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          Avant-propos

        

        Jacqueline Genet

      

      
        
          1Ces articles sont les actes du Colloque "Louis MacNeice et ses successeurs", organisé les 8 et 9 janvier 1988 par la Société française d’Études Irlandaises, la RCP d’Études Irlandaises et l’Université de Caen.

          2Ne sont pas reproduites les interventions des poètes John Montague, Derek Mahon, Medbh McGuckian, Michael Longley, représenté par son épouse Edna, qui ont présenté leur œuvre, lu un choix de poèmes et exprimé leur point de vue sur MacNeice. Il a en effet semblé préférable de les diffuser sous forme de cassettes. Ce volume ne regroupe donc que les conférences sur Louis MacNeice.

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          The story of the house that Louis built*

        

        Hedli MacNeice

      

      
        
          1It was a handsome house with thick walls. The windows on the west side looked towards Connemara, Mayo and the Sea. Those to the south scanned Dorset, The Downs and Marlborough — the windows to the north overlooked Iceland and those to the east, India.

          2The front door was wide and always open.

          3The Antichamber was full of people coming and going, administrators, doctors, dentists, critics, power men and smooth business agents, the everyday encounter who would say if asked that Louis was shy, arrogant, cold, polite, unapproachable, they didn’t really know him, they would say...

          4The second chamber had a strong door opening into a big Room with a Bar against which Louis would lean watching the door for the unexpected and exciting. Those that entered had always something to offer, journalists with travellers’ tales of distant wars, poets, actors, those who talked "shop" be it of radio, music or mountain climbing. Louis would talk but more often listen, sometimes he would draw a small note book from his breast pocket and write a word or two or else jot down a small sum of money lent for a drink, or again he would pull his handkerchief out and make a knot in the corner, a reminder for something to be done. These handkerchieves still with their knots would be reverently washed and ironed by his maid. The next door was locked to all but a few. This room had shabby furniture, comfortable chairs and an open fire — books everywhere, for in this room, with these few friends Louis felt at ease, safe from the unexpected blow or the verbal knife in the back. There he worked, to these few people he gave all his affection and loyalty. Beyond this room there was a very small one, just space for two: himself and a Welsh poet Dylan Thomas or an Irish W. R. Rodgers. With them he would, manuscripts in hand, discuss the making of poetry, but only with them. Beyond was a passage leading to a chamber whose ceiling was a glass dome through which stars could be seen. There Louis would be alone with God, or as he called them the Great Presences, Greek or Roman, or again Dante, Donne, Spenser and the Elizabethans, and closer, to Yeats, Eliot and Auden.

          5Perhaps humbly through them, he would measure his own achievement.

          6Upstairs there were two rooms, the first, rather bare, received the casual lady encounter or the tentative relationship of short duration.

          7The second room contained paintings, flowers, a grand piano and was elegantly furnished — there, the five ladies of his life lingered, some more than others. The first, a young girl "with whom I shared an idyll five years long". Through her he finally escaped from the Anglican church, background of his father. The next four all had worlds of their very own, a painter, a writer, a singer to whom he was married for eighteen years and a talented actress.

          8Over the lintel of that door was written Love, Loyalty, Loneliness and Disillusion.

          9On September 3rd 1963, with the words "Am I supposed to be dying?", he quietly closed the door of the house he had built.

        

        
          Notes

          * Ref. to the nursery rhyme, "The house that Jack built".

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          Louis Macneice’s Ireland*


        

        Terence Brown

      

      
        
          1It was always a place to reject. It would always represent in one of its manifestations an intimation of primal terror, of those forces which can overwhelm a self-hood insecurely possessed of its own identity. Ireland for MacNeice is therefore a place of hauntings, where dark ghosts of the past cannot be laid to rest. The sources of this vision of Irish reality lie, as is by now well-known, in the poet’s own haunted Northern Irish childhood, chillingly adressed in his poem "Autobiography":

          
            When I was five the black dreams came;
Nothing after was quite the same.
Come back early or never come.
The dark was talking to the dead;
The lamp was dark beside my bed.
Come back early or never come1.

          

          2What is perhaps less widely observed is the obsessional degree of MacNeice’s preoccupation with a childhood whose traumata he could never fully exorcise. The fact indeed that he chose to attempt a full-scale autobiographical prose work (posthumously published as The Strings are False) at the early age of thirty-two suggests psychological necessity and compulsion rather than any fully mature retrospective composure. And this work, (for which he signed a contract in 1939 and abandoned c. 1941) was only the culmination at that date of the various autobiographical passages which had pushed their way with obsessional insistence into prose and critical works such as Zoo (1938) and Modern Poetry: a personal essay (1938). MacNeice at the outset of The Strings are False recognised the therapeutic aspects of his endeavour, that his feelings were "too mixt to disentangle"2. We are reminded that in 1934 in his poem "Valediction" he had confessed "The woven figure cannot undo its thread". But the past now demands comprehension if all the threads are not to be lost in a chaotic tangle:

          
            I am 33 years old and what can I have been doing that I still am in a muddle? But everyone else is too, maybe our muddles are concurrent. Maybe if I look back, I shall find that my life is not just mine, that it mirrors the lives of the others or shall I say the Life of the Other? Anyway I will look back. And return later to pick up the present, or rather pick up the future.

          

          3So MacNeice in The Strings are False (p. 35) picks up the threads of his Irish past hoping to escape a vitiating entanglement.

          4In that book we learn, therefore, of a shadow-filled rectory, lit at moments of psychic release by the brilliance of sense impressions, where a remote father played out a strange conspiracy with God and a loving and wholly attentive mother fell into acute melancholia and departed suddenly for the nursing home in which she was, unexpectedly, to die; of a mongoloid brother who seemed frozen in a condition of emotional stasis and of a Calvinistic children’s nurse who abused her charge with warnings of hell-fire and damnation. Family legend of a West of Ireland, from which the MacNeices had been uprooted to a Northern exile, provided the emotional dialectic for a childish sense of personal alienation from a deeply unsettling experience of the natal place. In another autobiographical essay, begun in the 1930s MacNeice wrote:

          
            I have always had what may well be a proper dislike and disapproval of the North of Ireland but largely as I find on analysis for improper i.e. subjective reasons. A harrassed and dubious childhood under the hand of a well-meaning but barbarous mother’s help from County Armagh led me to think of the North of Ireland as prison and the South as a land of escape. Many nightmares, boxes on the ears, a rasping voice of disapproval, a monotonous daily walk to a crossroads called Mile Bush, sodden haycocks, fear of hell-fire, my father’s indigestion — these things, with on the other side my father’s Home Rule sympathies and the music of his brogue, bred in me an almost fanatical hatred for Ulster. When I went to bed as a child I was told "You don’t know where you’ll wake up". When I ran in the garden I was told that running was bad for the heart. Everything had its sinister aspect — milk shrinks the stomach, lemon thins the blood. Against my will I was always given sugar in my tea. The north was tyranny3.

          

          5From this complex of impressions and emotional responses one of MacNeice’s primary apprehensions of Irish reality emerges: that of Ireland as a condition of absolute determinism. The North is locked in a fateful embrace with its destiny that suggests Calvinistic predestination. The image for this is the basalt of County Antrim:

          
            The hard cold fire of the northerner
Frozen into his blood from the fire in his basalt
Glares from behind the mica of the eyes...

          

          6So "Belfast" (1931) characterises the inhabitants of the northern capital while in "Valediction" the north as a whole is a "country of callous lava cooled to stone".

          7MacNeice was not the only twentieth-century Irish writer of his background to experience Ireland in this bleak fashion. Indeed a comparative study of the apparently differing personal and literary careers of such diverse figures as C. S. Lewis and Samuel Beckett might suggest that MacNeice’s hope to discover in his own life history "the Life of the Other" was by no means misplaced. Alienation, deracination, loss of religious faith, emigration, identity crises were experiences of several literary generations of Protestant Irishmen in this century. So there is something poignantly characteristic, therefore, about the isolated Protestant Victorian or Edwardian suburban house which haunts each of these writers’ imaginations, sad diminution of the Ascendancy’s great houses to which their predecessor W. B. Yeats had aspired. C. S. Lewis in his own autobiography confessed himself, son of an Anglican North of Ireland family, "a product of long corridors, empty sunlit rooms, upstair indoor silences, attics explored in solitude, distant noises of gurgling cisterns and pipes, and the noise of wind under the tiles"4. And in such a work as Footfalls Beckett suggests the intense privacies of a suburban home that reminds one of the large house, Cooldrinagh, in Protestant Foxrock, Co. Dublin, where he spent his childhood. For each of these writers too, the childhood home with its centripetal emotional life is invaded by death and distress which cannot be alleviated by any sense of a wider, sustaining community. The house is a familial island which early or youthful encounters with loss drown in a sea of sorrows." There came a night when I was ill and crying both with headache and toothache and distressed because my mother did not come to me", Lewis wrote. "That was because she was ill too; and what was odd was that there were several doctors in her room, and voices and comings and goings all over the house and doors shutting and opening. It seemed to last for hours"5.

          
            When I woke they did not care;
Nobody, nobody was there.
Come back early or never more.
When my silent terror cried,
Nobody, nobody replied.
"Autobiography"

          

          8And in Footballs:

          
            I say the floor here, now bare, this strip of floor was once stripped, a deep pile. Till one night, while still little more than a child, she called her mother and said, Mother, this is not enough6.

          

          9For all three writers too, the Irish version of Christianity which Anglican orthodoxy offered them was an emotionally insufficient, sterile creed which failed the crucial test of experience. In adulthood Lewis wrote to a friend of the Puritanism of his North of Ireland background "I feel that I can say with absolute certainty... that if ever you feel that the whole spirit and system in which you were brought up was, after all, right and good, then you may be quite sure that that feeling is a mistake"7. Among the reasons offered are that Ulster’s Puritanism "is simply the form which the memory of Christianity takes just before it finally dies away altogether in a commercial community..."8. But as a child he remembered when his mother died. "Against all the subsequent paraphernalia of coffin, flowers, hearse and funeral I reacted with horror"9. Samuel Beckett too noted that his mother and brother got no consolation when his father died when he was a young man, remarking at the moment of crisis it has no more depth than an old school tie10. Both echo MacNeice’s pained rejection of his father’s creed which he expressed in a revulsion for a world where

          
            Religion never left us alone, it was at home as much as in Church, it fluttered in the pages of a tear-off calendar in the bath-room and it filled the kitchen with the smell of silver-polish when Annie, who might at the same time be making jokes about John Jameson, was cleaning the communion plate11.

          

          10Superficially the south of Ireland, as it appears in MacNeice’s early poetry might seem not to share in the grimly determinist condition which, he believes, afflicts the North. "Train to Dublin" exuberantly celebrates in a poetic toast an escape into a sense of Ireland that even allows the poet a new perspective "on the vivid chequer of the Antrim hills":

          
            I give you disproportion between labour spent
And joy at random; the laughter of the Galway sea
Juggling with spars and bones irresponsibly,
t I give you the toy Liffey and the vast gulls,
I give you fuschia hedges and whitewashed walls.

          

          11But this is superficial, almost a tourist’s Ireland and the poet knows it, as "Valediction" makes clear. This long poem confronts Ireland as a country that reveals its beauty to the eye of a tourist but which holds its children in an iron grip, imprisoning them in their personal lives and in the public constraints of an implacable history:

          
            Park your car in the city of Dublin, see Sackville Street
Without the sandbags in the old photos, meet
The statues of the patriots, history never dies,
At any rate in Ireland, arson and murder are legacies
Like old rings hollow-eyed without their stones
Dumb talismans.

          

          12Common sense tells you to get out; the country can be relished only when you know you can leave its narcotic beauties. For the inhabitants they are a fatal drug, nostalgia an acceptable withdrawal symptom for those wise enough to take the cure of expatriation:

          
            take the Holyhead boat before you pay the bill;
Before you face the consequence
Of inbred soul and climatic maleficence
And pay for the trick beauty of a prism
In drug-fall fatalism.

          

          13"Carrickfergus" of 1937, ostensibly a simple autobiographical account of childhood and schooldays before and during the First World War, subtly consolidates this reading of Irish reality as both imprisonment and exclusion. Born in the oppressive space "between the mountain and the gantries" the poet evokes a social and cultural condition characterised by frozen constraint manifested in such words and phrases as "bottle-neck harbour", "crystal salt", "jams", "slum", "walled", "stop his ears", "banned for ever", "barred", "knelt in marble", "Banned to civilians", "prison ship", "A cage across their sight". Childhood seems locked in a state of stultifying permanence.

          
            I thought that the war would last for ever...

          

          14MacNeice’s major statement on Ireland, on its oppressive effects on personal possibility, on the fateful aspects of its public life and the malign interaction between the personal and the public in the Irish polity is in Autumn Journal. This poem of 1939 coming at the end of the first phase of MacNeice’s career, and at the premature conclusion of the 1930s in the Munich crisis, was a remarkably honest piece of emotional and intellectual stock-taking. How precisely the famous Section XVI relates to the rest of this poem is worth considering for in this context it both compresses and intensifies attitudes already expressed but now given a new harder-edged political and moral significance. Autumn Journal as a whole espouses a kind of progressive, internationally-minded social humanism, in response to the moral pusillanimity of Chamberlain’s capitulation at Munich, the challenge of Fascist gains in Spain and economic injustice and inequity in the United Kingdom. Throughout the poem the liberal humanist registers his personal dismay at European developments together with his distaste for simple and dangerously fanatical commitments. The section on Ireland, as Edna Longley has argued, "surfaces from the subconscious of Autumn Journal to interpret its whole political and moral stance. By embodying the deadly alternatives to liberal or tragic doubt MacNeice rescues it from the charge of weakness"12. The section opens with the admission

          
            Nightmare leaves fatigue:
We envy men of action
Who sleep and wake, murder and intrigue
Without being doubtful, without being haunted...
(Collected Poems, p. 131)

          

          15One such man of action, with whom MacNeice might most readily have identified was James Connolly. In his poem of 1936, "Eclogue from Iceland", MacNeice had chosen him as one of a personal pantheon of heroically human individuals:

          
            There was Connolly
Vilified now by the gangs of Catholic Action
But the same poem had also included an Irish voice which stated
I come from an island, Ireland, a nation
Built upon violence and morose vendettas.
My diehard countrymen like drayhorses
Drag their ruin behind them.

          

          16In Autumn Journal the sense of a destructively ineluctable history overwhelms any possibility that envy of men of action might result in direct Irish commitments. Even the socialist Connolly is victim to the all embracing collective tyranny of a purblind, even fanatically committed nationalism:

          
            Let them pigeon-hole the souls of the killed
Into sheep and goats, patriots and traitors.
(Collected Poems, p. 133)

          

          17Ireland, to be sure, still holds its attractions for a poet for whom "her name keeps ringing like a bell/In an under-water belfry" but these are now reckoned even more acidly than in "Valediction" to be attractions of the kind a tourist might permit himself on vacation but which can render the native callously introspective. Three contemptuous lines associate indeed even the Irish separatist and revolutionary traditions with archaism and the picturesque, irrelevant in the midst of general European crisis.

          
            Griffith, Connolly, Collins, where they have brought us?
Ourselves alone! Let the round tower stand aloof
In a world of bursting mortar!
(Collected Poems, p. 133)

          

          18As Longley suggests "Despite lingering charms, chiefly of landscape, Ireland functions as an anti-Utopia, a kind of social and political original sin"13.

          19The outbreak ot the Second Word War saw MacNeice on holiday in Ireland and a sequence of poems he then wrote suggests that even anti-Utopias can have almost irresistible appeal in face of the terrifying prospect of imminent war. "The Closing Album" in The Last Ditch is marked by a haunted sense of a last magical hour in the enchanted ground before duty’s call must be answered:

          
            Forgetfulness: brass lamps and copper jugs
And home-made bread and the smell of turf or flax
And the air a glove and the water lathering easy
And convolvulus in the hedge.

          

          
            Only in the dark green room beside the fire
With the curtains drawn against the winds and waves
There is a little box with a well-bred voice:
What a place to talk of War.

          

          20"The Closing Album" was written in August and September 1939. By 1940, in the autobiographical The Strings are False, the enchantment has been shaken off, a note of disdain now predominates. In Dublin on the eve of the declaration of war he observes "spent Saturday drinking in a bar with the Dublin literati; they hardly mentioned the war but debated the correct versions of Dublin street songs". Visiting Dublin later in the year from a Belfast gloomily preparing for the worst he records

          
            Going to Dublin was changing worlds — a dance of lights in the Liffey, bacon and eggs and Guinness, laughter in the slums and salons, gossip sufficient to the day. Dublin was hardly worried by the war; her old preoccupations were still preoccupations. The intelligentsia continued their parties, their mutual malice was as effervescent as ever. There was still a pot of flowers in front of Matt Talbot’s shrine. The potboy priests and the birds of prey were still the dominant caste; the petty bureaucracy continued powerful and petty14.

          

          21Disdain mutates into revulsion in "Neutrality" (circa 1943) where insularity is a form of primal, aboriginal guilt, the charms of the Irish landscape now not merely archaic and escapist but symbols of amoral complicity with evil:

          
            Look into your heart, you will find fermenting rivers,
Intricacies of gloom and glint,
You will find such ducats of dream and great doubloons of ceremony
As nobody to-day would mint.

          

          
            But then look eastward from your heart, there bulks
A continent, close, dark, as archetypal sin,
While to the west off your own shores the mackerel
Are fat — on the flesh of your kin.

          

          22That represents the nadir of MacNeice’s relationship with his native country. The personal loss of a close triend, Graham Shepard (celebrated in the elegy MacNeice wrote for him "The Casualty") who drowned when his corvette was torpedoed in mid-Atlantic in 1943, may have stimulated its cold fury. It was also the last occasion on which MacNeice was to write with such unrestrained venom of the country about which his feelings were in fact becoming increasingly complicated, undergoing a kind of sea-change. That process had been effected...
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