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Louis MacNeice and Philip Larkin

In a short article for the New Statesman in September 1963, Philip Larkin summed up the influence of Louis MacNeice for his own post-war generation of poets, suggesting that, because MacNeice’s poems were not recommended ‘in the same breath as those of Eliot and Auden,’ perhaps ‘the secret taste we formed for them was all the stronger.’ MacNeice’s influence on Larkin was pervasive and prolonged. The impulse behind Larkin’s 1945 volume The North Ship derives from MacNeice’s collaboration with Auden in Letters from Iceland (1937), and his later work (especially in The Whitsun Weddings) recalls the brisk and brilliant perceptions of MacNeice the town observer: ‘his poetry was the poetry of our everyday life, of shop-windows, traffic policemen, ice-cream soda, lawn-mowers, and an uneasy awareness of what the news-boys were shouting.’ MacNeice’s signature can be found in the satirical idiom of High Windows and in the stylistic extravagance of poems like ‘Show Saturday’, with its ‘dog-breeding wool-defined women’ and ‘car-tuning curt-haired sons’. More importantly, though, Larkin found the most durable aspect of MacNeice’s legacy in his articulation of pain and loss: ‘Against the sombre debits of maturity that his later poetry so frequently explores – the neurosis, the crucifying memory, the chance irrevocably lost – he set an increased understanding of human suffering, just as against the darkening political skies of the late Thirties he had set the brilliantly quotidian reportage of Autumn Journal.’  This paper will consider both the light-hearted and the sombre aspects of MacNeice’s legacy in Larkin’s work. It will argue that MacNeice had a crucial role to play in prompting Larkin to write a poetry that was vigilantly responsive to the changing moods and attitudes of its time, and a poetry that was painfully alert to memory and loss.

