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Out of the Pictures: Louis MacNeice's Art of the Thirties

Since the publication of Modern Poetry (1938) MacNeice has often been viewed as a writer who rejected ‘empty’ aestheticism. This paper shows, however, that in the thirties he consistently engaged with aestheticist questions inherited from classic modernism, as part of a broader consideration of the new roles of artifice within the differing circumstances of the 1930s. MacNeice's neglected play Out of the Picture (1937) suggests ways in which questions about political and social orders can require attention to the operations of artworks. The play indicates how ideas about social meaning that are ‘out of the picture’ can be traced back to questions about art, where the workings of artifice in the construction of this meaning are themselves obscured, or out of the picture. Through this play MacNeice contributed to debates on roles of artifice in the formation of identity, in ideas about historical agency, and in the ways

individuals are simultaneously co-opted and marginalized by historical change. Finally, by complementing attention to the role of the aesthetic in mass politics by W. B. Yeats and Walter Benjamin, the play indicates how agents may be put back into the picture of historical change that has sought to vacate them.

