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To found
A castle on the air requires a mint
Of golden intonations and a mound

Of typescript in the trays. What was in print
Must take on breath and what was thought be said.
In the end there was the Word, at first a glint,

Then an illumination overhead
Where the high towers are lit.

From Autumn Sequel (1954)
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MacNeice is a writer whose concerns and interests resonate in many
different ways with our changing, and sometimes fractured, present.
His creative skills and attentiveness to the potentialities of broadcasting
and its audience make him a figure of iconic significance in the
development of the BBC. We have therefore been delighted to support
the creation of this tribute to MacNeice’s broadcasting career and to
facilitate the establishment of a BBC Writer in Residence post at
Queen’s University in Belfast to encourage new writing talent. I’m
grateful to the many different people and organisations who’ve been
involved in the development of this exhibition and booklet and hope
that it conveys a sense of MacNeice’s achievements and his continuing
(and perhaps deepening) relevance to the BBC and the creative arts.
As Auden, quoting MacNeice, concluded in a memorial address
delivered over forty years ago –

“The man with the shy smile has left behind
Something that was intact.”

Peter Johnston
Controller, BBC Northern Ireland

Louis MacNeice was a programme-maker in the great BBC tradition of
writer-producers. He was an impresario of broadcasting talent and a
restlessly inquisitive commentator on issues affecting everyday life. His
broadcast work included dramas and documentaries and was
characterised by its innovative use of new technologies and
programme-making styles. MacNeice was excited by broadcasting’s
possibilities and his writing energised the BBC’s airwaves in the
immediate post-war period. His output ranged widely and was
informed by a poetic sensibility which valued relevance, accessibility
and responsiveness to the world around him. MacNeice observed and
explored some of history’s big themes and blended the epic and
routine. Much of what he attempted was new and experimental – an
approach reflected in Auden’s (affirming) assessment of MacNeice’s
willingness to risk failure “rather than being content to repeat himself
successfully”. This remains the essence of creativity in broadcasting
and the arts more generally. 

MacNeice was an advocate of impure poetry, a form of writing which
he described as “poetry conditioned by the poet’s life and the world
around him”. His work was shaped by the overlapping cultural
influences of his upbringing and education and his interest in
developments beyond our shores. MacNeice also played an important
role in nurturing local writing talent through his connections with Sam
Hanna Bell, John Boyd and W.R. Rodgers and his contribution to
broadcasting must be assessed on this basis alongside consideration 
of his own writing and its impact on audiences and the development of
radio as an art form and means of communication.
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Inventing Sound . . .
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Perspectives on MacNeice
“Oddly enough, nobody told me that MacNeice was a
local man and it was only at university that I learnt the
poet had grown up in Carrickfergus, across the Belfast
Lough from where I spent my own Holywood childhood.”
Terence Brown

“No one else, I thought, had tackled the inheritances of
Ulster with a comparable power and pungency.”
Patricia Craig

“MacNeice’s ‘career’ as a lecturer, critic and broadcaster
conceals how much he lived under the surface – the
poems were his life-raft, his oxygen, his escape route, 
a way of understanding himself.”
Gerald Dawe

“There’s a democracy to the breadth of observations in a
MacNeice poem. The voice recording its impressions seems
historically determined and politically aware, and his world-
view explicitly encompasses both high and low culture.”
Leontia Flynn

“MacNeice has been an abiding presence, larger and
more luminous as the years go by, his contribution
increasingly recognized and his importance ever more
verified by the critical and creative work of poetic heirs.”
Seamus Heaney

“On its socio-political level, his poetry distinguishes 
in a uniquely subtle way between what is owed to the
individual and what to the community.”
Edna Longley

“MacNeice’s premature death at the age of fifty-five had
shocked us. We felt bereaved of a father-figure whom we
had only recently been getting to know.”
Michael Longley

“The McCann’s have just lodged their visiting poet who by
noon will cross from The Elbow Room to the studios in
Ormeau Avenue, and deliver his talk, unscripted, 
on ‘Childhood Memories’.”
Peter McDonald

“His greatness lies in his mastery of ‘the hooks and eyes
of words’ and his awareness of the ordinary.”
Bernard MacLaverty

“If the world he loved so much had let him down, 
the long head rose above it – as his best work now rises
above that of his contemporaries.”
Derek Mahon
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Life and work
of Louis MacNeice

Frederick Louis MacNeice
was born in Belfast in 1907.
He was one of the foremost
poets of his generation and
an accomplished broadcaster,
enjoying a distinguished
career at the BBC. 
Louis MacNeice remains one

of the most popular and influential Irish poets of
the twentieth century.

“Louis MacNeice . . . 
a gregariously lonely man, reticent, but with the Irish gift 
of the gab when he wanted to use it, was a challengingly
prolific writer who produced eighteen volumes of poetry, 
two notable verse translations that appeared in book form, 
a great many plays and features, ten books of prose, many
articles and contributions to books, and a vast amount of
journalism as well as unpublished material.”
Alan Heuser, Selected Literary Criticism of Louis MacNeice (1987) 

I was born in Belfast between the mountain and the gantries
To the hooting of lost sirens and the clang of trams

From ‘Carrickfergus’, The Earth Compels (1938)

Louis MacNeice was the youngest of John and Lily MacNeice’s
three children. Both his parents were originally from the west 
of Ireland. His father was a Church of Ireland clergyman, 
Rector of St Clement’s in Ballymacarrett, later becoming Rector 
of Carrickfergus and Bishop of Down, Connor and Dromore. 
John MacNeice was a formidable figure and would be a recurring
presence in Louis MacNeice’s work.

“John MacNeice was an advocate of social justice, a critic
of unemployment, and, more controversially, a supporter of
Home Rule for Ireland who refused to sign Ulster’s Solemn
League and Covenant in 1912. Later, in 1935, as Bishop of
Down, Connor and Dromore, he refused to give permission
for the Union Jack to hang in perpetuity over Lord Carson’s
grave in St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast, arguing that there was
no precedent for the flag being given political associations 
of this kind.”
Barry Sloan, Writers and Protestantism in the North of Ireland (2000)

“Our father was a most generous-spirited and kind and
affectionate person, and we knew this, and I don’t think he
meant a barrier to grow up and I don’t think we meant it to
grow up, but it was there, and after Louis was seventeen it
really became much more formidable.”
Elizabeth Nicholson, Louis MacNeice: A Radio Portrait, the BBC Third Programme (1966)

Cartoon of MacNeice 
© Jeffrey Morgan.

John MacNeice

2
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In 1908 the MacNeice family moved to Carrickfergus

Thence to Smoky Carrick in County Antrim
Where the bottle-neck harbour collects the mud which jams

The little boats beneath the Norman castle,
The pier shining with lumps of crystal salt . . .

Our lights looked over the lough to the lights of Bangor
Under the peacock aura of a drowning moon.

From ‘Carrickfergus’, The Earth Compels (1938)

The rectory at Carrickfergus provided an idyllic childhood setting for
the young Louis.

“ The rectory was a red-brick house, not, in fact,
architecturally very beautiful, and it was not an old house,
but it was the centre of a great deal of mythology – private
mythology – which still affects me in dreams.”
Louis MacNeice, Childhood Memories, the BBC Third Programme (1963)

“The poet had grown up in Carrickfergus, across the Belfast
Lough from where I spent my own Holywood childhood, 
like him hearing the sound of ships’ sirens in the night and
the heavy breathing of steam trains which wended their way
to and from Belfast along the Lough shore in Counties Antrim
and Down.”
Terence Brown, Castles On The Air (2007)

In 1910 MacNeice’s mother Lily became seriously ill. She suffered
gynaecological problems and had a subsequent mental breakdown.
She died in 1914 after a short period of care in a nursing home.
Her illness and death had a profound effect on MacNeice.

Louis with his sister Caroline in the Rectory garden, circa 1913 The Carrickfergus Rectory

3 4
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“On the last Christmas Eve of his life, my brother Louis said
to me: ‘You and I, Elizabeth remember so much about our
childhoods, yet we seem to remember such different things.’
We agreed that this was so, in that while (as he said himself)
‘not forgetting the moments of glory’, Louis’s memories were
much more predominantly sombre. He would, I think, if
questioned have said that his early childhood was unhappy.
Coming from the same household, mine though containing 
its sorrows, was basically happy.”
Elizabeth Nicholson, Trees Were Green (1974)

“The war years themselves were, I suppose, what they call
formative years for me. During the war mother died,
towards the end of the war father married again and
before it was finished I was sent to school in England.”
Louis MacNeice, Childhood Memories, the BBC Third Programme (1963)

In 1917 MacNeice began his formal education at Sherborne
Preparatory School in England.

I went to school in Dorset, the world of parents
Contracted into a puppet world of sons

Far from the mill girls, the smell of porter, the salt-mines
And the soldiers with their guns.

From ‘Carrickfergus’, The Earth Compels (1938)

In 1921 he went on to Marlborough
College where his close friends included 
the future art historian and member of the
Cambridge spy ring, Anthony Blunt. 
John Betjeman, the future Poet Laureate, 
was another Marlborough schoolfellow.

When I was five the black dreams came;
Nothing after was quite the same.

Come back early or never come.

From ‘Autobiography’, Plant and Phantom (1941)

Louis MacNeice, circa 1921

Lily Clesham, later Lily MacNeice, 
John MacNeice’s wife and Louis’s mother.

5
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“Louis even in those days – one knew without having to ask him –
that he was a poet. He looked like a poet. He had large eyes. 
He looked rather like a frightened hare, and a pale freckled face,
and a dreamy appearance.”
John Betjeman describes MacNeice at Marlborough, 
Louis MacNeice: A Radio Portrait, the BBC Third Programme (1966)

“The public schools profess to build character and we all know now
what that meant – a very limited, narrow, but not unattractive brand
of character, all right on a short term view, but all wrong on a long.
In the intervals of character building they gave one not a bad
education.”
Louis MacNeice, The Strings Are False (1965)

Despite his father threatening to send him to Glasgow University,
“more moral and more industrious”, MacNeice arrived at Merton
College, Oxford in 1926 to read Classics.

“I had not, however, gone to Oxford to study; that was what
grammar-school boys did. We products of the English public schools
went to Oxford either for sport and beer-drinking, in which case we
filled in time deriding the intellectuals, or for the aesthetic life and
cocktails, in which case we filled in time deriding the athletes.”
Louis MacNeice, The Strings Are False (1965)

Whilst at Oxford MacNeice met the poets
Stephen Spender and W.H. Auden with whom
he formed long-lasting friendships and with
whom his work came to be publicly
associated. Along with Cecil Day-Lewis, this
group of writers would sometimes be referred
to as ‘MacSpaunday’.

“Whenever I think of my friend, I think first of the aesthetic dandy,
perhaps with a certain envy, since clothes and myself have never
been friends, and I generally look like an unmade bed.”
W.H. Auden describes MacNeice the Oxford undergraduate, 
Louis MacNeice: A Radio Portrait, the BBC Third Programme (1966)

John Betjeman, 1953

Marlborough House rugby team,
circa 1921 (MacNeice sits, legs
crossed, in right foreground)

The ‘Faber Poets’, L-R, Louis MacNeice, Ted Hughes, T.S. Eliot,
W.H. Auden, Stephen Spender

Louis MacNeice, 1925
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MacNeice was one of the most various, prolific and influential Irish
poets of the twentieth century. Blind Fireworks, his first full collection
of poems, was published by Gollancz in 1929 while he was still
an undergraduate.

On the last morning of term, 1930,
MacNeice married Mary Beazley.
Shortly after graduation the couple 
set up home in the English Midlands
where MacNeice took up his first
academic post as assistant lecturer 
in Classics at Birmingham University.

I came to live in this hazy city
To work in a building caked with grime

Teaching the classics to Midland students
From Autumn Journal (1939)

MacNeice had been appointed to the Birmingham post by Professor
E.R. Dodds. Banbridge-born and Oxford-educated, Dodds was a
distinguished classical scholar. To MacNeice he would prove a
lifelong friend and, after his death, the poet’s literary executor.

Initially, MacNeice and Mary seemed destined for a life of domestic
bliss, but the cosy idyll they created would not endure.

“They set about playing house with an intensity which suggests a
second childhood. No wonder, either, that it couldn’t last. Within
five years Mary had run off with an American football player.”
Andrew Motion, Independent On Sunday, January 1995

MacNeice established himself as a poet with his second book
Poems (1935), his first publication with Faber & Faber.

“He never published a line that is not good reading. I am very
proud of having published the first volume he had to offer after
coming down from the university.”
T.S. Eliot, tribute to MacNeice (1963)

In the summer of 1936 MacNeice travelled to Iceland with W.H.
Auden, a journey which would have considerable influence on his
writing. Their experiences would result in the travelogue Letters From
Iceland, a collection of prose and verse.

“The barren rocks and heaths of Iceland only wrap his mantle of
gloom more closely about him, and furnish him with new symbols 
of despair.”
Review of Letters From Iceland, The Times (1937)

Louis MacNeice,
1930

Louis and first wife Mary Beazley
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In October 1936 MacNeice moved to London where he had
secured a lectureship in Greek at the University of London.

. . . as a place to live in and love in
I jockeyed her fogs and quoted Johnson

From ‘Goodbye to London’, The Burning Perch (1963)

London proved an inspiration
for the young MacNeice. 
He wrote for the Group Theatre
and for magazines including
New Verse and The Listener.

By 1937 MacNeice had fallen
in love again. The object of his
affections, Nancy Sharp, 
would supply illustrations for
his travelogue on the Hebrides,
I Crossed The Minch.

More importantly, MacNeice’s
affair with Sharp would be the
romantic catalyst for some of
his finest love poetry, including 
‘Three Poems Apart’.

Photo by W.H. Auden for Letters From
Iceland, 1937

Portrait of MacNeice 
by Nancy Sharp (1938)

© National Portrait Gallery

O my love, if only I were able
To protract this hour of quiet after passion,

Not ration happiness but keep this door for ever
Closed on the world, its own world closed within it.

From ‘Three Poems Apart’, The Last Ditch (1940)

13
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“Autumn Journal is still as powerful and fresh as the day it was
written – predicting and condemning ‘men who shoot straight in the
cause of crooked thinking’.”
Bernard MacLaverty, Castles On The Air (2007)

“Against the darkening political skies of the late Thirties he set the 
brilliantly quotidian reportage of Autumn Journal.”
Philip Larkin, New Statesman, September (1963)

To-day was a beautiful day, the sky was a brilliant 
Blue for the first time for weeks and weeks 

But posters flapping on the railings tell the fluttered 
World that Hitler speaks, that Hitler speaks 

And we cannot take it in and we go to our daily 
Jobs to the dull refrain of the caption ‘War’ 

Buzzing around us as from hidden insects
From Autumn Journal (1939)

“One of MacNeice’s important contributions during the Thirties was
his ability to bring urban and industrial scenes into poetry. Autumn
Journal magnificently conveys the whole atmosphere of London at
the time of Munich.”
Edna Longley, Louis MacNeice: A Critical Study (1988)

19

In 1938, he completed Modern Poetry, a book of criticism which
provides a revealing insight into the poet’s own taste and attitudes
to poetry. In it he pleaded for

“impure poetry, that is, the poetry conditioned by the poet’s life and
the world around him.”
Modern Poetry (1938)

The following year he published the part-lyric, part-didactic Autumn
Journal. It is widely considered MacNeice’s masterpiece and one of
the finest poems of the decade.

Autumn Journal combines personal narrative with the story of the
historic events that were taking place. It records MacNeice’s
response to the rise of Hitler, the Munich crisis, and the Spanish
Civil War.

“Nor am I attempting to offer what many people now demand from
poets – a final verdict or a balanced judgement. It is the nature of
this poem to be neither final nor balanced. I have certain beliefs
which, I hope, emerge in the course of it but which I have refused
to abstract from their context. For this reason I shall probably be
called a trimmer by some and a sentimentalist by others.”
Prologue to Autumn Journal (1939)

18

Cover of Autumn
Journal, 1939

Winston Churchill, 1942
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Around this time he volunteered for
service with the Royal Navy, but was
rejected due to bad eyesight – ”eyes
that cannot see for nuts”. Towards the
end of 1940, and increasingly
anxious to play some role in the
events that were unfolding, MacNeice
wrote directly to the Director General
of the BBC, F.W. Ogilvie.

MacNeice was invited for interview at Broadcasting House in early
1941. E.R. Dodds, T.S. Eliot and Charles Grant Robertson all
provided references for him.

“I feel that he ought to prove a real acquisition – because he will
bring a sensitive and artistic mind and the technique required. 
If due allowance is made for his shyness and reserve, he will also
be a good colleague.”
Charles Grant Robertson, letter of recommendation on behalf of MacNeice, May 1941

“It may be useful to state specifically, as I can do from personal
knowledge, that he is not and never has been a communist, 
a pacifist or a sinn-feiner.”
E.R. Dodds, letter of recommendation on behalf of MacNeice, May 1941

21

In 1939 MacNeice embarked on a brief lecture tour of universities
in America.

“The first lecture I gave was at State College, Pennsylvania. 
My host who was large and slow of speech spent an hour or two
preparing me for my audience, alarming me . . . after the event 
he congratulated me. ‘They gave you a big hand,’ he said, 
‘they usually only do that for an orchestra’.”
The Strings Are False (1965)

Whilst on this trip he met the writer Eleanor Clark with whom he
would become romantically involved.

Time was away and she was here
And life no longer what it was,
The bell was silent in the air
And all the room one glow because
Time was away and she was here.
From ‘Meeting Point’, Plant and Phantom (1941)

MacNeice spent the next academic year on sabbatical so he could
be with Clark. However, he soon realised that if he stayed in
America he would be “missing history” and so, in 1940, shortly
after the outbreak of war, MacNeice returned to England.

20

Bomb damage in London, 1942

F.W. Ogilvie, 
1938

Broadcasting House,
London, 1944
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“Dillon and I, during the evening, had indulged off and on in a
certain amount of ‘Crazy Gang’ dialogue with each other; this, 
by people who did not know us very well, may have been, 
in retrospect, attributed to drunkenness.”
Louis MacNeice, letter to General Employment Officer, BBC, August 1941

Despite these inauspicious beginnings, MacNeice, through his
exemplary and groundbreaking work on scripts, travelogues and
plays, would soon distinguish himself at the BBC. The Features
Department provided him with security and employment which he
found useful, satisfying and compatible with his vocation as a poet.

“He works fast, at an extraordinarily high level and commands a
very wide range.”
Laurence Gilliam, Assistant Director Features BBC

23

MacNeice began work at the BBC in May 1941, writing scripts for
features. George Orwell and a number of other writers also began
their BBC careers at this time, occasionally working on programmes
that carried a covert propaganda message.

The poet Paul Muldoon describes MacNeice’s work at this time 
as “propaganda with pizzazz”. Early programmes included
The Stones Cry Out, a series of features on famous buildings
damaged by enemy action. One broadcast focused on the
devastation caused by the Belfast Blitz.

“His war-time features programmes were brilliant clarifications 
of the moral issues at stake in the war against the totalitarians.”
Ariel, 1963

MacNeice’s first major assignment was to write a script based on
his experiences onboard a British navy destroyer. However, 
the behaviour of MacNeice and his producer, Francis (Jack) Dillon,
on the final night of a nine-day stay aboard HMS Chelsea resulted
in a letter of complaint from the Admiralty and a reprimand from his
new employers.

22

George Orwell, 1943

MacNeice at work,
1942

Laurence Gilliam, 1942

19 20
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Both personally and professionally this was a period of adjustment
as, shortly after joining the BBC, MacNeice married the singer
Hedli Anderson. At the end of July 1942 the BBC officially
requested that MacNeice be excused war service, suggesting he
might better facilitate the war effort through his broadcast writing.

“MacNeice is certainly the best new radio writer we have
discovered for years . . . MacNeice is absolutely indispensable to
our war-time feature output.” 
Laurence Gilliam, Assistant Director Features, memo requesting war service deferment,
21 July 1942

The BBC’s confidence in his abilities was borne out by the script
which MacNeice wrote to mark the 450th Anniversary of
Columbus’s discovery of America. Christopher Columbus was an
epic production; the play’s stellar cast was
headed by Laurence Olivier, a score was
provided by William Walton and the
orchestra was conducted by Sir Adrian Boult.
Given that MacNeice had only made his
radio debut a few years previously, his
achievement in managing the production was
remarkable. The programme was described
by the historian Asa Briggs as creating a
“sensation in artistic circles on both sides of
the Atlantic”.

24

BBC War Correspondent on the Western Front, 1944

Cover for Christopher Columbus

This is the Western edge
Of the established world, the ocean wall

Beyond which none may pass.
From Christopher Columbus (1942)

Laurence Olivier during the live transmission of Christopher Columbus.
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Another Ulster writer whom MacNeice brought into the BBC fold
was Loughgall-based Presbyterian minister, W.R. (Bertie) Rodgers.
MacNeice produced Rodgers’s first BBC script, about Armagh, 
City Set On A Hill (1945).

For a number of years Rodgers wrote much material of Irish
interest for the BBC’s Third Programme. He, like Boyd and Bell,
would continue to enjoy the creative and practical support offered
by MacNeice.

27

Working prolifically, MacNeice had built upon the success of
Autumn Journal with the collections The Last Ditch (1940), Plant and
Phantom (1941) and Springboard (1944).

Shortly after the end of the war in Europe, MacNeice took extended
leave of absence from the BBC and travelled to Carrickfergus to
work on The Dark Tower.

“My old idea of a programme on 
‘The Dark Tower’ has suddenly blossomed
out and I should like to get on with writing
it . . . I can do some hackwork all of the
time, and all hackwork some of the time
but not all hackwork all of the time.”
MacNeice, from a letter to Laurence Gilliam
(April 1945)

“‘The Dark Tower’, a parable or morality
play . . . has not yet been broadcast, and
is merely a draft, but I myself think it the
best of the lot. For publication, however, 
it will need perhaps more than the others 
special directions to compensate for the 
effects which on the air I will get by special 
acoustics, etc.”
MacNeice, from a letter to T.S. Eliot (October 1945)

The summer of 1945 was a period of intense
creative activity. MacNeice completed the script
for The Dark Tower, and a number of poems
including ‘Carrick Revisited’. He also played 
a significant role providing encouragement to 
other writers, several of whom he introduced 
to the BBC.

“Without the unexpected success of Lagan [Northern Irish literary
periodical], I do not believe I would have landed the BBC job.
Lagan may also have helped Sam [Hanna Bell] to get his job too,
for Louis MacNeice had a hand in that, and Louis had contributed
to Lagan.”
John Boyd, The Middle of My Journey (1990)

26

Cover for The Dark Tower

Louis MacNeice, 
1943

L-R John Boyd, Frank O’Connor, Tyrone Guthrie

W.R. (Bertie) Rodgers, 
1950
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“His The Dark Tower remains one of the outstanding examples of
the kind of programme that belongs distinctively to sound
broadcasting – the kind that television can never make obsolete –
an appeal to the imagination that vision could not augment and
might only spoil.”
Maurice Gorham, ‘Louis MacNeice: An Appreciation’, (1963).

“The Dark Tower is MacNeice’s most ambitious and successful radio
play. It remains among the most significant ever produced.”
Paul Muldoon, Archive Hour: Louis MacNeice (2007)

“Radio in those days was just as important, 
if not more important, than television is now.
It had a mass audience, and a mass
audience which Louis and others wanted to
have something serious to contemplate . . .
Christopher Columbus and The Dark Tower
are major works of radio. They may sound
dated now, they’re bound to, but they were
innovative works. They had the full resources,
everything that Louis’s genius and radio
could pour into them.”
Anthony Thwaite, Archive Hour: Louis MacNeice (2007)

29

“MacNeice constantly used his own clout in the London 
Features Department to fortify [Sam Hanna] Bell and [John] Boyd 
in their constructive subversion of the unionist grip on BBC 
Northern Ireland.”
Edna Longley, The Living Stream (1994)

‘Discreet must we who broadcast be, 
Just for the sake of euphony, 
So may our words which undulate, 
From Blaris or the Ormeau Gate, 
Each to each discrete relate.’
Verse in letter from MacNeice to John Boyd (undated)

The Dark Tower was broadcast in January 1946, with original
music by Benjamin Britten, and Cyril Cusack playing the part 
of Roland.

“The programme which follows is a parable. The theme is the
ancient but ever-green theme of the Quest – the dedicated
adventure; the manner of presentation is that of a dream – but a
dream that is full of meaning.”
Opening announcement, The Dark Tower (1946)

28

Benjamin Britten, 
1971

Front page 
of script for

The Dark Tower

Radio mast on 
Alexandra Palace
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“The following panorama is based on the author’s own impressions
when he visited Pakistan and India for the first time in 1947. 
It does not therefore claim to be objective. The sub-continent is seen
– or rather glimpsed – solely through Western eyes while the visitor
is attended by the Western familiars of his mind. For it is only
gropingly and fleetingly that any such visitor can cope with, India 
at first sight.”
Introduction to India at First Sight (1948)

India at First Sight was one of several scripts and features written 
by MacNeice about these experiences. 
He returned to London in November 1947.

“MacNeice’s main activity in the past year
has been his visit to India. From all reports
he was an outstanding success, and a
notable ambassador for Britain and the
BBC at the most difficult and desolate time
of the transfer of power.”
Annual Confidential Report, 
Laurence Gilliam, 1948

31

In August 1947, MacNeice travelled with the BBC to India to
research a number of programmes about Partition.

“The road between Lahore and Amritsar is cluttered up with two
great rivers of pedestrian refugees, Hindus and Sikhs from the West
and Muslims from the East and all of them utterly exhausted. 
What’s happened in fact is an exchange of populations – but
unintended and achieved most brutally . . . the violence is really not
committed by ‘mobs’ at all but by little gangs of experts who treat
the whole thing as a cricket match: the scores must be kept even.”
MacNeice, from a letter to Hedli (August 1947)

“We walked straight into the massacres that followed Partition . . . 
it was Louis’s first sight of violence, death, complete and utter
disorder. He was physically shaken by it. But, suddenly, I saw a
totally different Louis. Louis as a man of action . . . ordering people
about and they obeying him . . . He was no longer the detached
observer, but deeply and profoundly involved in the human
dilemma.”
Wynford Vaughan-Thomas, Archive Hour: Louis MacNeice (2007)
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Crowds of refugees gathered in Delhi having fled the Punjab riots, 1947

Front page
of script for 

India at
First Sight

Louis MacNeice,
undated
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1949 saw the broadcast of MacNeice’s six-part radio adaptation
of Goethe’s Faust, which he worked on with his friend Ernst Stahl,
Reader in German at Oxford University. This was a mammoth
undertaking, requiring not only the translation of Goethe’s work, 
but also its adaptation and production for radio.

In 1950 MacNeice was given eighteen
months’ leave from the BBC, effective
from January 1, to become Director of
the British Institute in Athens, run by the
British Council.

In Athens, MacNeice organised poetry readings, plays and various
other cultural and social events.

During this time he also composed many of the poems that were
included in his next collection, Ten Burnt Offerings, published by
Faber & Faber in 1952.

MacNeice was always a great rugby fan and his biographer Jon
Stallworthy describes a typical trip to see Ireland play at Ravenhill
in January 1953:

“Always George McCann would meet him off the ferry at seven
o’clock in the morning. Together they would go back to the flat in
Botanic Avenue for a ritual breakfast of bacon, duck eggs, kidney,
liver, sausage and potato-bread, all washed down with Bushmills
Whiskey. So fortified, they would sally forth at opening time to
prepare for the clash of the titans.”
Jon Stallworthy, Louis MacNeice (1995)
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Louis and Corinna,
circa 1947

“Why should a man
climb Everest?
It was Mallory who gave
the classic reply,
‘Because it is there.’
Everest remained a
challenge; aloof,
inviolate, murderous.”

From the commentary for 
The Conquest of Everest (1953)
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The Irish rugby team at half-time
during their international match
against England in Dublin, 1951
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MacNeice’s work for radio was recognised internationally when 
his Prisoner’s Progress was awarded the Premio Italiano, 
a prestigious radio award, in 1954. MacNeice was understandably
proud of his skill in the medium of radio, and took great pleasure 
in the expertise of the teams who worked alongside him. He was, 
in turn, held in high esteem both by colleagues and by his superiors
in the BBC.

By the mid-1950s, however, he had become disillusioned with
working life at the BBC. The Features Department was beginning 
to lose audience share to the Drama Department, whilst radio, 
as a medium, was beginning to lose ground to television. When
offered a Visiting Lectureship in Bronxville, New York, in 1954,
MacNeice accepted.

The long autobiographical poem Autumn
Sequel was published in 1954. MacNeice
returned to England late that year.
Awaiting him were the first reviews. Critics
were not as kind as he might have hoped,
the TLS dismissing this new work as “an
ironic gloss on its predecessor”.
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MacNeice’s work within the
Features Department continued to
be of the highest standards. 
His curiosity about the wider world
was given scope by the BBC which
posted him on numerous
assignments abroad – to the United
States (1953), to the Gold Coast
(1956) and to South Africa (1959).

Preparing to head to America, 1953

“He (MacNeice) is generally acknowledged to be one of the
masters of creative sound broadcasting.”
Reporting Officer, Annual Confidential Report, 1953

In 1953 he provided the commentary for The Conquest of Everest,
the Oscar-nominated film documentary on Sir Edmund Hillary’s
successful expedition to the summit of Mount Everest.
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Cover image for The Conquest of Everest DVD

Annual Confidential
Report, 1956

Louis MacNeice, studio portrait circa 1954
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