopes 

that you may escape. When death comes you will no 

longer be able to enjoy wine and to admire boys, like 

Lycidas who will be much loved by women when he comes 

into manhood. The third stanza, which refers to the 

sacrifice to Pan, is more relaxing than the two first 

ones. Horace offers as a sacrifice either a lamb or a 

kid. And suddenly, in the beginning of the fourth 
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stanza, Death's heel is heavily heard at the door. 

MacNeice seems to be fond of this attitude of Horace 

since he chose this particular ode for translation. 

Even if he enjoys himself, he expects the end to come 

in every moment in his life. Horace, following the 

Greek poetry of Alcaeus, illustrates the passing of the 

years in which Lycidas will become a real man, loved by 

women instead of men^^^. The homosexual attitude of 

this ode is connected with the traditional Greek 

poetry. 

The following ode, Aequam Memento (11,3), is taken from 

a radio programme on October the 8^^, 1956. The 

inevitable ending in spite of efforts of survival is 

also expressed here. The poem starts with an 

exhortation to moderation, and then moves on to 

consider trees which form a parkland. The poet asks his 

friends to leave whatever they have created behind; it 

is of no importance, whether it is a big estate or a 

poor one, In the last stanza of the poem there is 

mention of death, MacNeice liked translating poems 

which referred to the frustration of the present life 

and to an end which sooner or later would come. He was 

convinced that human spirit and values count for more 

than material things and that there is no point in 

accumulating wealth and many useless material items 

which, in a certain time, we will have to leave behind. 

The last of the three odes is extracted from a 

manuscript of 1963, written probably a few months 

before MacNeice's death. This one also speaks about the 

exploitation of time before death comes. Carpe Diem 

(I.ii) opens with an invocation to Leucono6, asking her 

not to look at the horoscopes'^*'. It is better to 

accept whatever happens and take time and things as 

they come. Astrology is an unworthy interest, Horace 

presents Leuconoe dealing with astrology, as in ancient 
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