Nicholas Allen, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Louis MacNeice and Autumn’s Ghosts

In an aside to The Strings are False, Louis MacNeice mentions a visit to the painter Jack Yeats’ studio on Dublin’s Merrion Row.  MacNeice was in the company of Ernie O’Malley, the republican intellectual and devotee of Yeats.  MacNeice enjoyed their company, and was taken by Yeats buying a bunch of violets for himself and O’Malley from a street seller, remembering ‘As we walked away he told us the old woman’s

history.  He knew the history of all the beggars in Dublin’.  There is in this sketch a brief image of intersection between MacNeice, Yeats and O’Malley, the implications of which I want to work through MacNeice’s poetry of the 1930s, leading to Autumn Journal.  Yeats’ interest in the passing city, the moving people, speak to MacNeice’s

working over, again and again, like a painter with an oil-thickened canvas, of the image of crowds, alive and dead.  The shades of memory and expectation mirror, in their way, the movement of Yeats’ later works, the boundaries between here and there fragile lines broken by the spread of colour and the suggestion of shape –  the effect, as MacNeice described it, to create, as I will map, ‘a panorama and a confession of faith’.

