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‘Not matching pictures but inventing sound’: Louis MacNeice and auditory perception

Critical responses to MacNeice’s poetry have tended to stress the visual over the aural dimension of his writing. This study, however, – in line with the recent critical sense of MacNeice’s writing as developing out of a number of different literary and cultural contexts – contends that MacNeice displays an acute sensitivity to the new forms of auditory perception emerging from developments in sound technology which marked the period 1922-40. It argues, in fact, that MacNeice’s poetry from this time conveys a new sense of sound and new ways of hearing. The study begins with an analysis of MacNeice’s earliest poetry, focusing on his profound awareness to the private sounds of the domestic sphere. It goes on to argue that as MacNeice evolves as a poet, he becomes more open to public sources of inspiration and in the process increasingly more influenced by the effects of various new forms of media and sound technology. It will conclude by suggesting that MacNeice’s strong focus on the aural sense as displayed in his poetry made him particularly suitable as a writer for radio. And that his work for the BBC was not an unhelpful distraction from his poetry, as some critics have argued, but rather a continuation of the poet’s earlier engagement with a tradition of artistic experiment in sound technology. 

