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‘Degrees of being alive’: on MacNeice, drama, and contemporary Northern Irish poets

This paper will draw on Louis MacNeice’s critical pronouncements on drama as literature and as a socio-cultural force to argue their pertinence when considered against the particular context faced by Northern Irish poets after the late 1960s. More specifically, it will claim that his remarks on the social relevance of the dramatic can help understand the generic decorum evinced by several contemporary poets when confronting the different expectations raised by drama and the lyric with regard to civic and political adversity. Particular attention will be given to the distinct features of versions of classical drama published in recent years by three poets variously situated in the tradition – Derek Mahon (Bacchae [1991], Racine’s Phèdre [1996], Oedipus [2005]), Seamus Heaney (The Cure at Troy [1990], The Burial at Thebes [2004]), and Paul Muldoon (The Birds [1999]). Their different poetics entail that the relevance of MacNeice’s pronouncements will not be here construed as necessarily depending on a direct, textually “provable” influence. His remarks will rather be taken as an example of how cogent ‘the criticism of the practitioner’ (to gloss Eliot’s much-quoted phrase) can be when it both emerges from and is read into a consciousness of public crisis.
