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‘The Paradox of a Sentimentalist’: Reassessing MacNeice’s ‘Middle Stretch’

This paper is intended as a reassessment of MacNeice’s poetry between 1946 and 1954, poems collected in Holes in the Sky (1948) and Ten Burnt Offerings (1952) as well as the long poem in terza rima, Autumn Sequel (1954), work which has been subject to considerable critical deprecation, when it hasn’t been ignored altogether. In order to undertake such a reassessment, I treat these poems as allegories, or poems which use the techniques of allegorical making, and also draw some conclusions about MacNeice’s ambiguous attitude to allegory, as expressed both in his poetry and in his 1963 Clark lectures, collected as Varieties of Parable (1965). Allegory is usually seen as a conservative mode, formally ‘hierarchizing’ even where its content might be egalitarian and democratic in spirit.  However, this ‘hierarchizing mode’, precisely because of its encyclopaedic remit and impulse to order, offers opportunities for the poet to incorporate resistance to hierarchy into the allegorical structure.  The long discursive poems of MacNeice’s middle period explore this allegorical dialectic. Further, these poems have historical and political resonances previously ignored by critics, largely because they do not conform to pre-existing ideas of MacNeice’s poetic strengths. In Autumn Sequel, for example, the poet conducts a series of ‘debates’ with the figure of Thucydides, who functions as tutelary spirit, personification of history, and pragmatic adversary to the sentimental poet. In this paper I suggest the value of the middle-period poems, both as an essential preliminary to MacNeice’s much-admired late parable poems, and as significant works in their own right. 

