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MacNeice’s Romantic Crisis-Autobiography: Literary Lineage and the Worldly Poet between the Two Irish Revivals

M. H. Abrams in Natural Supernaturalism gave the term ‘Romantic crisis-autobiography’ to those works where, as in The Prelude, despondency follows the idealism kindled by revolutionary fervor. According to Abrams, public states of emergency, coinciding with personal crisis, led a generation of poets –  the cultural revivalists who became the English Romantics – to transfer political enthusiasm into an ethics and aesthetic of transcendence. In exempting the exceptional poet from politics, Abrams continues, the Romantics aggrandized the individual and the imagination, an act of ‘not naturalism, but humanism.’  I will explore briefly the ways in which Abrams’s model haunts scholarly efforts to establish the political and personal histories that link the first and second Irish revivals, arguing that MacNeice’s own response to the different crises of his time, and of his life, may help us to understand how Romantic individualism has been revived, and revised, in modern Irish poetry. Central to my argument will be readings of MacNeice’s war poems with those of Yeats and of MacNeice’s successors in relation to what Giorgio Agamben calls ‘states of exception,’ crises where the ‘natural’ dimension of the human experience cannot be disjoined from the supernatural dimension of political history.

