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‘Both Brute and Ghost’: MacNeice’s Spectral Materialism.

In Strange Country Seamus Deane argues that modern Irish writing is typified by an ‘aesthetic of the actual’ concerned with issues of authenticity, the local, the material and the empirical. Deane further contends that this intense attention to ‘the real’ presumes a binary relationship with its opposite: the theoretical, the metaphysical and the cosmopolitan. In this paper I will demonstrate how Louis MacNeice’s poetry conforms to Deane’s prescriptions, but crucially also necessitates their modification. Hence I will track the ways in which MacNeice moves between a concern with the resistant materiality of the world, and a repeated attempt to represent experience as flux and evanescence. Rather than seeing these terms as opposed however, I will demonstrate, pace Deane, how they are dialectically linked within a coherent and distinctively modernist critical vision. I will illustrate my argument through analysis of four short poems, one from each of MacNeice’s pre-war collections (excluding Autumn Journal): ‘Nature Morte’; ‘Empty Shoes’; ‘The Brandy Glass’ and ‘Entered in the Minutes’.

