The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 44 - Louis MacNeice, 1907-1963
I was born in Belfast between the mountain and the gantries

To the hooting of lost sirens and the clang of trams:

Louis MacNeice was born in Belfast in 1907. Typically, his poetry doesn’t just record that fact, it also echoes the sounds of the city.

MacNeice’s father was a Church of Ireland clergyman from the west of Ireland and the family moved to Carrickfergus when MacNeice was very young. 

His mother suffered from poor health and died when MacNeice was still a child – this loss gave him a sense of how precarious and transitory life could be:

When I was five the black dreams came;

Nothing after was quite the same.

At the age of 10 MacNeice was sent to Sherborne preparatory school in England - and a few years later to Marlborough College. As a result he never quite felt at home anywhere – but during this time he developed lifelong interests in the classics and rugby.

Among his school friends was Anthony Blunt, who would go on to be both an art adviser to Queen Elizabeth II - and a Soviet spy. 

The relationship between art and politics was very much in the air and was central to MacNeice’s work.

In 1926 MacNeice went to Oxford where he studied classics. He was friendly with the poet W.H. Auden and, with others, they became known as the ‘thirties generation’. 

He graduated with a first in 1930, aged 23. 

In that same year he was appointed to a lectureship in classics at Birmingham University, published his first collection, ‘Blind Fireworks’, and married for the first time.

Although he took time to settle in the city, his poetry soon began to respond to Birmingham:

… the streets run away between the proud glass of shops,

Cubical scent bottles artificial legs arctic foxes and electric mops.

This attention to the details of the urban, industrial world was what first distinguished the thirties generation writers. They were committed to an almost journalistic style - but crucially poetry couldn’t just be topical it had to be news that stayed news, in other words these poems should never seem outdated.
MacNeice’s second collection, simply called ‘Poems’, appeared in 1935 when he was in his late twenties.
At this time his wife - abruptly - left him.

In some turmoil, MacNeice abandoned Birmingham for a lectureship in London. He also took long journeys with friends – he went to Spain (then on the verge of civil war) with Anthony Blunt and then Iceland with W.H. Auden.

Both trips produced poetry: ‘Letters from Iceland’ was written with Auden and the Spanish trip was incorporated - with many other experiences - into MacNeice’s long poem ‘Autumn Journal’.

MacNeice’s politics were left wing - but he always retained a skeptical outlook. This is the position from which ‘Autumn Journal’ is written. The poem is a farewell to the 1930s on the eve of World War II - Ireland features strongly, if uncomfortably, in MacNeice’s reckoning. Of the south he remarks:

The land of scholars and saints:

Scholars and saints my eye, the land of ambush…

Belfast is:

A city built upon mud;

A culture built on profit;

Free speech nipped in the bud

The minority always guilty.

There is also a wry humour in the poem:

Why do we like being Irish? Partly because

It gives us a hold on the sentimental English.

Rejected for active service in the war because of his poor eyesight, MacNeice joined the features department of BBC radio. Some of his most memorable work, such as ‘The Dark Tower’ was produced for radio. In this play a quest to slay a dragon is a parable about free will and the need to fight evil.

In 1942 he married again, this time with a more settled domestic life. 

He kept Ireland at a distance but could never escape it:

But I cannot deny my past to which my self is wed,

The woven figure cannot undo its thread.

Many of his trips to BBC colleagues in Belfast were timed to allow him to attend rugby internationals in Dublin!

In 1963 he caught a chill while recording sound effects for a radio play in a Yorkshire cave; this developed into pneumonia from which he died aged only 56.
MacNeice wrote about contradictions. 

He was a classical scholar - whose poetry echoed the off-beat rhythms of jazz. 

He was a serious political writer - who never quite believed in any political system. 

He could wish for time to stand still - but loved the idea of flux and change. 

All of this contributed to what he celebrated as:
The drunkenness of things being various
