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Note on the Text

Throughout this study I have used those versions of Mahon’s poems which were
first published in his individual collections. Mahon is an inveterate reviser, frequently
altering texts and titles whenever his work is republished. This may allow for authorial
freedom and authority, but in a study of this nature some fixity is required. To parry the
risk of textual indeterminacy, therefore, I have avoided using revised versions for the
sake of uniformity. I have only referred to revised poems and titles on the rare occasions
when it seemed germane to do so for reasons of clarity or to make a particular point.

I have used double quotation marks to indicate quotations taken directly from
texts, and single quotation marks for titles and words used in a special sense, e.g. when

discussing Mahon’s understanding of what is meant by ‘home”’.



List of Abbreviations
Full bibliographic citations for these abbreviations are provided in Works Consulted.

Abbreviations for works by Derek Mahon.

NC Night Crossing

L Lives

TSP The Snow Party

P Poems 1962-1975
THBN The Hunt by Night
TC The Chimeras

SP Selected Poems
THL The Hudson Letter
J Journalism

TYB The Yellow Book
RS Roman Script

CP Collected Poems
SC The Seaside Cemetery
RD Resistance Days

B Birds

Abbreviations for other frequently cited sources.

ACP W.H. Auden, Collected Poems
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FE Charles Baudelaire, The Flowers of Evil




BCDW
Proust

Trilogy
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Samuel Beckett, Three Novels by Samuel Beckett: Molloy, Malone

Dies, The Unnamable

Hart Crane, Collected Poems

Louis MacNeice, Collected Poems

W.B. Yeats, Collected Poems
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Each one, so liberal is the law,

May choose whom he appears before,
Pick any influential ghost

From those whom he admires the most.

W.H. Auden

Vil



Introduction

T.S. Eliot, in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, warns against the critical
preoccupation with originality and the tendency to praise “those aspects of [a poet’s]
work in which he least resembles anyone else.”! For Eliot, it is preferable to approach a
poet’s work without the prejudice of looking for signs of isolation from poetic tradition,
and he claims that it is through association with writers of the past that “not only the best,
but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his
ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously.”? In the case of Derek Mahon, Eliot’s
remarks acquire a particular veracity. Mahon’s poetry gains much of its force from
asserting the presence of literary precursors, creating a dialogue of poetic transmission
that gathers impetus and authority from his relationship with them. But this is not to say
that Mahon’s own voice is swamped by those of his forebears: his individual voice can
always be heard as a counterpoint to others that filter through his poems. He accepts
influence not as a peril of his art but as an enabling feature of it. Like every other writer,
Mahon is involved at some level with at least one artistic community or line of literary
tradition, and his identity is sustained by that tradition. Influence for him is not a bar to
originality; indeed, part of his originality stems from his handling of source materials.
Mahon is an excavator of knowledge, incorporating it into his work as a way of
generating or extracting particular meaning or significance.

The purpose of this study on influence and intertextuality in Mahon’s poetry is to
explore and assess the various ways he uses the works of writers who have influenced his
idiom and ideas, his poetic consciousness, and his aesthetic sensibility. Much ink has

been spilled on lists of those writers considered important to Mahon, but comparatively



little has been written on how, why or to what extent other writers have contributed to his
work. My choice of major influences — Albert Camus, Louis MacNeice, Samuel Beckett,
W.H. Auden, Hart Crane, Charles Baudelaire and Gérard de Nerval, although numerous
others are dealt with more fleetingly — has been dictated both by Mahon himself and by
his critics, most notably Edna Longley who has, at various times, mentioned each of
these writers in relation to Mahon. Of this list, all bar Crane and Nerval are the subjects
of celebratory, critical or review essays in Mahon’s collection of occasional writings,
Journalism, where MacNeice and Beckett merit four essays each while the others receive
one each. This is not to say, however, that their importance for Mahon is in any way
lesser or marginal, and Mahon has described MacNeice and Camus as “paradigmatic
writers”.’

Influence studies have come under attack in recent years as being old-fashioned,
retrogressive or irrelevant, and many critics have dismissed influence as little more than

coincidence or repetition. Harold Bloom’s The Anxiety of Influence has been

instrumental in discrediting influence studies through its delineation of an Oedipal
struggle with a strong precursor. Bloom insists that strong poets can only compete with
other strong poets: allusions to minor poets, contemporaries and non-literary sources
show up in the poetry of successors as weaknesses. For Bloom, influence emerges from
the sublimation, repression or denial of previous poets through a process of intellectual

revisionism. It is essential to Bloom’s theory that strong precursors be dead, but Auden

and Beckett were very much alive when Mahon’s first collection, Night-Crossing,
appeared in 1968, and his earliest published poems predate the deaths of Camus and

MacNeice in 1963. Patently, Mahon could not possibly have forecast the arrival of The



Anxiety of Influence in 1973, but his creation of a personal canon which relies so heavily

on certain anti-Bloomian tenets can, to some extent, be seen retrospectively as contesting
Bloom’s ideas. Bloom’s ‘negative’ model ignores the more positive aspect of influence
as ““a complex process of human (inter)cultural activity in spaces and times including
those of subsequent readers. Texts are productions of multiple agencies and a plethora of
intentions, from pleasure to instruction, exempliﬁéation to enlightenment.”* In other
words, the acceptance of influence is a historical strategy, linking the present writer with
other writers across temporal and geographical boundaries. By openly recognising those
writers, influence opens up possibilities for cultural renewal since it “confounds any
programmatic or even systematic mode of textual criticism.”” Influence is concerned with
agency but not intention, and is therefore more like a transmission between two or more
writers than a process of usurpation. Furthermore, it provides a way of clearing a path for
an understanding of both precursor and successor.

Bloomian theory has deservedly come under attack recently from several quarters.
Christopher Ricks has described all writers and critics whose work has appeared since

The Anxiety of Influence as both beneficiaries and victims:

Beneficiaries, granted his passion, his learning, and his so giving salience
to the impulse or spirit of allusion. Victims, because of his melodramatic
sub-Freudian parricidal scenario, his sentimental discrediting of gratitude,
and his explicit repudiation of all interest in allusion as a matter of the
very words.®

Ricks further insists that influence as manifested by allusion is “due acknowledgement of

other creators from whom good things continue to flow”.” What Ricks emphasises here is



the way successors are actually thanking their precursors as debts of honour, allying
themselves with writers of the past as an act of homage rather than trying to usurp
precursors through Oedipal conflict. Taking issue with Bloom’s notion of Milton as “the
great Inhibitor”,® Ricks refutes the idea that instead of disabling the work of Dryden and
Pope, their work was positively enabled by Milton’s example, turning it to their own
advantage and “making it serve [their] purposes in allusion”.’

Edna Longley has made a remarkably similar point, claiming that, “Bloom does
not consider the function of tradition in alleviating anxiety, in empowering rather than
emasculating, in promoting collectivity as well as competition, in maximising the

resources of the craft”.'” The strongest precursor for any Irish poet is, of

course, Yeats, although Bloom denies even Yeats the status of “Titanic figure”."'

Nevertheless, Mahon has gone on record as saying, “I was never oppressed by Yeats”."?
This is not to say that Mahon has never engaged or become entangled with Yeats; but his
refusal to be dominated means that Yeats does not stand as a preventative or limiting
barrier either to Mahon’s poetic consciousness or to his success or failure as a poet. Yeats
is, for Mahon, “at a distance” and “a splendid monument” that does not cast an over-
bearing shadow across his own work."” Longley uses the example of Yeats to support her

own attack on Bloom, and she damns the “unduly macho psychology” that lies behind

The Anxiety of Influence as,

individualism and Romantic subjectivism (which Yeats contested) run
mad. In opposition to such a model we might give Yeatsian weight to the
workings of tradition in Irish poetry: to how poets have reinterpreted

ideas, images, structures, forms in changing historical conditions. Creative



transmission may liberate as much as it imprisons. MacNeice thought that
Yeats’s real message was: ‘Go thou and do otherwise’ .

Longley’s formulation of reinterpretation in the light of tradition chimes with
Linda Hutcheon’s formalist description of post-modemn intertextuality as “a formal
manifestation of both a desire to close the gap between past and present of the reader and
a desire to rewrite the past in a new context”."” Between them, Ricks, Longley and
Hutcheon suggest a more positive and fruitful way of reading Mahon that involves the
reader as an intermediary between past and present texts, between precursor and
successor. Mahon’s reader feels almost compelled to actively search out and refer back to
his original sources, while recognising what Shane Murphy calls “the multivoiced
potential inherent in his use of source material”.'® Murphy also asserts that intertextuality,
as an oblique practice conferring an ironic perspective, is valuable on another significant
level. While paying homage to esteemed precursors is itself an important act, “the
appropriated texts also provide {Mahon] with a critical shorthand to mark [his] own
rereading of those texts”.!” This intertextual practice encourages the reader to “produce
readings located in between the present poem and past context” and thus engage with the
present poem as part of a discourse with changing historical situations.'® This is
especially true of Mahon’s interpretations of Baudelaire, Nerval and Crane, where he
adapts perceptions of mid nineteenth-century France and early twentieth-century America
to illustrate both local and international conditions with regard to the late twentieth
century. On the other hand, Mahon’s reading of MacNeice allows him to see that the

passing of time is no guarantor of historical change, and that problematic questions of

community, identity and politics remain permanent obstacles to the Irish poet.



Nevertheless, Mahon’s commitment to poetry compels him to pursue his vision
irrespective of the possibility of failure, and the influence of Beckett is instructive here.
Mary Orr has written, “In the teeth of extreme adversity, the positive influence of art may
also revive a will to survive, to hope, to endure”."” Having witnessed the Troubles,
alcoholism, and failed relationships, Mahon’s adversities have indeed been extreme, and
Beckett’s work stands as a beacon that provides Mahon with the strength to ‘go on’
despite whatever history and personal circumstance might throw at him.

Mahon was born in the Belfast suburb of Glengormley, which is satirised in his

first collection, Night-Crossing, as a place where “the principle of the watering can” (NC

5) holds more fascination for its inhabitants than the self-reflection that gives rise to
poetry. Raised without siblings, Mahon realised from an early age that he was “A strange
child with a taste for verse” (THBN 9), a taste that immediately set him apart from most
of the inhabitants of his hometown. After leaving school, he went to Dublin to study
English, French and philosophy at Trinity, during which time he also spent a year at the
Sorbonne. Mahon was attracted to French literature from an early age: some of the first
poems he published were translations of Baudelaire and Corbicre, while, in ‘Death and
the Sun’, he recalls reading Camus as a schoolboy. The titles of many of his poems
indicate that philosophical enquiry has always played a part in Mahon’s aesthetic and
moral outlook — ‘Consolations of Philosophy’, ‘How to Live’, ‘As It Should Be’,
‘Tractatus’, ‘Heraclitus on Rivers’, ‘Schopenhauer’s Day’ — and he shares with Camus,
Beckett and Auden a particular fascination with the ideas of existentialism. Mahon’s
attraction to existentialism can be related to his sense of isolation from home soil. A

compulsive itinerant, his pattern of exile has been governed by a relentless series of



leave-takings and homecomings. Mahon has spent much of his adult life ‘on the road’,
living and working in, amongst other places, London, Paris and New York, and his exilic
and cosmopolitan wanderings have likewise been reflected in the titles of his works.

Night-Crossing, The Hunt by Night, "Gipsies’, and ‘Night Drive’, for example, all

suggest a desire for escape from Northern Ireland through surreptitious movement both
away from and towards something immediately indefinable. Yet Mahon has always
returned to Ireland, usually only briefly, in an enactment of what Guiseppe Serpillo terms
a “Ulysses complex”, whereby the poet is
perpetually attracted towards their starting point, like Homer’s Ulysses,
only to be driven outwards again, like Dante’s Ulysses, in a perpetual
‘quest’ for something which defies all boundaries...searching what he may
never find. His very seeking will, however, change the general parameters
of interpretation of reality as well as the interrelationship between the
individual and the community to which he belongs, between history and
the present.?’
Mahon’s journeyings are characteristic of the “dissociated sensibilities” he identifies in
other Northern Protestant poets such as James Simmons and Michael Longley in the
essay, ‘Poetry in Northern Ireland’.>' Here, Mahon claims that such poets (and this
includes Mahon himself) are concerned less with “Ireland as a distinct cultural entity”
than with “a diffuse and fortuitous assembly of Irish, British and American models” (and,
given Mahon’s own preoccupations, we might add French models).*
With the eruption of the Troubles in 1969 one year after the publication of Night-

Crossing, Mahon discovered “the curious sense / Of working on the circumference” (P



111) which confers on his poems the wistful, resigned reticence that seems to have
offended Seamus Deane. Deane appraises Mahon’s poetry in a cool light, criticising
Mahon’s characteristic irony and evasiveness which, in the face of the situation in
Northern Ireland, Deane sees as deflecting attention away from history and responsibility.
Viewing art as being necessarily conditioned by violence, Deane remarks that, “contact
with violence is regarded by some [and this, presumably, includes Deane] as a stimulus to
the deep energies of creation. Avoidance of it is regarded as a form of imaginative
anaemia.”?* Deane complains that Mahon’s desire to be “through with history” (TSP 9;
THBN 16) is a rather disingenuous feature of an “urbanity” that “helps him to fend off
the forces of atavism, ignorance and oppression which are part of his Northern Protestant
heritage”.24 By avoiding the historical forces which to some extent forged his own
consciousness, Deane suggests that Mahon is not sufficiently engaged, unlike Seamus
Heaney, in a full-frontal condemnation of the violence. But separation and violence are
not just aspects of Northern Irish history and identity; they are fundamental to human
experience in toto. The list provided by Deane of other Irish “citizens of the world by
profession” includes Denis Devlin, Sean O’Faolain, James Joyce, Louis MacNeice, and
Samuel Beckett.2® This latter pair is particularly significant from Mahon’s point of view
because MacNeice and Beckett constitute two of his most abiding influences. Writing of
Mahon’s early poetry, although the claim still holds today, Maurice Harmon has
commented that Beckett’s example, like that of MacNeice, provides Mahon with “a
means of writing about Northern Ireland, indirectly, shielding himself from direct
description, filtering experience through the language of others, ironical, detached,

impersonal”.26 As a result, “violence, « in the words of Ben Howard, “is not so much



presented as overheard” in Mahon’s poetry.”’” Violence certainly lurks behind many of
Mahon’s poems, but whereas Deane seems to believe that art must confront history as a
way of understanding it, Mahon prefers to engage with the effects of that history. Edna
Longley, a critic no less contentious than Deane, has described Mahon’s poetry as
“enact[ing] some process of atonement or retribution for historical guilt” in the search for
“redemptive epiphanies”.*® In this sense, Mahon’s aesthetic is immediately aligned with
that of Auden, who similarly sought a form of salvation in art. Mahon’s poetry identifies
not with those in the day-to-day battles incurred during times of violence, but with “the
outcast and the damned” who have been forgotten by history, and one of the ways he
achieves this negotiation is through intertextual allusion.?’

Intertextuality has featured in Mahon’s poetry since the onset of his career, and
Bruce Stewart is convincing in his claim that ‘Girls in their Seasons’, the opening poem
of Mahon’s first collection, owes its “chiliastic note” to MacNeice’s ‘An Eclogue for
Christmas’.”° But finding allegiance with precursors as a strategy for poetic enabling is
only one of the ways Mahon negotiates a route through his poetic inheritance. Another is
to engage in a discourse with significant works of the past to assess the critical and
cultural co-ordinates which feature as part of that inheritance. ‘A Kensington Notebook’

(SP 90-95), for example, is a pastiche of Ezra Pound’s Hugh Selwyn Mauberley, a poem,

according to Rainer Emig, that addresses a “self-conscious coming to terms with the past,
with dead poetic traditions”.*! ‘A Kensington Notebook’ sets the lives of some of the
founding fathers of literary modernism — Pound, Wyndham Lewis, and Ford Maddox
Ford — against a culture of disintegration and loss of confidence. The poem evokes

nostalgia and anxiety simultaneously: nostalgia for the role of the artist and, as Pound



10

puts it, “the dead art / Of poetry”; anxiety for the late twentieth century’s slide into what

Mahon calls in The Yellow Book “the pastiche paradise of the post-modern” (TYB 19).*?
These same themes are broached in ‘The Last of the Fire Kings’ (TSP 19-20) where
Mahon’s “palace of porcelain” recalls the fragility of aesthetic and cultural values as
conveyed by Pound’s ‘The Age Demanded’: “The glow of porcelain / Brought no
reforming sense / To his perception / Of the social inconsequence”.*> Mahon thus
engages with the concerns of high modernism as a means of delivering a barbed attack on
what he sees as the aesthetic denigration of post-modernism, a critical position that
refuses to lament the fragmentation of existence, the collapse of selfhood, and the
undermining of old values.

Yet there is also an ambivalence at the core of Mahon’s attitude towards Poundian
modemism. Edna Longley has noticed that Auden and MacNeice, two of the most
powerful influences on Mahon, “were considered reactionary by Modernists (and still
are)”, and ‘A Kensington Notebook’ likewise assumes a subversive, reactionary stance
through its framing of an astute and double-edged irony.>* Section II of Pound’s poem
opens with the phrase “The age demanded”. By the time it is repeated two stanzas later
and as the title of the poem’s penultimate section, it is enclosed in ironising quotation
marks, signalling its passage into cliché. But when Mahon quotes the phrase in the lines
“(Not Dowland, nor Purcell / ‘The age demanded’, / But the banalities / Of the Evening
Standard)”, the use of parentheses ironises the phrase further, emphasising the reduction

of Pound’s cliché to a mere banality. The demands of the age are thus satirised as

susceptible to historical flux. If, as Section II of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley suggests, the

artist is a practitioner of a restricted (in the sense of ‘art for art’s sake’) form of art which
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omits much of life, then ‘A Kensington Notebook’ seeks to retrieve those omissions in an
affirmation of optimism and potential: “Un rameur, finally, / Sur le fleuve des morts, /
Poling his profile toward / What further shore?” This further shore, like Mahon’s reading
of Pound, is ultimately evasive since irony and (ironically) Poundian detachment confer
on his poetry an uneasy association with the legacy of modernism.

Intertextuality, in its broadest, non-Kristevan sense, has come to encompass not
only influence but also quotation, allusion, translation and imitation, all of which feature
strongly throughout Mahon’s work.*> Quotation never operates self-sufficiently; rather, it
signposts a material kind of intertextuality that makes a connection with another text,
another author, and another period of time, denoting an interplay between identity and
difference. An example of this is found in ‘Penshurst Place’ (SP 75), a poem named after
the home of Sir Philip Sidney, which ends both of its stanzas with the line “come live
with me and be my love.” Although unacknowledged, this is a quotation from Marlowe’s
“The Passionate Shepherd to His Love’, a pastoral lyric that speaks of a return to an
Edenic way of life. Marlowe’s poem was later parodied by Raleigh and Donne, who
based their satires on the notion that we live in a fallen world. Mahon extends this idea of
fallenness, but instead of relying on sexual connotations he creates a political scenario
involving England (Penshurst Place), Ireland (Kinsale), and Europe (Spain and France).
Hugh Haughton has identified one of the poem’s themes as “the survival of earlier
cultural forms in the present”, an idea reinforced by Mahon’s subtle references to
Wordsworth, Keats, Proust and Jaccottet, and possibly several others besides.*® But it
also points forward to two other poems by Mahon, ‘Kinsale’ (A 34) and ’Christmas in

Kinsale’ (TYB 56-57). Each of these poems reminds us that we do indeed live in a fallen
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age: while the former laments, “The kind of rain we know is a thing of the past”, the
latter paints a vision of Yeatsian apocalypse.

"Penshurst Place’ is just one instance of the connection made by Mahon’s poems
to a complex system of other texts, other places, and other cultures. Quotation and
allusion confer permanence on texts by making those texts part of a surviving tradition.
Allusion is an equally self-conscious process of reference that operates “at one remove
from its referent.”*” It is arguably Mahon’s favourite intertextual device, and we would
be hard-pressed to find no trace of it in any of his best work. If quotation provides a
dialogue with the source text, then allusion constitutes a knowing, whispered aside.
While quotation — and this includes Mahon’s frequent use of epigraphs — engages in a
trans-historical, trans-cultural discourse, allusion subtly and less conspicuously “borrows

a mood and announces a debt,””>?

We see evidence of this in ‘The Attic’ (P 102), a poem
discussed at greater length in the chapter on Beckett:
I who know nothing
Scribbling on the off-chance,
Darkening the white page,
Cultivating my ignorance.
There is a loud echo here of the “rigid whiteness” of Mallarmé’s ‘Un Coup de Dés’ (‘A
Throw of the Dice’), which derives its title from Pascal’s wager.>® All three of these texts
have at their centres the problem of establishing meaning in a meaningless universe from
which the gods have seemingly disappeared and where order is reduced to chance

occurrence. Mahon has long been critical of some of Mallarmé’s ideas, but the allusion is

reminiscent of the allusions in Eliot’s early works to Tennyson and Whitman. Eliot
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dismissed these poets in some of his essays, but as James Longenbach points out, “Eliot’s
allusions were part of a self-consciously political program. Whitman and Tennyson were
crucial, Eliot knew, to his personal life as a poet; but they could not be part of his public
mission to alter the terms of his literary culture.”*° By publicly spurning Tennyson and
Whitman, Eliot was effectively excluding them from his own pantheon, distancing
himself from them in order to focus attention on those literary traditions he was more
keen to publicise (Shakespeare, the Metaphysical poets, and French symbolism, for
instance). Unlike Eliot, however, Mahon is generous in his acknowledgement of his
precursors. Rarely is there any sense of unconscious echoes in his work as he is all too
aware that the language of poetry has a history of dissemination and transference.
Mahon’s attitude towards Mallarmé, for example, is not so much political as personal,
being based on “Mallarmé’s noxious belief that the world came into existence in order to
finish up between the covers of a book” (J 193). It is understandable that Mahon should
take offence at this deluded notion, less so that he should choose to exclude Mallarmé
from his long list of translations of symbolist poets given their shared sympathies: the use
of similar imagery, antagonism towards the philistine, dedication to the art of poetry, and
an impersonal tone to name but four. But even Mahon’s objection to Mallarmé’s
preciosity cannot prevent the Frenchman’s presence from manifesting itself in ‘The
Attic’, and what emerges is a debt of difference that still registers Mallarmé’s importance
to Mahon’s aesthetic.

Not all of Mahon’s allusions operate in this fashion, of course. One case in point
is the similarity between titles — another way a poet can allude to a predecessor — of

Mahon’s poems and those of MacNeice. Setting them in pairs brings out the significance
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of Mahon’s (probably) conscious debt to MacNeice: ‘Belfast’ / ‘In Belfast’;
"Carrickfergus’ / ‘Glengormley’; ‘Death of an Actress’ / ‘The Death of a Film Star’;
"Autobiography’ / ‘Autobiographies’; ‘The Return’ / ‘The Return’; ‘Nostalgia’ /
‘Nostalgias’; ‘Woods’ / ‘The Woods’; ‘Death of an Old Lady’ / ‘An Old Lady’. These
pairings do not necessarily deal with the same themes or ideas, but there is more than
mere coincidence at work here: these titles, along with the commemorative ‘In
Carrowdore Churchyard (at the grave of Louis MacNeice)’ (NC 3), constitute part of
Mahon’s ongoing homage to a poet whose life and work encompassed the same religious,
political and cultural concerns, and who laid the groundwork for Mahon’s investigations
into his own Anglo-Irish Protestant psyche. Without the influence of MacNeice it is hard
to imagine Mahon finding such a powerful voice so quickly.

Brian John has described Mahon'’s translation work in these terms: “The
intertextual practice of allusion is of a piece with Mahon’s preoccupations with forgery
and parody or pastiche, just as his own translations from Villon, Corbiére, Rimbaud,
Moliere and others are, amongst other things, assumptions of personae.”' Again, these
performances are acts of homage, which transcribe an earlier poet’s work onto the pages
of contemporary history. Translation can be a form of interpretation, and whether it takes
liberties with another author’s work or simply re-arranges that work in some way,
translation establishes a historical solidarity that carries the precursor’s work into another
age where associations between different eras might be elucidated and clarified. It also
formulates an intertextual, trans-historical discourse with a community of other authors.
Rimbaud’s ‘Le Bateau ivre’, for instance, has been translated many times, each with its

own aesthetic agenda. Mahon’s version joins a long list, including those by Robert
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Lowell, Samuel Beckett, and Ciaran Carson, and as part of what seems an ongoing
fascination among poets with Rimbaud’s poem, Mahon’s translation becomes “part of a
larger cultural history.”** Apart from translating Ovid, Horace, Pasternak and Brecht
among others, the vast majority of Mahon’s most familiar translations have come from
French literature; but more recently he has produced versions of the Italian poets Ariosto,

Michaelangelo, Pasolini and Montale, all of which are found in the Collected Poems.

Translation therefore offers Mahon the opportunity to participate in and live vicariously
through other cultures, thereby exposing the possibilities offered by a life elsewhere.
Poetry of the Other provides an insight into experiences beyond those of living in Ireland,
an escape into another world, and a point of reference to which the Irish experience can
be compared, contrasted and ultimately understood in terms unlimited by parochial
restrictions. But this is not to say that translations offer a view of a more acceptable
reality. Terence Brown describes Irish poets’ fascination with translations as a political,
as well as a cultural, strategy:
translations are the stuff of poetic imagining, ways at best of coping with
the untranslatable awfulness of our current condition. In translating
Ireland, our poems are, it seems to me, in quest of some means to
comprehend that condition so that we might be more fully at home in the
language of our feelings about this place which is the only home we
have.*”
Translation, then, is both a way for Mahon of understanding his ‘homelessness’ and a
way of feeling at home among a larger community of other writers: “Translation puts me

. . . . . 5,44
within their [other writers’] context, and invites them 1into the Irish context.
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Because of the nature of poetic influence, it is neither practical nor efficacious to
attempt a study based on chronology. The influence of Camus, MacNeice, Beckett and
Auden has been present in Mahon’s consciousness ever since his first collection. Only
my discussions of Crane and Baudelaire lend themselves to chronological placement,
being based on Mahon’s most recent collections of wholly new material, while it seemed
sensible to bracket Nerval alongside Baudelaire as an adjunct to considerations regarding
Mahon’s overall relationship with French poetry. Occasionally, certain poems are
discussed in different contexts to illustrate how these poems incorporate different aspects
of influence. For example, ‘In Belfast’ contains MacNeicean and Beckettian overtones,
necessitating discussion in each chapter, while ‘The Sea in Winter” deserves
consideration in the light of its reliance on Mahon’s understanding of both Camus and
Auden.

As I mentioned earlier, my choice of influences on Mahon’s work has not been
arbitrary since each of them has played his part in forming Mahon’s poetic consciousness
by providing the sources on which his intertextual practices are grounded. Mahon has
made clear his philosophical sympathies, describing himself as “a make-believe
existentialist” (‘Dawn at St. Patrick’s’, SP 104-6) and “an open-minded existentialist.”*
Broadly speaking, existentialism is the philosophy of dark times, constructing an
opposition to rationalist doctrines which assume that the universe is governed by an
ordered system. Mahon’s attraction to existentialism is informed by his affinity with the
equally sceptical, yet equally optimistic, Camus. Camus’s own brand of existential

thought colours almost everything Mahon has written to some extent, especially with

regard to his quest for personal authenticity and his perceptions of a fundamentally
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absurd universe. In its Heideggerian form, the concept of authenticity pertains to the
condition of understanding the existential structure of life whereby the individual’s
identity is derived from their social situation. Authenticity involves critical self-reflection
on the nature of identity and assuming personal responsibility for choosing or creating
one’s own identity. According to Heidegger, some degree of inauthenticity is always
unavoidable since the practical necessities of everyday life often take priority over self-
reflection. Authenticity is therefore akin to the notion of Christian salvation or
redemption (as discussed in the chapter on Auden), as individuals cannot guarantee the
success of their endeavours. Nevertheless, personal authenticity, and the striving to attain
it, is concerned with fulfilling the individual’s potential in the world. Camus advocated
the need to confront the meaninglessness at the centre of existence — 1.e. the absurd —
while proclaiming that, “To create is...to give a shape to one’s fate”, despite artistic
creation being the most absurd of all pursuits.46 The absurd is, for Camus as it is for
Mahon, that which is beyond the scope of rationality in spite of its apparent amenability
to reason. It is the awareness of existence’s lack of meaning or purpose which leads to
metaphysical anxiety and the illogicality of experience. In Mahon’s work, this attitude
translates into a frequent tendency to describe poetry — albeit ironically — in dismissive or
pejorative terms; “All farts in a biscuit tin” (P 112), for example. Ideas derived from
Mahon’s reading of Camus permeate his entire corpus. The prominence of Camus in my
opening chapter is designed as preparation for further explorations of authenticity and
absurdity in subsequent chapters, especially those on MacNeice, Beckett, Auden (all of

whom had strong interests in existential thought) and Nerval.
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Mahon’s reverence for MacNeice is apparent from his repeated inclusion of the
elegy, ‘In Carrowdore Churchyard (at the grave of Louis MacNeice)’, in all of his

selected and collected volumes, and its position as the opening poem of his first

pamphlet, Twelve Poems. Edna Longley has indicated the importance of MacNeice in
Mahon’s development, stating that Mahon “reacts to and against an environment which is
the antithesis of poetry and therefore compels it at a deep level”, before concluding that
Mahon “start[s] at the point where MacNeice leaves off”.*” As one of Mahon’s
paradigmatic writers, MacNeice provided a model on which Mahon based his early
development. Richard York has identified the political basis of MacNeice’s appeal for
Mahon as essentially pluralistic: “[Mahon] shares with [MacNeice] the sense that there is
no monolithic, authoritative pattern of things. In these respects...both stand against the
dogmatic conformism that is not uncommon in Northern Ireland, and both explicitly

.. 348
denounce 1t.”

In MacNeice, Mahon has found a precursor whose relationship with
Belfast in particular and Ireland in general mirrors his own, similarly “mingl[ing] a sense
of belonging or quasi-belonging, of respect and concern, with a sense of restriction, of
illiberalism and discomfort, of the need to be elsewhere.”* This dual identity is most
apparent in Mahon’s meditations on alienation and what he understands by what is meant
by ‘home’. ‘Home’ becomes a prominent feature of the bulk of his translations, many of
which juxtapose nineteenth-century French socio-cultural contexts and conditions with
those of twentieth-century Ireland.

Beckett is a near-ubiquitous presence in Mahon’s work, and he represents the

prime example of the artist struggling to come to terms with personal failure and an

authentic response towards death. But Beckett is also much more than this: to Mahon he
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is “a friendlier, matier kind of voice” that inspires humour and the strength to ‘go on’.*
Auden likewise deals with artistic failure within the context of his relationship with his
audience, and Mahon finds in Auden a source of inspiration to withstand Beckett’s
bleaker moments and to go in search of personal redemption. Mahon sees in Crane’s
work the realisation that life relies on the kind of optimism brought about by retrieving a
sense of the mythical past and planting the seeds of hope in a present grown cynical and
reliant on the more insidious aspects of capitalism and technology. Finally, the presence
of Baudelaire’s influence in Mahon’s work also provides him with a way of investigating
the possibility of personal renewal in a hostile world, while he uses Nerval to incorporate
into his poetry aspects of autobiography, personal loss, a deep-seated psychological
connection with the natural world, and confrontation with the absurd.

Along with authenticity and the absurd there is another major concept which
emerges regularly in Mahon’s work that requires a note of explanation: silence. This is
one of the most complex issues to feature in Mahon’s poetry since it is confronted on a
number of different, although interconnected, levels. Firstly, silence is presented as a
failure of language to express or communicate, a move that allies Mahon with Beckett.
This art of failure is based on the idea that language is contaminated and impure, due in
part to its usage by precursors. “It’s scarcely possible for the artist to write a word,”
writes Susan Sontag, “that doesn’t remind him of something already achieved.”' One of
the consequences of this principle is that the failure of language severs the dialogue with
an audience, necessitating the creation of a personal audience of other artists (a la Auden)
who share in the same linguistic corruption and whose language(s) can be incorporated

by Mahon into a strategy for intertextual enabling. This gives rise to a second level on
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which silence operates, namely that of irony. The failure of language leads Mahon to

conclude that it is perhaps
Better to contemplate
The blank page

And leave it blank

Than modify

Its substance by

So much as a pen-stroke. (THBN 41-42)
This acknowledgement of the futility of creation is, on one hand, an avoidance of the
demands placed on the poet by the world at large (a theme also broached by Camus and
MacNeice). On the other hand, it can be considered an assault on the validity of writing
poetry in sectarian Belfast. Yet the very act of writing an admission of failure ironises
such issues, and Mahon, like Beckett, continues to remain compelled to break the silence
of the blank page. Irony prevails over the notion of the failure of language since Mahon’s
resolute commitment to writing actually signifies a high esteem for language. This
ambivalent impulse to confront both the irrepressible and the inexpressible is, according
to Sontag, “the subliminal idea that it might be possible to out-talk language, or to talk
oneself into silence”.>* Indeed, Sontag’s theory on the aesthetics of silence is especially
instructive here, and she concludes that,

silence is likely to remain a viable notion for modern art and

consciousness only if deployed with a considerable, near systematic

irony...The present prospect is that artists will go on abolishing art, only to
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resurrect it in a more retracted version, >
The third form of silence encountered in Mahon’s poetry is of the existential

variety. According to Heidegger:

Keeping silent is another essential property of discourse, and it has the

same existential foundation. In talking with another, the person who keeps

silent can ‘make one understand’ (that is, he can develop an

understanding), and he can do so more authentically than the person who

is never short of words.>*
In other words, silence can be an authentic mode of communication that helps speech
attain seriousness and integrity. Authentic silence can counteract the ‘idle talk’ of what
Heidegger terms ‘das Man’, the inauthentic social majority that sanctions the corruption
of language as a reflection of their own ‘fallenmess’. This leads to Mahon’s fourth, and
perhaps most important treatment of silence, the silence of reticence. As suggested
earlier, silence cannot be ahistorical since language — and therefore speech — is
historically formed. As ‘idle talk’ signifies an absence or renunciation of thought, so
silence-as-reticence becomes a moral stance refusing to engage in the processes and
procedures of ‘idle talk’. When applied to political conditions, such discretion
circumscribes partaking of direct discourse on matters such as the Troubles. The artist
cannot intervene in violence since violence is beyond comprehension and reason, and is
not available to narration. Language is unable to fully or even faithfully express violence
and its consequences, as violence is literally “unspeakable” (‘Rathlin Island’, THBN 16).

Silence therefore symbolises artistic unease and the inability to aptly convey outrage.
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Yet Mahon also examines a different kind of reticent silence, one that, through
self-censorship, describes the behaviour of Belfast’s citizens in the aftermath of
sectarianism rather than the violence itself. In ‘In Belfast’ (NC 6), he writes of “The
spurious mystery in the knowing nod”, a coded sign that, despite its silence, still reveals
partisanship and barely-concealed loyalties. In this sense Mahon’s strategy is similar to
that of Seamus Heaney who, in ‘Whatever You Say, Say Nothing’, decries facile
journalistic clichés which say nothing new and therefore say nothing of worth.*® But
Heaney also pours scorn on himself for his complicity in “a conspiracy of evasion and
compliance, which has made co-existence possible, but has left bigotry intact”.>® Mahon
likewise feels guilty for his own complicity in keeping his own counsel (“we keep sullen
silence” — emphasis added) out of reticence and self-preservation. But whereas Heaney
writes of the actual violence (“Men die at hand. In blasted street and home / The
gelignite’s a common sound effect”), Mahon provides no such descriptions as though
registering that language cannot adequately communicate meaning with regard to
politically motivated violence. Mahon prefers to address violence indirectly and
evasively through poems such as the deeply ironic ‘Glengormley’ (NC 5), which opens
with a line from Sophocles’s Antigone before obliquely detailing the effects of violence
and ironising both his ostensible safety from monsters and the deaths of “heroes”. This
intertextual practice reflects the poet’s silence as a loss for words, yet by speaking
through others Mahon is able to convey the truth of his experiences.

Because this study is concerned predominantly with influence as the transmission
of ideas, Mahon’s use of and attitudes towards poetic form must necessarily take a back

seat. Edna Longley, in an excellent essay on the formal aspects of Mahon’s poetry, has
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rightly complained that Mahon’s poetry “has sometimes suffered the slings and arrows of
context-fixated” criticism, while “nearly all Mahon’s poetry, wears form new”.”’
Nevertheless, the analysis of form has not been a primary motivation here. As a result, his
formal diversity is signposted only as and when it seemed either essential or apposite to
do so. For example, his experimentation with prose poetry is dealt with in relation to
French poetry (especially Rimbaud and Baudelaire), and his octosyllabic verse epistles
are discussed in the chapter on Auden, while his frequent use of the three-lined stanza in

earlier poems (which seems indebted to William Carlos Williams) and the long lines of

his later poetry are mentioned at appropriate junctures.
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1. ‘Death and the Sun’: Mahon and Camus

1.1 ‘Death and the Sun’

Although separated by geography, time and religious inheritance, the experiences
of Mahon and Albert Camus have much in common: both came from working class
origins (which, in the case of Camus, entailed abject poverty); each grew up in suburban
areas of their respective countries’ major city within communities riven by religious
sectarianism; and, even though Camus was raised by his illiterate, partially deaf mother
who “almost never thought”, as boys they were considered precociously intelligent.'
Michael Longley, who attended the Royal Belfast Academical Institution at the same
time as Mahon, remembers the “amazingly accomplished verses” Mahon had published
in the school newspaper by the time he was 16.2 Camus, on the other hand, was admitted
to Bab-el-Oued grammar school thanks only to the concerted efforts of a dedicated
primary school teacher named Louis Germain. They were also blessed from a young age
with extraordinary degrees of self-possession: Longley remembers Mahon’s appearance
as being “very cocky”, while Germain had been struck by Camus’s reserved
thoughtfulness and a supreme ability to concentrate — “his attention never strayed”.’ This
self-possession would be eventually transformed into a form of individualism, each man
shunning attempts to affiliate him with any kind of movement or ideology. Admittedly,
Camus had a brief flirtation with the Communist party, and his attempts to dissociate
himself from the existentialist circle led by Sartre may, at the time, have seemed fairly
disingenuous, but he did possess a fierce aversion to being labelled with the Marxist tag
worn so p_roudly (and so conspicuously) by Sartre. Camus saw the danger of conflating

political and philosophical thought, and he sought to avoid any sort of pigeonholing.
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Nevertheless, he remained staunchly left wing throughout his life, instinctively reacting
against the rhetorical invective used by intellectuals in the name of 1deological
prescription. His political ideas — and these include his involvement during World War I1
with the resistance journal Combat — emphasised the rights of individuals, irrespective of
social class or cultural background, to be given access to the essential pleasures of life.
Similarly, Mahon has never explicitly professed allegiance to any political agenda, and as
such has never shouldered the responsibility of acting as spokesman for any social group
in the manner ascribed to Heaney and Kavanagh, for example. As a result, Mahon, like
Camus, has exercised individual freedom and chosen to live the life of the exile, the
‘outsider’, commenting on — rather than participating in — the collective life of the
community.

Camus came to expound the great virtues, as he saw them, of the community in
which he had grown up: tenacity, stoicism, and the mute acceptance of the brutality and
illness concomitant with the deprivations associated with poverty. The Plague, arguably
his finest work, eloquently tells of collective struggle against an assault on the town of
Oran by uncontrollable external forces that ravage the town’s overwhelmed population.
By contrast, Mahon has rarely been quite so overt in his writings. His skewed, ironical
perspective on Belfast’s community is that of one who stands apart from it, observing its
mechanisms without feeling an integral part of its operations. While Camus spent
increasing periods of time away from Algeria, especially during the war, his affinity for
the Mediterranean lifestyle never abated and it permeates his writings. By comparison,

Mahon left Northern Ireland as soon as he completed his degree, seldom returning, and
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for the most part any allusions to Belfast that we find in his poems are couched in
negative, pessimistic, or grimly grotesque terms.

Yet despite these differences in attitude towards conceptions of ‘home’, Mahon
perceives a deep consanguinity between himself and Camus. For him, Camus, like Louis
MacNeice, is a paradigmatic writer whose ability to express the rigours and terrors of
modern existence, without the atavistic appeals to archaeolo gy and mythology of Heaney
and Yeats, transcends historical limitations. In ‘Death and the Sun’ (A 35-37), Mahon’s
commemoration of Camus, an indissoluble relation is forged between the Irishman and
the Algerian. Mahon begins by reporting on the events of January 4 1960 — the date of
Camus’s death — from his own distanced perspective:

When the car spun from the road and your neck broke

I was hearing rain on the school bicycle shed

Or tracing the squeaky enumerations of chalk;

And later, while you lay in the mairie,

I pedaled home from Bab-el-Oued

To my mother silently making tea...
Aware of his own individuality, Mahon is careful not to identify completely with Camus.
Rather, he juxtaposes his vaguely remembered (as signalled by the first stanza’s two lines
beginning “Or”), eighteen year-old schoolboy self against the imagined activities of an
adolescent Camus. The opening line is delivered flatly and objectively, confirming
Mahon’s physical distance from the tragic event. The statement’s sobriety and curious
impersonality belie the senseless horror of Camus’s demise. While the journalistic tenor

conceals Mahon’s emotional impulse, it nevertheless reveals striking similarities with
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Camus’s own narrative style: unrhetorical, bereft of false sentiment, a brutal adherence to
honesty and truth. We can see these qualities in this description, from The Plague, of
Father Paneloux’s death:
His temperature rose. Throughout the day the cough grew louder, racking
the enfeebled body. At last, at nightfall, Father Paneloux brought up the
clot of matter that was choking him; it was red. Even at the height of his
fever Paneloux’s eyes kept their blank serenity and when, next morning,
he was found dead, his body drooping over the bedside, they betrayed
nothing. Against his name the index-card recorded: ‘Doubtful case’.*
From the poem’s opening, however, Mahon develops a relational conceit that
gives him the leeway to investigate not only his own sense of kinship with Camus but
also the political parallels existing between Northern Ireland and Algeria. Indeed, Bab-el-
Oued provides on two counts a rather serendipitous springboard from which Mahon can
launch his exploration of the geographical and temporal ties between the two countries.
Initially the town name provides the second — following “I was hearing rain” — of several
climatic references that Mahon builds on to elucidate the aforementioned parallels,
‘Oued’ being the French word for a water course that only comes into creation during the
North African rainy season. One of Mahon’s favourite technical devices is to transport
the reader backwards and forwards through time and space in an attempt to produce his
own distanced, ironic posture, while the image of rain, repeated in his description of
Belfast as “a northern land of rain and murk”, provides a metaphorical grounding for
Mahon’s meditation on the conflicts of nationalism endured by each country.” Thus we

are transported from Belfast, starved of “a blinding desert sun”, to Algeria’s “climatic
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privileges”, and back again as Mahon establishes the now familiar imagery of light and
water that pervades both his own poetry and Camus’s novels.

Yet there is no evidence here to suggest that the strangulated Irish light is
sufficiently “capricious” to include the “form of grace” that Dillon Johnston identifies in
the sequence ‘Light Music’.° If anything, the light serves to emphasise the darkness and
limitations of the Irish imagination that cause Ulster Protestantism’s spiritual corruption —
“All souls leprous” — which in turn leads to the inability to see the wood for the trees, to
be “blinded by truth”. At first, Mahon ironically situates himself as the archetypal Ulster
Protestant who is imaginatively transformed into “Plato’s neolithic troglodyte”, ignorant
of his absurd relationship with the realities of the outside world and the possibilities it
affords. But then comes the revelatory moment when the shadows of “his dark cinema”
release their stranglehold on the perceiving mind and he is able at last to see “Tangible
fact ablaze in a clear light / That casts no shadow”. Enlightenment is not, however,
revealed by any illuminative quality particular to Ireland; there is no “MacNeicean
country sun-shower worth waiting days for” here (J 100). Instead, Mahon turns to the
Mediterranean sun so enjoyed by Camus. Mahon considers the Mediterranean lifestyle as
more conducive to authentic existence than the transient summers of Northern Europe
which see “The dead on holiday, cloth caps and curlers, / The shoe-shine and the thrice-
combed wave / On Sunday morning and Saturday night”. The imagery of these lines has
a very distinct temporal context, the post-war “night of Europe” having provoked youth
rebellion and Teddy-boys (Mahon even manages to incorporate an oceanic image in the
pun on “wave”), and the literature of the ‘Angry Young Men’, to which Alan Sillitoe’s

dark 1958 novel of rebellious individualism, Saturday Night and Sunday Moming, was a
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major contribution. Alliteration reinforces Mahon’s contempt for the holiday habits of
“the dead” and the death-in-life existence of 1950s sectarian, philistine society.
Nevertheless, “These were the things to treasure”, he writes, acknowledging the limited
pleasures of the working-class community he cannot wholly escape. Yet the “we” of the
third stanza’s “Deprived though we were of his climatic privileges” is not the same “we”
as that of the previous stanza’s “How we read you then”. While the later collective
pronoun ties Mahon inexorably to social conditions he would gladly trade for Camus’s
authentic, energising North African coast, its primary use creates a prioritised sense of
belonging to an aesthetic community.

Following the demonstrative, individuality-asserting “I”” of the poem’s second
line, this initial use of “we” alerts us to Mahon’s true communal allegiance, that of the
large yet intellectually select group who, during the late 1950s and early 1960s, fell under
Camus’s remarkable influence. Camus, writes Stephen Bronner, “was the single most
popular writer during the student revolt of the 1960s. This indeed was only logical, given
his emphasis on personal responsibility and identification with the oppressed, his
pacifism and belief in democracy, his individualism and bohemian sensualism.”” And in
1960, eight years before the student revolts, John Cruikshank described Camus as “one of
the chief mentors of a new generation”.8 It is hardly surprising, then, that Mahon, whose
degree studies took him to the Sorbonne during the early 1960s, should fall under
Camus’s spell. Camusian themes such as radical humanism in a godless world, a
profound awareness of the “Absurd and anxious” nature of an existence deprived of
meaning, and a profound knowledge of the plague-like “‘familiar foe” of human violence

all infiltrate much of Mahon’s writings. The formal structure of ‘Death and the Sun’
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therefore exhibits Mahon’s hierarchy of loyalties, moving from the “I” which opens the
second line, through membership of a similarly-minded intellectual community, to being
a troubled member of a society for which, it would seem, he holds little feeling. This
gradual weakening of Mahon’s identificational position displays a certain unease with the
conditional definitions of existence as formulated and imposed by a society that, despite
its internal segregations, still eyes the individual with suspicion. Recognising the need to
perpetually confront “The cordon sanitaire, the stricken home, / Rats on the pavement,
rats in the mind”, the barriers both visible and invisible that constrain Imaginative
possibilities, Mahon turns towards the consciousness-awakening sun of the
Mediterranean that shines beyond the “dark cinema” of the collective, unenlightened
Belfast mind wherein these “rats” have been allowed to gnaw away at the moral and
intellectual foundations of truth and understanding.

This leads to the second, and more metaphorical, implication carried by the name
Bab-el-Oued. Bab-el suggests Babel and, by extension, the problems of language. Both
Ireland and Algeria have been forced to endure the linguistic and political conflicts
associated with national dispossession through colonisation and the subsequent
usurpation of indigenous languages. While Mahon never makes his feelings towards
dispossessed Gaels explicit (it is hard to imagine him having a Protestant docker “drop a
hammer on a Catholic” — ironically or otherwise — a /a Heaney), he repeatedly and
longingly makes references to a typically idealised west of Ireland where the Gaelic
language survives alongside symbolic permanencies of the landscape which might afford
brief transcendental glimpses of an ideal society.9 By comparison, Camus outwardly

sympathised with the impoverished Arabs with whom he had been in daily contact during
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his youth and, at the risk of estrangement from other French-Algerians, enjoyed good
relations with them. At the time of Camus’s death, Algeria’s first language was French (a
situation which only changed in 1962, following the Algerian War of Independence,
when the official language reverted to Arabic), despite the fact that Arabs outnumbered
the French colonisers by more than ten to one. Throughout his life, however, Camus,
despite his fame and reputation, was unable to bring his influence to bear against the
persistent and unsolvable difficulties of colonial violence. Matters were not helped either
by the facile rhetoric of intellectuals such as Malraux for whom the Arabs were “no
longer historically significant”, or by the outright hostility of previous generations of
pied-noir writers such as the right wing racist Louis Bertrand, who had provoked hostility
between the French and the Arabs by insisting on a constant cycle of conquest over the
Arabs lest they rise up in defiance of French rule. Bertrand regarded the prime virtue of
colonialism as having “a sense of the enemy”, an attitude shared by many of the English
and Scots planters who colonised Ulster during the seventeenth century. "

It should be noted, however, that not all the planters, or their descendants, have

been of this mind. Hugh Roberts, in Northern Ireland and the Algerian Analogy, points

out that while many of the original French settlers in Algeria were transported there as
undesirables, most of the settlers in Ulster were “independent, voluntary migrants from
the Scottish Lowlands”.!' Moreover, Roberts claims that the Protestant community in
Northern Ireland has “repeatedly supported democratic reform and, in particular, Catholic
enfranchisement and emancipation”, whereas French Algerians “opposed every

democratic reform in the Muslim interest”.'? Nevertheless, in spite of these rather large

claims, sectarian violence in the North has not abated regardless of the apparent support
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of Protestants for wholesale integration. Mahon has compared Northern Irish poets with
the Fugitive poets of the American South, describing their respective situations as
“morally ambiguous”."* Mahon has also remarked that these Northern, Anglo-centric
poets (among whom Mahon himself must number) share an “ambiguous ethnic and
cultural situation”.' They are
Protestant products of an English educational system, with little or no
knowledge of the Irish language and an inherited duality of cultural
reference. They are a group apart, but need not be considered in isolation,
for their very difference assimilates them to the complexity of the
continuing Irish past... Whatever we mean by ‘the Irish situation’, the
shipyards of Belfast are no less part of it than a country town in the
Gaeltacht.
The complexity of the Irish situation is manifested in ‘Death and the Sun’, which

is infused with the underlying tensions and violent potential of colonial separatism. Its

language draws on the events of The Outsider, Camus’s most famous work, while

reinforcing Mahon’s shared knowledge of “the familiar foe”. “Gunfights under a blinding

desert sun” evokes the central episode of The Outsider — Mersault’s motiveless killing of

the Arab — and the poem goes on to build a sense of impending horror through words
such as “bayed”, “scream”, “blaze”, and “stricken”. Mahon speaks of admiring the
stranger’s (i.e. Camus’s) “frank composure” in the face of increasing hostility from
France’s — or, more specifically, Paris’s — intellectual community who, as “dogs”, were
deaf to the frequencies of Camus’s humanism, his integrity, and his authenticity. Just as

Mersault was judged harshly at his trial — judge and jury being more concerned with his
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inability to cry at his mother’s funeral than with his true crime — so Camus was lambasted

for his lack of philosophical rigour in The Myth of Sisyphus, despite the self-

acknowledged fact that he was a novelist and playwright rather than an out-and-out
philosopher. Camus and Mersault may have been judged correctly, but for entirely the
wrong reasons, each having been hounded by those who chose to view their actions as
lacking a suitable level of conformity.

There is a wealth of intriguing allusions in the final lines of the first stanza, as
Mahon envisages himself watching “an old film on television — / Gunfights under a
blinding desert sun, / Bogartian urgencies in the cold Ulster night”. Although the image
of the blinding sun recalls the bedazzled Mersault’s killing of the Arab, the murder was
committed with a knife, not a gun. This seems to make little sense until we realise that
the “old film” may be Casablanca whose star, Humphrey Bogart, bore a striking
resemblance to Camus. Admittedly, the film is set in Morocco rather than Algeria, but the
North African wartime context is still apposite, and it effectively conjures images of the
hostilities in Northern Ireland. By twice directing the reader in the previous stanza
towards The Plague, a political allegory of occupation and resistance, Mahon foregrounds
the Irish and Algerian experiences of colonialism, violence and death which, alongside
the battery of violent language, emphasises the horrors of war. But Mahon is reluctant to
risk allowing this mood to continue and possibly dominate his commemoration, and so he
injects the poem with a frisson of knowing humour. Although “Stripped to a figure of
skin and bone” may most obviously refer to Mersault’s swim prior to his murder of the
Arab, but it also puns subtly on Camus’s early love of football, a point later intensified by

mention of “the goalie who refused suicide”.'® This line also pertains to Camus’s belief
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that ‘stripping oneself bare’ to a state of nakedness “is for a greater life (and not for
another one)...Being naked always has a sense of physical liberty.”'” Mahon’s humour is
designed to signal Camus’s paganistic attitude towards physical pleasure, especially of
the sexual variety, and personal freedom.

Mahon’s conflation of Camus with Mersault comes as quite a surprise given the
St?.rk contrasts that exist between the two. While Camus subscribed to a set of firmly held
moral beliefs, Mersault is essentially amoral, showing little concern for human life. His
abject complacency towards the emotions either of himself or of others gives no sense of
any personal commitment or socially derived ethos. He sheds no tears at his mother’s
funeral, an attitude at odds with Camus’s statement, “I believe in justice but I will defend
my mother before justice.”'® Also, he shows no remorse at his killing of the (unnamed)
Arab, and responds to Marie’s suggestion of marriage by asserting that, like love,
marriage “really didn’t matter”.'” Mersault, writes Cruikshank, “lacks any real system in
his ideas and actions”, resulting in a moral indifference that places him outside the norms
of accepted social behaviour; in this respect we begin to detect the reasoning behind
Mahon’s conflation.”** However, Mahon prefers to focus not on Mersault’s ethical
shortcomings but on the treatment he receives at the hands of the over-zealous court. The
prosecutor accuses Mersault “of burying his mother like a heartless criminal”, while “the
people [the jury] hardly listened” to the defence witnesses.”' Deprived of a fair, objective
trial, Mersault is thus condemned not for his sin against human life but for his emotional
neutrality. The injustice meted out to Mersault is a travesty which is itself unChristian. In
this regard, Mersault is more sinned against than sinning. He is an unfortunate victim of

circumstances, of his strangeness, and of his fundamental honesty:
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He is innocent in the sense that he is harmless, unaware of the injury
which his truth might do to himself or the discomfort which it might cause
others. It is an innocence untouched by Original Sin; Mersault has no
Christian sense of guilt whatever. His truth is not only amoral — it is
anterior to any concept of morals.*
Mersault is dissociated from conventional Christian ethics because they are the very same
ethics which cruelly and hypocritically condemn him, turning him into a sacrificial victim
whose death will appease the corrupt consciences of a society hell-bent on conforming to
its own unjust rules. Mersault must die because society — as opposed to God or the law —
demands it.

By condemning the unjust mechanisms of the Algerian legal system, Camus
indirectly denounces the dominant ideology from which, at the time, it was derived:
Catholic France. Mahon exploits the ethical implications of colonialism in his reference
to “the just and the unjust” which, by extension, may be applied to Belfast, a city founded
by Protestants and where one religion-based system of ethics replaced another, resulting
in the now familiar violence of sectarianism. Mahon’s similarly indirect criticism of
English Protestantism signifies a view parallel to that of Camus, i.e. that the overturning
of established, indigenous culture leads to the denigration of a nation’s fundamental,

authentic nature. In The Qutsider, the French legal system inherited by Algeria proves

anathema to the instinctual mode of life enjoyed by the predominantly Muslim North
African population described (in somewhat racially stereotypical terms) by John

Cruikshank. “For these North Africans”, writes Cruikshank,



41

words such as ‘sin’, ‘virtue’ and ‘repentance’ have no absolute meaning
although they do, of course, practise a certain day-to-day morality — which
he [Camus] calls an automatic ‘code de 1a rue’. They take their
unreflecting pleasure mostly in groups and in public places, and their
ethics are based on the elementary rules of such communal living.”?
This elementary or ‘primitive’ morality is sanctioned not by religion but by society,
finding consolidation in Camus’s atheism.

‘Death and the Sun’ plays on the fact that Mersault is a literary vehicle designed
to exhibit the authentic potential of the immediacy of physical pleasure while reflecting
ideas the author considers inexorably true. Mersault’s life and death obviously constitute
a “work of art” in that he is a work of imaginative fiction: Mersault’s entire existence is
“Conceived in the silence of the heart”. Mahon puns both on the cod-romantic
emotionalism of “heart”, showing that, though primitive, Mersault’s existence is
governed by a genuine love of life, and on the “silence” that radiates from his
metaphysical dislocation and directs his ontological honesty. Camus’s atheism means that
neither he nor his creation ever look beyond the realities of temporal, mortal existence in
order to find either meaning or happiness. Camus, like MacNeice, believes that taking
pleasure in quotidian ordinariness underpins a recognition of the truth of these realities,
and while Mahon does not necessarily share either Camus’s affection for other people or

his idea that “Enjoying oneself alone is impossible”,** the poem does contain a

sympathetic note:

He would merely have taken a rush-hour tram

To a hot beach white as a scream,
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Stripped to a figure of skin and bone
And struck out, a back-stroke, as far as he could go.
The tone here even seems to suggest that Camus, more than Mahon himself, has the right
idea when it comes to enjoying the simple, animal pleasures of life, whether it be
swimming in the Mediterranean, mixing with crowds of strangers, or making love
(Camus famously married twice and had a string of affairs). Camus recognises a beauty
in life that goes hand-in-hand with art and authenticity: “If I need my art...it is because it
cuts itself away from no one and allows me to live, as I am, at the level of all.”** Literary
creation is, for him, both a mode of existence and ““a privileged means of
communication”, each of which contrives to foster adherence to the archetypal French
ideals of liberty, fraternity and equality.26 Mahon, of course, is not so forthright,
preferring to ironise his own literary achievement:
I who know nothing
Scribbling on the off-chance,
Darkening the white page,
Cultivating my ignorance. (‘The Attic’, P 102)

Such self-effacement can, however, be seen as a deliberate tactic on Mahon’s part
to cultivate not ignorance but an authentic mode of communication, one in which poetic
expression can assume a level of meaning not ordained by the limitations of language.
Eamon Grennan has written convincingly of Mahon’s poetry as “a firm commitment to
speech itself”, but there is also a sense in which Mahon aspires, like Camus, to give a
voice to silence.?” The allusion in ‘Death and the Sun’ to Camus’s ‘silent’ mother

indicates her importance in the Algerian’s life: “Merely by its silence, its reserve, its
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natural and sober pride, this family, which did not even know how to read, taught me my
most valuable lessons, which I still remember.”?® This silence, claims Camus, provided
him with the emotional and intellectual stability to perceive within the North African
community, with its attendant privations, a stoical acceptance of the conditions of
working-class life that demands respect. Some of his novels’ most memorable characters
— for instance, Mersault, Dr. Rieux, his mother, and the autobiographical Jacques

Cormery in The First Man — are not strictly inarticulate, yet through their restrained and

limited speech they exemplify the qualities Camus so admired: dignity, strength, tenacity,
honesty. And it is these indomitable qualities which fashion both the authenticity of these
characters and the alternative reality they inhabit, for they are all ‘outsiders’ living apart
from general society, confronting the hostilities of the world without self-regard.
Separation from society means that the battle for authenticity cannot be fought in the
external public realm, the realm of language, but privately, internally and in silence.
There is certainly an element of Socratic irony at play in the line “I who know nothing”
considering the extraordinarily broad reach of this supremely erudite poet’s knowledge,
yet it is surely better, in Mahon’s opinion, to “know nothing” and say nothing than to buy
into the lies and inauthentic delusions pedalled by mutually antagonistic and violent

political factions.

1.2 Silence and Ethics

Despite his ironical take on silence as an authentic mode of existence, Mahon
similarly expresses the essentially internal nature of the individual’s search for a form of

discourse that will eradicate the corruption of language by the inauthentic social majority
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that Heidegger termed ‘das Man’. The point is suitably illustrated in Mahon’s translation

of Jaccottet’s ‘Ignorance’;

I sit in my room and am silent. Silence

arrives like a servant to tidy things up

while I wait for the lies to disperse.”’
The harsh realities of experience have, like Camus’s family before him, taught Mahon the
invaluable benefits of keeping silent, of erecting a barricade of seclusion against the
corrupting influence of inauthentic speech. ‘Ignorance’ continues the thought first uttered
at the end of ‘The Attic’: “The older I grow the more ignorant I become”. Mahon
employs the condition of ignorance in a subtly ironic way, implying neither destitution of
knowledge nor lack of skill but an inability to bring himself to share fully in the lives and
experiences of the majority of people within his community. Recalling Camus’s
predilection for “terse understatement”,*® ‘Ovid in Tomis’ (THBN 37-42) reiterates the
need for silence which, when set against the insufficient capacity for expressing authentic
intentions of prepositional or everyday language, becomes a gesture of self-preservation
within a realm of existence impervious to others:

Better to contemplate

The blank page

And leave it blank

Than modify
Its substance by

So much as a pen-stroke.



45

Silence, then, becomes a form of avoidance of the historically-formed demands of a
native community with which, contra Camus, he feels little kinship.

In ‘Brighton Beach’ (THBN 34-35), the poet looks inland from “the far end of the
pier”, knowing full well that places such as Belfast and Brighton are dilapidated ‘last
resorts’ that “are dead / Or nearly”. Brighton is the final bastion of “the spirit of empire”,
which, like Belfast, has become a terminal boundary of ideological and nationalistic
decrepitude. The ethical and emotional polar opposites, “casual” and “rancorous”,
provide the perimeters of Mahon’s complex, and frequently ambiguous, attitude towards
concepts of home, and oblique confrontations with such contrary emotions as these
occasionally render Mahon (metaphorically) speechless. His withdrawal into silence is
itself an articulation of the inexpressible and “a way of avoiding compromise”, a route
towards authentic ipseity that circumvents both his own psychic divisions and the social
institutions that would stand in his way.?' The final stanza of the original version of ‘In

Belfast’ which first appeared in 1964, four years before the publication of Night-Crossing

and five before the upsurge of the Troubles, makes this more explicit:

Poetry and fluent drivel, know your place —

Take shape in some more glib environment

Away from shipyard gantry, bolt and rivet.

Elsewhere assess existence; ask to what end

It tends, wherefore and why. In Belfast live it.>?
Most interpretations of this earlier, unrevised version tend to perceive an impulse on
Mahon’s part to satirically identify poetry with “fluent drivel”. Yet the conjunctive “and”

seems to suggest that rather than conflating the two, Mahon is making a distinction
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between the art of poetry and the idle talk of ‘das Man’. The world has a place for both,
but as users of language we must not only learn the difference between authentic and
inauthentic speech, we must also reco gnise when each is being deployed and the different
purposes to which they are put. Commenting on Heidegger, Albert Hofstadter writes,
“The voice of thought must be poetic because poetry is the saying of truth, the saying of
the unconcealedness of beings.”* In other words, while “fluent drivel” or idle talk will
always remain inauthentic, poetry must be true to itself and to its intentions. Mahon
prefers to look ‘elsewhere’, to the silent, isolated life of the authentic poet rather than to
the everyday life of the community as a means of assessing existence. “In Belfast live it”
indicates a realm of possibility, another space, which again devolves the onus of freedom
onto the individual whereby existential choices are available, but it is up to the individual
whether or not to take personal responsibility for them.

In The Fall, Camus presents a similar position viewed from the opposite angle.
Mahon, following the opinions of Conor Cruise O’Brien, proclaims The Fall Camus’s
“finest novel” (J 152).3 * The novel’s central character, Clamence, is isolated from both “a
moral code of social conduct” and society itself.>> Unable to make the connection
between intentions and consequences, Clamence fails to realise that private thoughts can
manifest themselves as public actions. His intrinsic inauthenticity is shown, in a radical
diversion for Camus, by the narrative form of a monologue. Clamence’s prolix verbosity
is corruptive, inveigling those who listen to him — including the reader — into complicity
with his immorality. Yet Bronner misses the point that Clamence lives beyond society.
Clamence is alone, having contact only with the strangers he occasionally encounters. He

is the ironic, self-exiled ‘judge-penitent” who lacks a social conscience but nevertheless
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sets himself up as “an exemplar” of that social conscience: “I would be decapitated [for

stealing the painting, The Just Judges], for instance, and I’d have no more fear of death;

I’d be saved. Above the gathered crowd, you would hold up my still warm head, so that
they could recognize themselves in it and I could again dominate.”>® Clamence’s
aspiration to dominate is a corruption of Nietzsche’s ‘Will to Power’ whereby
authenticity is realised “not in the discovery of one’s ethical code but in the creation of
one’s own moral values”.”’ Clamence imposes his will on others without consideration
for their emotional response to his confession; and while his personal morality bears no
relation to traditional moral concepts, nor does it find a correlative in society. Clamence’s
confession is not so much an example of idle talk as a repudiation of silence. Camus
endorses Nietzsche’s view that conventional morality originates in the dictates of religion
and is the cause of human alienation, and he chooses, through his atheistic humanism, to
shun appeals to preternatural or transcendental aid, finding value purely in human
experience. Moreover, while Camus posits ethical choices within the subjective inner
realm of the individual, life finds value and meaning in the public, communal world of
intersubjectivity.

The Fall also provides Mahon’s main point of reference in ‘Rage for Order’ (L
22-23). The poem’s title, taken from Wallace Stevens’s ‘The Idea of Order at key West’,
ironises that poem’s concept of a “Blessed rage for order” and transforms Stevens’s ideal
of revealing reality into a proclamation of self-disgust.”® Indeed, irony is the defining
characteristic of Mahon’s poem and it operates on several levels. The poem’s opening
image suggests the poet’s separation from a devastated Belfast street:

Somewhere beyond
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The scorched gable end

And the burnt-out

Buses there is a poet indulging his

Wretched rage for order.
This opening stanza seems impervious to concrete interpretation, its slippery evasiveness
being awash with irony. Initially, the poet might be identified as Mahon himself until we
register that the line, “And this in the face of love, death and the wages of the poor” is an
unacknowledged quote from The Fall. (In the revised version of the poem the quotation is
signalled by inverted commas. See P 44.) The poet, then, turns out to be Camus, or rather
what appears to be an ironic conflation of Camus and Mahon. This amalgamation is
placed in hostile territory, which could just as easily be Belfast or war-torn Paris (Camus
played a heroic and dangerous role in the Resistance during World War II).

The poet’s posture is “Grandiloquent and / Deprecating”, and the caveat “like
this” enforces the classification of poetry as “a dying art” that cannot impose order on the
historical moment. “This ironizing of the potential scope of poetry,” writes Neil
Corcoran,

is itself, however, also ironized at the end of the poem, when the speaker
knows he will soon have need of the poet’s ‘desperate ironies’. It is at
what might well seem this virtual vanishing-point of ironic contact
between poetry and history that Mahon’s own work proceeds...This

sometimes takes the form of setting a violent history in large temporal or

mythological perspectives.3 ?
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Camus enters the poem more directly through “talk of justice and his mother” and “The
rhetorical / Device of a Claudian emperor” (Camus’s play, Caligula, is an indictment of
philosophical absolutism and self-interest, and it suffers on occasion from rhetorical
€XCcess).

John Goodby has claimed that, in this poem, “Mahon briefly ditches Camus” as a
touchstone, before referring to the quarrel between Camus and Sartre and speculating
that, “Mahon may have been siding with Sartre out of resentment of [his] mother”.*° This
quarrel came to a head following a coruscating dismissal, written by one of Sartre’s
acolytes, of The Rebel. Camus was left distraught by the subsequent publication in

Sartre’s journal, Les Temps Modernes, of personal attacks by Sartre and Francis Jeanson,

the reviewer of The Rebel. Camus responded privately, saying to a friend, “I never know
what to say when people attack me personally. I feel incapable of replying. What am I to
do?”’*! This episode is dramatised by Mahon in terms that, rather than signalling a break
with Camus, suggest a defence of his quiet dignity:

If he is silent

It is the silence

Of enforced humility,

If anxious to be heard

It is the anxiety of the last word.
Mahon certainly alludes to the importance of Camus’s mother but not, I think, in a way
that supports Goodby’s argument. (The question of Mahon’s relations with his own
mother is discussed in Chapter 6.) The absence of a mother relates to the corruption of

human values, as contained in Caligula, while “His talk of justice and his mother” points



(I
o

to the press conference Camus gave, following his acceptance of the Nobel Prize, in
which he condemned the use of terror. The speech was intended as a riposte to the FLN
(Front de la Libération Nationale), which had sought to either recruit or silence Camus,
but had instead incurred his wrath by murdering an Arab neighbour of his mother. It is

therefore difficult to see where exactly Mahon sides with Sartre. In a review of Ronald

Hayman’s book, Writing Against: A Biography of Sartre, Mahon actually criticises
Sartre’s shortcomings as a person and as a novelist:
He talked too much and didn’t feel enough. Thus, though he ‘won’ the
argument with Camus about Algeria, since history was on his side, he lost
it artistically; for out of that experiment Camus, who suffered in silence,
wrote La Chute, a finer thing than Sartre was capable of or would have
bothered to attempt (J 148).
Mahon’s praise for The Fall tends to suggest that he also supports the way the novel
offers both ironic self-caricature (a central feature of ‘Rage for Order’) and a parody of
the Sartrean existentialism. In The Fall, Camus distances himself from the Sartrean ideas
espoused by Clamence, the self-proclaimed judge-penitent. Central to the novel is the
concept of the Other whose gaze reduces the subject to the status of object. This theme is
pursued throughout the novel with heavy irony. Clamence, too, talks too much, and his
rhetoric is less capable of conveying authenticity than would his silence, since silence 1s
the source of his fears. Once his confession is complete, Clamence would cease to exist,
and he is compelled to employ a variety of roles and voices (e.g. the abandoned Christ

and the false prophet) which allow is monologue to continue.
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For both Camus and Mahon, then, silence, ethics and authenticity are all
interconnected, albeit with sometimes polarised consequences. For Camus, silence is an
authentic way of enduring life’s hardships that simultaneously attests to the purely human
values he ascribes to a familiar, admired community: his “most precious memories were
enveloped in silence”, writes Germaine Brée.** Mahon, on the other hand, frequently
regards silence as a reticent form of escape, either from a hostile home environment or an
inauthentic community which threatens to overwhelm him or both. Ronan Bennet has
remarked that for many Protestant writers, “to find artistic fulfilment [they] would have
to look beyond the confines of the Protestant world”.*’ Escape through silence is a
politically grounded form of self-censorship which prioritises the written word of poetry
over “fluent drivel”. Mahon formulates his literary silence against a socio-historical
backdrop, presenting a conflict between the intellect (“Elsewhere assess existence™) and
tribal instinct (“In Belfast live it”), between what is learned and what is experienced. But
Mahon can also convert this conflict from a politically motivated compulsion towards

exile into an aesthetic modus operandi.

1.3 ‘Preface to a Love Poem’

‘Preface to a Love Poem’ (NC 13) manifests his circumspection as “a circling”, a
process that seems to reveal an almost pathological desire to continually return to, then
turn away from, his point of origin:

This is a circling of itself and you —
A form of words, compact and compromise,

Prepared in the false dawn of the half-true
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Beyond which the shapes of truth materialize.
In a most impressive essay, Kathleen Mullaney remarks that the poem “can be read as a
declaration of love to a cherished individual”, and while this may be true to a certain
extent, most other critics wisely avoid making such a concrete association between the
poem and any one person.** Each stanza, bar the last, begins “This is...”, thereby
conferring a degree of autonomy on each consecutive statement. It is feasible, therefore,
to speculate that the “you” of the first line is not necessarily the “you” of the final stanza.
The poem thus has no single, over-riding meaning, leaving it open to multiple
interpretations. Although ostensibly an apology for not writing an actual love poem
(which, by definition, is impossible anyway), the central concern of ‘Preface to a Love
Poem’ is not love but language. Here, the “blank page” of ‘Ovid in Tomis’ is transformed
into “A form of words” (emphasis added), a discourse free of direct language that
harbours the possibilities of both speech and silence. Mahon’s stringent use of the word
“form” is exacting in its concealment of Plato’s epistemological theory of ‘Form’ —
wherein ‘Form’ and ‘Idea’ are interchangeable terms — which asserts that things and
concepts become intelligible only when the abstract nature of form is engaged by the
intellect. Evasion through metaphor has the ability to convey what is at root
inexpressible: only poetry can transform the ethereal ‘form’ of words into
comprehensible, yet indescribable, “shapes of truth”, Mahon suggests. Silence, as
conveyor of truth, is situated in an intangible metaphysical “beyond” where it is safe
against the potentially damaging artifice of everyday language. Here we detect a return to
the implied barbarity of the spurious mystery and knowing nod of ‘In Belfast’, whereby

that city’s sullen silence is again realised as “the false dawn of the half-true”. Falsity and
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half-truth reinforce the inauthenticity of Belfast’s nefarious hold on the lives of its
people, language being one source of its community’s dislocated sense of 1dentity.

The love poem does not exist other than within the space of possibility created by
the preface. That is, ‘Preface to a Love Poem’ plays host to the discursive possibilities
that inhabit this space in readiness to be called upon by the poet to give expression to his
imagination. We hear a multitude of sounds, including “Birds crowing, wind whistling
off pale stars”, “A ghostly echo from the clamorous dead / Who cried aloud in anger and
despair”, and the confessional vocative “I love you”, all of which adumbrate the very
conditions of existence: the worldly and the metaphysical; fear and death; love and life.
Yet these sounds are merely sibilant whispers, indistinct noises whose origins and
destinations cannot be specifically located; they are “neither here nor there”. They stir in
the darkness of night, “the silent hours”, without recourse to the language-governed
domain of human presence. In spite of his attempt to escape the entrapment of language,
Mahon nevertheless has little choice but to defer to its prefigured demands — “Words
never choosing but the words choose them” — language being the only tool at his disposal
for articulating thought. He must therefore generate his own silent realm, aware that the
limitations and imperfections of language can only provide a compromised mode of
communication, “a substitute / For final answers”, and that he must situate himself “at
one remove” from the unattainable absolutes propagated by Belfast’s religious and
political factions. Thus, for him to say “I love you” would be wholly inauthentic as it
would be said out of indolence — the easy way out — and because the actual voicing of the
sentiment would shatter the authentic silence with which he has surrounded himself.

Knowing that there can be no substitute for such an expression — it is “beyond
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paraphrase” — Mahon hides his true, ambivalent feelings, either towards an individual or
towards Belfast, behind his self-constructed veil of silence. Hence the non-existence of
the actual love poem. Words ache “in their own pursuit” to speak, to catch and attach
themselves to one another, to form and formulate in obeisance to grammatical rules, to
provide inarticulacy with a voice. But in ‘Preface to a Love Poem’, Mahon registers the
fact that words are not our only means of communication:

In order to gain perspective, Mahon locates himself outside the centre,

preferring to consider that there is more falseness than truth in the

humanist position that wishes to place man at the centre of the universe. In

so doing he avoids seeking for final answers, he negates the need to

explain, to describe, to qualify, to master. ..

This 1s a way of airing my distraught
Love of your silence. You are the soul of silence.

“A way”, not the only way; “airing”, not describing; “distraught”, not

confidently circumscribable. The poet loves the silence that poetry

provides...*
Mahon manipulates language in such a way as to evoke meaning through circumscription
without resorting to an attempt to merely describe reality. The workings of his mind
provide a viewpoint from which we can glimpse — though not observe fully — an
understanding of his need to put distance between himself and the centre of a culture that
is itself at the mercy of cyclical, “circling”, historical forces. An escape into silence

therefore gives Mahon the freedom to observe without participating, to give voice to the

workings of his mind in the most authentic way possible, to refuse to say “I love you” if
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the sentiment is not felt authentically. Mahon feels that the only way to say “I love you”
is spontaneously and “without forethought” while, in an ironic gesture, “Drifting
inconsequently” between the various locations of his exile. And so the poem predicates
the replacement of brutally impassive reason with authentic, intuitive silence, just as
reason in Belfast has been usurped by the unreason of destructive historical processes.
The world for Mahon is “so much more” (‘Tractatus’, THBN 23) than mere
Wittgensteinian ‘facts’; it is also “Everything that is the case imaginatively”, an assertion
made strenuously on behalf of the creative spirit’s attempt to engage with a potentially
overwhelming reality that makes few concessions to the urge to find love in a society
crippled by a plague of the mind. ‘Preface to a Love Poem’ thus displays the inherent
tensions between, and the difficulty of giving balance to, the sheer intellectualism of form
and formalisation, and the emotional demands of intuition and imagination.

‘Preface to a Love Poem’ is strewn with the language of torment — “blind”, “anger
and despair”, “aching”, “distraught” — signifying Mahon’s own painful attitude towards
home, and the final stanza harbours an image to which he recurrently returns that denotes
his plangent desire to be ‘elsewhere’. His regular and various use of the sea as symbol of
boundary, void, ontological determiner, and means of transportation for the imagination,
ultimately relies on an attempt to “define the limits of locality, the relativism of any
notion of ‘home’”.*® This maritime imagery, along with images of the sun, light and
wind, owes something to Camus’s influence. For Camus, these elemental images

symbolise the values he cherishes, perceiving them as the aspects of the natural world

and therefore conferring meaning on human existence. The Mediterranean Sea is
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the constant solace, the source of refreshment in a burning climate. It is
the arena of youth and hence, of life, in so far as life can be equated with
youthful vigor and the beginnings of the sexual cycle... The waters of the
sea, glimpsed at the turn of each street in Algiers, are a reminder of relief
from the dust and the hot stone. The mineral landscape at Oran conveys
the sense of the permanence of nature in its massive inertness...but this
permanence suggests death,...whereas the sea (“une mer toujours égale,”
[an unchanging sea] ) also conveys the notion of permanence but in the
context of perpetual renewal.*’
The Fall is Camus’s only novel not set in North Africa and consequently the sea plays no
significant role. Rather, the canal system of Amsterdam provides an appropriate backdrop
to Clamence’s descent into degeneracy by representing the Dantean circles of hell. The
contrast with the warm, sun-drenched, life-enhancing atmosphere of Algiers could hardly
be more forcibly realised.

In The Plague, the sea becomes a diminished presence in the minds of Oran’s
inhabitants as the beaches are closed and the town is progressively shut off from the
outside world owing to the increasing virulence of the epidemic. Incarcerated and
alienated, the towns-people are forced to retreat both physically and emotionally from the
free, happy lives they once knew. As the plague — and the fear it brings — tightens its
stranglehold on the town, so the sea, as symbol of freedom, becomes increasingly remote:
what was once a residual feature in the people’s lives is relegated to a distant memory as
plague, death and terror develop into the only permanent features, the only tangible

realities to which they can relate. Yet towards the end of the novel, the writer introduces a
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glimmer of hope. Dr. Rieux and his friend Tarrou earn a temporary respite from the
harrowing rigours of a day confronting death, and in the serene atmosphere of late
evening Tarrou confesses his motives in helping to fight the plague, the confession
eliciting a deeper respect, understanding and intimacy between the two men. Suggesting
they go for a swim, a situation permitted only by virtue of their having special permits to
access the beach, Tarrou complains, “Really it’s too damn silly living only in and for the
plague. Of course a man should fight for the victims, but if he ceases caring for anything
outside that, what’s the use of fighting?”*’ Realisation of life’s transience provokes a
profound desire to re-experience the freedom only the sea can provide, even if it is just a
temporary respite. In one of his most lyrical passages, Camus describes the intense
pleasure such freedom can bring:
Once they were on the jetty they saw the sea spread out before them, a
gently heaving expanse of deep-piled velvet, supple and sleek as a creature
of the wild. They sat down on a boulder facing the open. Slowly the
waters rose and sank, and with their tranquil breathing sudden oily glints
formed and flickered over the surface in a haze of broken lights. Before
them the darkness stretched out into infinity. Rieux could feel under his
hand the gnarled, weather-worn visage of the rocks, and a strange
happiness possessed him. Turning to Tarrou, he caught a glimpse on his
friend’s face of the same happiness, a happiness that forgot nothing.. ¥
A phenomenon that is frequently and easily taken for granted is here transformed into a
thing of great beauty, a living entity whose ostensibly limitless possibility revitalises the

friends, invigorating their collective memory with its shifting, seductive presence. The
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overt masculinity of Rieux and Tarrou prevents reading the description of the swim as in
any way homoerotic: rather, their bonding and comradeship are qualities that men who
share the fear of death discover under siege conditions. The sea’s capacity for unfettered
liberty provides release from the quotidian drudgery of urban existence and tensions
arising from conflict. The passage assumes an aura of ritualistic purification as the men
are temporarily cleansed from the plague’s evil and filth, and freed from its pernicious
domination over their lives: “The sea that has been hidden, remote and ineffectual,
suddenly becomes actual and effective as a symbol of freedom in the heart of a city
subjected to the arbitrariness and the brute determinism of the plague.”*

The Plague can, on one simplistically obvious level, be read as a parable of
wartime occupation. On another, it can be interpreted allegorically as a damning
indictment of the vainglorious pretensions and the psychological collapse of an entire
community when limited by the torpidity of habit. Nature is noticeably absent from Oran,
and its people, self-satisfied in their materialistic, vapid, routine-governed lifestyles, are
(with few exceptions) utterly bereft of imagination. They, like the town, whish 1s
symptomatically described as backing onto rather than facing the sea, are presented as
lifeless. Only when the town is unsettled by the epidemic are they animated into an
existential awareness of the patterns of their lives. Even so, the community still resorts to
new forms of monotonous routine once the plague is established as though finding solace
in repetitive action, the most indicative example being the old man who spends his

waking hours moving peas between two containers in a grotesque parody of timekeeping.

Camus’s descriptions of mindless, unimaginative repetition in a beleaguered, lifeless
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town may be regarded almost as the template on which Mahon bases his perceptions of

Belfast.

1.4 The Terminal Democracy

Belfast’s vulnerable surface, battle-scarred by decades of violence, conceals a
collective consciousness — a “nerve-centre” (‘An Unborn Child’, NC 25) — whose traits
Mahon translates into an uneasy complexity of personal feelings towards the city that
continues to pervade his own consciousness. Mahon tends to view the resilience of
Belfast’s populace as a feature of their intrinsic insularity, a feature that characterises
their collective siege mentality’s inability to come to terms with reality. The city may be
“impervious to dreams”, as Edna Longley suggests, but it also exhibits an imperviousness
to the nightmare that haunts its fragile streets: it is “a palace of porcelain”, “a world of /
Sirens, bin-lids / And bricked-up windows” (‘The Last of the Fire Kings’, TSP 10).! The
bricking-up of windows — the window being another of Mahon’s favourite images, used
to emblematise an imaginative point of observation — presents the citizenry of Belfast as
shutting out the world as though hoping that what they can’t see or hear can’t hurt them.
More crucial, however, is the developing impression that Mahon has at last discovered
some common ground with his community. A number of Mahon’s poems about Belfast
contain instances of this communal knee-jerk reaction to the outside world wherein the
poet’s own sense of isolation is transfigured into a homogenous affliction. Nevertheless,

he remains loathe to associate himself fully with the people of Belfast. ‘Going Home’

(TSP 5-7) intimates, yet ultimately rebuts, an alliance between the poem’s speaker and

his community:
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Extraordinary people
We were in our time,

How we lived in our time

As if blindfold
Or not wholly serious,

Inventing names for things

To propitiate silence.
It 1s silence we hug now

In the indigestible

Dawn mist which clings

All afternoon

To the south bank of the Humber. *?
Clearly this is not the same silence that Mahon and Camus consider an authentic mode of
discourse. Rather, it is the fearful silence that lurks behind the metaphorical bricked-up
windows of minds closed off from the realm of possibility offered by authentic thought
and action. It is a form of silence that relies for its existence on the construction of a false
reality which is itself dependant on a lack of vision. The modification of “hug” to
“clings” indicates a final act of desperation borne of fear rather than love, a pitiful
attempt to hold on to a bygone way of life as though registering its impending death. But

this silence is misleading. Any remaining traces of an authentic life of “recipes, rhyming
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slang / And archaic ailments” has already been “foreclosed”, and all that remains is a
collective memory of lost opportunities. The dispossessed shift workers may have their
“lunch boxes and / Papers of manumission”, but all they have achieved is to trade one
form of slavery for another; no longer obli ged to the demands of historical inheritance,
they have instead become ensnared by the demands of material production. Their destiny
is a “blank Elysium” that excludes any true concept of ‘home’.

‘Going Home’, addressed to the poet Douglas Dunn, affiliates Hull (where Dunn
was once based) and Belfast, coastal cities with long-standing relations with the sea. The
recurrent use of “we” and “our” throughout the poem provisionally indicates unity amid
entropic social decline and communal extinction. But “this is the last / Homecoming, the
end / Of the rainbow”, and the appeal to history of the Audenesque “in our time” is
destined to fall on deaf ears, that history having already been consigned to “file” and
“tape”, artefacts of a bureaucracy that serves to obstruct meaningful discourse through
blind officiousness. (The corruption of language by the mechanisms of officialdom
features more resonantly in The Plague when the authorities recoil from using the word
‘plague’ to describe the disease.) Even the deflation of Belfast’s shipbuilding industry (a
subject no doubt close to Mahon’s heart) finds an echo in the image of the “sunken
barge” which,

rots
In the mud beach

As if finally to discredit

A residual poetry of
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Leavetaking and homecoming,

Of work and sentiment.
The irony of the poem’s title permeates the entire poem, creating a tense, cloying
atmosphere of dejection and deathly hopelessness. However, while Mahon deprecates his
society’s inauthentic response to the outside world, its unimaginative psychological
constriction, decaying material culture, and the insecure ontological condition of
homelessness, he conditionally retains a note of compassion in recognising that his poetry
is “residual” to the travails endured by that society. Nevertheless, he has no desire to
become a slave to, or consumed by, this restrictive atmosphere and opts instead for self-
imposed exile. Whereas Heaney moved south into the more Catholic-friendly Republic,
Mahon looks further afield towards cultures more conducive to his own psyche; this
inevitably leads him towards the sea, its sheer physical vastness offering greater potential
for his unique modes of expression than the north of Ireland’s physical and mental
circumscription.

Mahon’s continual fascination with the sea stems from his own liminal existence,
torn between a familiar yet emotionally barren environment he guiltily feels he should
love, and the lure of an environment that exists at least partially in his fecund
imagination. Like Camus he was raised within the sea’s proximity, but contra Camus,
whose two major novels are set on the Algerian littoral and are presided over by the
presence of the sea, Mahon looks both out to sea and inland to establish distinctions
between Irish insularity and the possibilities of elsewhere. His peripherality provides a
privileged multiple perspective: on the bleak actualities of the interior’s given life; on a

realm ‘beyond the pale’ of ideational opportunity; and on the shoreline, the point at
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which these often mutually hostile worlds collide. In ‘The Return’ (P 98-99), Mahon
speaks of leaving the bountiful English countryside and returning to an Ireland whose
blemished landscape is deprived of imaginative potential:

But where I am going the trees

Are few and far between.

No richly forested slopes,

Not for a long time,

And few winking woodlands.
Deforestation by the English during previous centuries robbed Ireland of a major part of
its cultural heritage when they used Irish timber to build ships, since the names of trees
stand as the letters of the Gaelic alphabet.>® Finding a kindred spirit in Ovid, the poem’s
speaker evokes the exilic detachment associated with this bleak interior with “nothing to
recommend it” except, in a Camusian twist, “its harsh tenacity”. Only a single tree
remains standing in this stolid terrain, its stoical existence a testament to the “Augustinian
austerities of sand and stone” of ‘Death and the Sun’:

Out there you would look 1n vain

For a rose bush; but find,

Rooted in stony ground,

A last stubborn growth

Battered by constant rain

And twisted by the sea-wind.
Yet the tree has only limited animation and is close to death, its description as “Crone,

crow, scarecrow” an existential reminder of diminishing mortality. Significantly, it 1s the
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sea which provides a greater sense of capability and movement, its wind twisting this
“last stubborn growth” into an unnatural shape. But the wind, given palpable force by the
battering-ram of plosive alliteration, short vowels, and staccato rhythm, has a pitiless,
distorting malevolence that violates even the possibility of identifying the tree: it is
nothing but a “growth”. It is worth noting at this point that “twisted” also connotes
mental sickness and linguistic corruption, while “rooted” can imply both implanted and
extracted, as in ‘rooted out’, a semantic ambiguity that spreads throughout the poem.
Does the tree, for instance, symbolise Ireland itself, as claimed by Arthur McGuinness, or
does it, following Heaney’s interpretation, represent Mahon’s own rootlessness and his
despair at Ireland’s desolate plight?** Each reading seems perfectly viable, although the
tree’s benighted existence, “Between the blinding windows / And the forests of the sea”,
would appear to privilege the notion that the tree stands as a figure for the stunted,
phlegmatic intellectual and moral development of the island. Indeed, the grain of
optimism indicating a form of continued survival contained in the final lines —

it stands

On the edge of everything

Like a burnt-out angel

Raising petitionary hands —
tends to favour McGuinness. Nevertheless, this optimism remains minimal given the
words of the local resident in “The Archaeologist’ (L 12): “You must be / Mad, he will
say, to suppose this rock / Could accommodate life indefinitely.”

“The Return’ casts the sea both as villain (in the sense of its assault on the tree)

and as hero (its “forests” sustaining life where land cannot). The shoreline, however, has
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few —if any — redeeming features in Mahon’s scheme of things. It is “the terminal
democracy of hatbox and crab, of hock and Windowlene” (‘“The Apotheosis of Tins’,
TSP 27) where the detritus of modern, bourgeois existence and the objects of nature
coalesce, inevitably to the latter’s detriment. The shoreline, in extremis, represents “that
despairing frontier of mind from which exile poetry speaks”.>> We can also discern this
frontier in the short poem ‘The chair squeaks...” where, “In a tiny stone church / On the
desolate headland / A lost tribe is singing abide with me” (TSP 22). Kathleen Shields
interprets the poem as an expression of both the poet’s desire to join his people and his
inability to do s0.’® The image of the desolate headland is striking in its suggestion of
being apart and ‘on the edge’, the lost tribe — like the tribes of Israel — estranged from its
mother nation. The tribe’s hymn may well be directed towards God and maybe even the
poet, but each is too remotely situated to provide genuine hope or assistance. Rather, it
seems to be a desperate plea signalling isolation, loneliness and an unattainable desire to
be reunited with distant communities. The poem dictates a need for a return to origins:

The chair squeaks in a high wind,

Rain falls from its branches,

The kettle yearns for the

Mountain, the soap for the sea.
At the risk of over-reading, it could be argued that “the soap” (which has its origins in
whale fat yet would be eroded by the water) is a metaphorical device designed to signify
the tribe’s desire to have their sins ‘washed away’, in which case we see that their prayer
is directed not upwards towards God or inland towards a distant community, but out

towards the sea which may offer some hope of spiritual rejuvenation. This mood is
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maintained in the equally short ‘‘Songs of Praise’’ (SP 1 19) where “The proud
parishioners”, living in “outlying parts” next to the coast, are delighted at the arrival of
the television programme’s crew. But their songs are destined to fall on deaf ears, the
outside world impervious to the meagre pleas of man:

Outside, the hymn dies among the rocks and dunes.

Conflicting rhythms of the incurious sea,

Not even contemptuous of these tiny tunes,

Take over where our thin ascriptions fail.
The church, like the coastline, is effectively trapped in the metaphysical nowhere
between land and sea, its parishioners’ singing, along with the religion it praises, equally
ineffective against either the onslaught of modern science and technology emerging from
the silent laboratory or the music of the whale, itself “benighted” by the products of
technology. In a typically ironic volte-face, Mahon turns the parishioners’ jubilant music
from songs of praise into siren-songs heralding an apocalyptic image of lives, both on
land and in the sea, impaired by the baneful artefacts of the modem world.

Mahon’s coastlines are Beckettian last places, scenes of isolation, destruction and
death. They are terminal borders physically attached to both land and sea, yet spiritually
separated from either. The lost tribe and its desperate petitions may have earned Mahon’s
sympathy and compassion, but the mournful sound and rhythm of “Trombone dispatches
of the beleaguered whale” indicates an indignant contempt for a science which makes
terrestrial human life more tolerable only at the expense of the natural world. “We might
be anywhere”, he states ruefully in ‘A Garage in Co. Cork’ (THBN 56),

But we are in one place and one place only,
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One of the milestones of earth-residence

Unique in each particular, the thinly

Peopled hinterland serenely tense —

Not in the hope of a resplendent future

But with a sure sense of its intrinsic nature.
The deeply ironic pun on “milestones” (millstones?) complements the oxymoronic
“serenely tense”, capturing the implicit tone of lamentation for a restricted existence on
the brink of extinction. There can be no “resplendent future” if the present threatens to
disappear, sucked into oblivion by events of the past.

These poems show that Mahon is not entirely alone in his circumferential
existence: religion and nature have each been consigned to a moral hinterland by the
delusions of scientific ‘progress’. In this sense, we can perhaps view Mahon’s political
motivations as sharing with poets such as Hughes, Wordsworth and Kavanagh a certain
‘green’ sensibility which assumes existential import in its authentic recognition of
mortality. It also shares with Camus a correlation between the quasi-religious mysteries
of biological processes — “birth, growth, sexual bonding, nurturing, ageing, sickness and
death” — and the cyclical ebb and flow of death and regeneration found in nature, and

especially in the sea.’’

1.5 The Mediterranean
‘An Image from Beckett’ (L 8-10) opens with the following image: “In that
instant / There was a sea, far off, / As bright as lettuce”. At times in art there can be a

remarkably fine line between the sublime and the ridiculous, and this is a particularly
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good example, defying the logic of reality in order to create an imaginative and self-
referential poetic logic befitting the poem’s title; a poetic logic, we might surmise, that
Beckett himself would have been proud of. This brief stanza combines with stunning
concision many of the elements that Mahon, in later poems, draws on at greater length in
his meditations on the impact of the sea on his poetic consciousness. F irstly, the
temporality of “instant” sums up the duration each individual enjoys on earth compared
to the “Biblical span” of human history and the millions of years since the earth’s
creation. Secondly, this one word exemplifies the Beckettian (and Camusian) notion of
the meaninglessness of life, especially when juxtaposed against the timelessness of the
sea whence all life originated. The sea is “far off”, phenomenologically removed in time
and space to a point where it can only be imagined by the poet. Thirdly, the sea is
“bright”. This is neither particularly original nor particularly interesting in itself, but light
and its effect plays as important a role in Mahon’s aesthetic as it does in Camus’s. Both
Mahon and Camus write about contradictory, even conflicting, experiences pertaining to
light and the sun. In Camus’s early poem ‘Mediterranean’, he effuses, “Light! Light! man
is consummated in it”, while the sea is described in terms relating to the light that reflects
from it: “Bright morning on enameled sea / Latin pearl that gleams like lilies: /
Mediterranean.” > Camus’s attitude towards impoverished Algerian neighbourhoods, and
his perception of their nobility in the face of desperation, can be traced to his celebration
of the sun, its light conferring on the poor a certain grandeur, an equality with more
affluent neighbourhoods who could not fully appreciate its munificence:

Poverty, first of all, was never a misfortune for me: it was radiant with

sunlight. Even my revolts were lit up by the sun. These revolts were
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almost always. . .revolts on everyone’s behalf, aimed at lifting up
everybody’s life into the light. Quite possibly my heart was not naturally
disposed to this kind of love. But circumstances helped me. To correct my
natural indifference, I was placed half-way between poverty and the sun.
Poverty prevented me from thinking that all is well under the sun and in
history; the sun taught me that history is not everything. Change life, vyes,
but not the world which I worshipped as my God...In any case, the
radiance and warmth which shone over my childhood freed me from all
resentment. I lived with very little money, but also in a kind of
rapture....[I]n Africa the sun and the sea cost nothing.”
An aversion to the processes of history; a reliance on solar and maritime 1magery; a love
of the natural world: it is barely surprising, given how this statement mirrors Mahon’s
own world-view, that he finds Camus’s work paradigmatic.
Yet Camus’s acknowledgement of the sun’s life-affirming qualities is not entirely
unconditional. He is all too aware that it can also be a hostile entity which causes men to
lose control of their rational and moral faculties, that it can inspire a pulsating violence

whose rhythms accord with a seething heart and racing blood. In The Qutsider, Camus’s

descriptions surrounding Mersault’s killing of the Arab are framed by images of death
and the sun. Rays of light become blades; light reflected by the Arab’s knife is seen by
Mersault as “a long, flashing sword lunging at my forehead”, and as a “dazzling spear”;
light turns the colour of the sand blood red, foreshadowing the impending violence; and
all the while the oppressive weight of the sun’s blinding heat overwhelms Mersault’s will

as though it, rather than the Arab, were the true assailant. % By extracting Mersault’s will
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and ratiocination, the sun reduces him to something less than human, an elemental force
of nature for whom the moral implications of personal responsibility are wholly
expunged. This power of nature is the fourth aspect of ‘An Image from Beckett’ that
Mahon, borrowing heavily from Camus’s vivid evocations, incorporates into his own
work. The trope of the lettuce — while initially seeming somewhat absurd — takes on an
unusual yet cogent significance once placed in its poetic context. Mahon positions the
simile between the far-off sea, with which it is directly associated, and “A northern
landscape” whose “sweetness and light”, “rich earth”, and “soft rush of its winds” seem
initially to imply a natural fertility on a par with that of the distant, possibly
Mediterranean, landscape. However, ‘An Image from Beckett’ ultimately concemns itself
with mortality and death, the temporality of human civilisations, and quiescent, amoral
historical processes that bear witness to the tragic fate of mankind. While the climatic
conditions of the distant landscape may be conducive to nature’s perennial lifespan, Irish
weather is less amenable to constant growth. As Mahon has shown in ‘A Disused Shed in
Co. Wexford’ (TSP 36-38), nature can decay into “a foetor of vegetable sweat” if left
untended when grown in artificial conditions. While Camus sees an excess of sunlight as
potentially damaging to the human mind, Mahon views a dearth of natural illumination as
having the same effect.
In ‘Mediterranean’, Camus describes the sea thus:
Noon on the immobile, ardent sea:
Accepts me without cries: silence and a smile.
Latin spirit, Antiquity, o modest veil upon the tortured cry!

Latin life that knows its limits,
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Reassuring past, oh! Mediterranean!
Voices that were silenced still triumph on your shores,

Affirmative because they denied you!

Enormous and so light,
You steady and satisfy and murmur the eternity of your minutes.
Oh! Mediterranean! With the miracle of your history
Enclosed so completely
In the explosion of your smile.
This could not be considered great poetry, but it is deeply and honestly felt. What Camus
succeeds in communicating is his attitude towards a way of life intrinsic to his homeland,
a way of life that has more in common with an Islamic mode of existence than with the
‘thythms’ of Western life. He was no lover of French industrial cities, and he long held a
particular dislike for Paris and its literary cliques that hovered around Sartre and de
Beauvoir. His deepest affinity, as the poem attests, was to the classical world. (Although
‘Mediterranean’ looks towards Italy, his “true spiritual motherland was classical
Greece”.)®' Camus sings the praises of the sea’s ability to rejuvenate the spirit by casting
its explosive aura on the “smile” of the surrounding lands. This “Inalienable virgin”,
constantly remaking itself in Heraclitean manner, is the incorruptible source of the
spiritual “plenitude” that shapes the character of the populations who inhabit its seaboard.
Unlike the turbulent waters and bleak shorelines surrounding Ulster, the Mediterranean
furnishes its people with “nought but unnameable, / immobile communion”: it becomes a

“cradle” in which they can find spiritual and moral sustenance through a mythic union
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with nature (“Man is joined to tree”). The poem’s final section reiterates these notions of

union and rejuvenation:
Dust of sun, sparkling of weapons,
Essential principle of bodies and the mind,
By you worlds are polished and made human,

By you we are restored and our pains made noble.

Oh, antiquity impelling us!
Mediterranean, oh! Mediterranean Sea!
Naked, alone, without secrets, your sons await death.
Death will return them to you, pure at last, pure.

The theological undercurrent of the last two lines serves as a reminder of Camus’s
instinctive impulse towards the divinely-wrought immanence of nature. His notion of
divinity, however, is not that of ‘the one God’ but of something much older, something
that originated in the ancient civilisations surrounding the Mediterranean. Camus’s
appeals to the mythic symbolism of the sea (as well as that of light, wind, sky and stones)
are based on a paganistic world-view requiring only the empirically factual features of
terrestrial existence to derive inspiration and, ultimately, happiness: “The message of
these gospels of stone, sky and water is that there are no resurrections...[E]xcept for my
love and the wondrous cry of these stones there is no meaning in anything. The world is
beautiful, and outside it there is no salvation.”®” Rejecting all the things he regards as
merely spurious trappings of Christianity — especially reincarnation, redemption, hope,

and collective human guilt for an unknown sin committed beyond our ken — Camus
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places what faith he has in whatever can be realised and understood on a purely human
level by locating immortality and truth in the continuing presence of the world and by
finding happiness in the physical liberty to indulge somatic pleasures. By contrast, artistic
creation 1s considered “a rebellion against the limitations of physical existence and the
fact of death” in its desire to renounce “the logical interpretation of reality”.®> The artist
accepts the phenomenal world as the only reality, yet he must ultimately reject it as
insufficient for the total expression of his ideas. In other words, the artist tries to replace
reality with art. But art also enables the act of creation and, in this sense, rather than
replacing or changing the world, art provides an imaginative alternative to it. For Camus,
then, art is an aspect of revolt in that it both accepts and rejects the world. In this respect,
every artist pursues a rivalry with God by seeking to replace His creation with art and,
simultaneously, to replace Him.

These complex, interrelated facets of Camus’s writings have not gone undetected
by Mahon. A clear affinity with the classical world is similarly found in ‘The Sea in
Winter’ (P 109-14), yet, as we shall see, Mahon’s poem makes some radical detours from
the path outlined by Camus’s ‘Mediterranean’. Here, Mahon is tempted to submit to the
lure of the Mediterranean and disassociate himself from the demands of a philistine
native locale, but this is precisely what he refuses to do since he can find illumination
even in the darkest and most desolate of locations. Although stationed in Portstewart,
Mahon “imagine[s]” the town as Greek and “pretend[s] not to be here at all”. Following
his description of nature’s entropic death-throes, he writes,

This is where Jimmy Kennedy wrote

‘Red Sails in the Sunset’. Blue
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And intimate, Elysian

And neighbourly, the Inishowen

Of Joyce Cary and Red Hugh

Gleams in the distance. On a clear day

You can see Jura and Islay

Severe against the northern sky.
Considering what has gone before, the stanza feels as though it should be preceded by a
qualifying ‘But’. Mahon is fully aware of the possibilities Ulster can provide when given
the chance, the juxtaposing of popular song, literary art, and Protestant myth connoting a
vast historical and cultural wealth. However, the description of the island of Inishowen is
even more poignant. The word “Blue” (Wallace Stevens’s metaphor for the imagination),
positioned at the end of the line while coincidentally beginning a new sentence, prepares
the reader for a temporary, transcendental respite from the previous stanza’s pessimism.
Along with “intimate” and “neighbourly”, Mahon endeavours to present a revised view
of Ulster which, when combined with the implication of cultural and artistic success, is
designed to contradict his prior assertions. But perhaps it is “Elysian” that really
establishes Mahon'’s intention, for Elysium was, according to Greek and Roman myth,
the abode of the blessed and virtuous dead, a place of ideal happiness. When placed in
conjunction with the mention of Red Hugh, the heroic Protestant prince, Mahon
reimagines Ulster in the guise of a sophisticated, civilised, courageous culture affiliated
with the societies of Mediterranean antiquity.

But Mahon’s dream out of time is all too brief. Ulster has reverted to a state of

barbarism and the landscape ruined by its inhabitants. Now, “Policed by rednecks in dark
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cloth / And roving gangs of tartan youth” while the heroes of ancient myth have been
transformed into the legislative totalitarianism of the RUC, it has become “Un beau pays
mal habité” with no sign remaining of its previous glories. Moments of transcendence are
fleeting — “There is that rather obvious sunset” — but what is also obvious is the fact that
Mahon cannot fully escape his inheritance, and the poem graphically illustrates his
inability to be “through with history”. We cannot help but feel that pragmatic reality lurks
behind every ironic turn of phrase: for each “The stones speak out, the rainbow ends”,
there is “a cat knocking over a milk bottle / On a distant doorstep by moonlight”. Even
the hope that “the long winter months may bring / Gifts for Diana in the spring” conceals
the fact that votive offerings frequently entail some form of sacrifice, and Mahon’s
sacrifice is total freedom. Ulster may be Elysian but it remains a place of death
nonetheless, the living being excluded from its province. He is forced to register history’s
power to enslave, being both “trapped as much as they / In my own idiom”, and
slow

To come to terms with my own past

Yet knowing 1 could never cast

Aside the things that made me what,

For better or worse, I am.
While Mahon pines for an “ideal future”, historical processes continue unabated. The
(then) impending “year two thousand” threatens to find him rooted to the same spot,
unable to sever ties with either his past or his place in the world. And so we discern the

dual sense of Mahon’s alienation: although trapped in society, intuitively feeling “disgust
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/ At their pathetic animation”, he remains isolated from it — “Why am I always staring out
/ Of windows, preferably from a height?”

The eremitic lifestyle presented in ‘The Sea in Winter’ contains none of the
virtues associated with Elysium. Intractably resolved to straddle the gulf between self and
society, Mahon’s “own condition” registers the same disgust he feels towards ‘das Man’,
a condition that menacingly endangers his hope of attaining a wholly authentic existence.
Whereas Camus’s poem is life-affirming, drawing from the intensely lived experience of
the sea the nobility and strength to return to a society “consummated” by the water and
the light reflected by it, Mahon’s poem is life-negating, his eremiticism removing him
from a world open to imaginative transformation to one where he feels the need to
pretend to be elsewhere. ‘The Sea in Winter’ exhibits little of the sense of “necessity” of
living in Ulster as found in the early poem ‘Glengormley’ (NC 5). Rather, it is as though
Mahon has succumbed meekly to a crisis of conscience and confidence. We could try to
ascribe the poem’s weakness to his own apparent debilitation, as implied in the following
lines:

I found myself
Unnerved, my talents on the shelf,
Slumped in a deckchair, full of pills,
While light died on the choral hills —
On antabuse and mogadon
Recovering, crying out for the sun.
The loss of courage and self-control implied by the strongly positioned “Unnerved”,

alongside words such as “Slumped”, “died”, “Recovering” and “crying”, would certainly
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account for the poem’s Puritanical self-remorse, and perhaps it would be unfair on
Mahon to judge the work too harshly. After all, he rightfully acknowledges the difficulty
of authentic being-in-the-world from the outset, citing Rimbaud’s epigraph “Nous ne
sommes pas au monde; / la vraie vie est absente” as evidence for the dichotomy between
being physically grounded in the reality of place and being intellectually and emotionally
sundered from it.** Yet the air of self-pity persists, and in the final stanza we find him
complaining, “I who know nothing go to teach / While a new day crawls up the beach”.
We could easily read these lines as echoing a similar sentiment expressed in ‘The Attic’
and ‘Ovid in Tomis’. In each case Mahon assaults the validity of writing poetry in post-
industrial, sectarian Belfast. But while the “I who know nothing” of ‘The Attic’ plays on
a self-effacing Socratic irony, the exact same phrase in ‘The Sea in Winter’ initially
sounds carping and somewhat disingenuous. Writing of ‘Beyond Howth Head’, John
Redmond makes an observation that could apply equally to ‘The Sea in Winter’: “The
problem with it is that the long sentences, the numerous allusions, the sonorous, Latinate
diction which sustain the poem, lead us to expect something grander.”®® Mahon remains
in Portstewart ostensibly to foster the kind of relationship he shares with the poem’s
addressee, but while Camus can look directly and subjectively across the sea towards his
spiritual domain, ‘The Sea in Winter’ maintains a detached, objective, cold perspective
on the world. The poem is infused with neither the warmth nor the passion normally
associated with the Mediterranean. Mahon glimpses the sea only imaginatively — “I think
the redemptive enterprise / Of water” (emphasis added) — insisting that “distance is the

vital bond” that figuratively connects temporal reality with the timeless metaphysical
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world of the imagination. This distance also insists on an interim condition, “Between the
window and the wind, / While equilibrium demands / A cold eye and deliberate hands”.
But journeying back and forth, whether between physical locations or mental
states or a combination of the two, is hazardous and can leave the individual stranded in a
nightmarish limbo where nothing connects. However, with few exceptions the poem is
constructed around octosyllabic rhyming or near-rhyming couplets which, aided by
frequent fluent enjambment, impel the poem ever onwards towards the aforementioned
denouement where he asserts the need to renew himself on a daily basis. Mahon believes
that connections can still be made despite the poem’s pendulous internal movements. His
conviction that art itself permits the making of connections infuses these final two lines
with an even deeper irony than that found in ‘The Attic’, an irony that ultimately derails
any supposition of disingenuity. For here we find a deeply earnest, rather than a self-
mocking, portrait of the artist as evinced by the two poems’ verbal oppositions. While
Mahon is to be found in ‘The Attic’ “Scribbling on the off-chance”, the “new day” of
‘The Sea in Winter’ “crawls up the beach” (emphasis added). The frenetic activity of
scribbling is transformed into a deliberately slow and painfully realised crawling,
conferring on the motion a certain gravitas that imposes itself onto the poem’s internal
toing and froing as an authentic need to cast aside any “doubts / About this verse-
making”. Mahon is fully aware that art, like political change and the processes of history,
can be painfully slow to come to fruition, a combination of ignorance, indolence, and
even illness contriving to restrict the limitless possibilities of the future through a fear of

repeating the past. But whereas Camus was quick to respond to current affairs, Mahon is
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more reticent, choosing to both accept and oppose his “quiescent desuetude” through the

careful, measured balancing act of the poem’s internal contradictions.

Following Camus’s lead, Mahon searches relentlessly for signs of beauty in the
world, whether in a sunset, in the “Chaste winter-gardens of the sea / Glimmering to
infinity”, or even in words that,

will find their mark

And leave a brief glow on the dark,

Effect mutations of dead things

Into a form that nearly sings.
Words especially seem to hold a certain redemptive power, not only as the poet’s one
essential tool but also as the one device which might combat the “something rotten in the
state” that prevents peace and an end to Ulster’s internal strife. Mahon returns to this
theme in ‘Rathlin Island’ (THBN 16), a poem about a visit to a bird sanctuary lying off
the Irish north coast. The question of current Irish politics is not broached by the poem
undisguised but is implicated in the opening stanza:

A long time since the last scream cut short —

Then an unnatural silence; and then

A natural silence, slowly broken

By the shearwater, by the sporadic

Conversation of crickets, the bleak

Reminder of a metaphysical wind.

Ages of this, till the report

Of an outboard motor at the pier
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Fractures the dream-time, and we land
As if we were the first visitors here.

Mahon shares with Camus and MacNeice the sense of being a tourist in his own
land, and ‘Rathlin Island’ reflects the attitude of someone eschewing one form of exile
for another only to be continually reminded of his country’s past. The poem alludes to the
Rathlin massacre of 1575 when its inhabitants were slaughtered on the orders of the earl
of Essex.® While the speaker assumes the role of social commentator recalling historical
events of “unspeakable violence” (a subtly clever pun where the inability or
unwillingness to ‘speak’ becomes yet another form of silence) which counter Mahon’s
now-familiar dream of being “through with history”, the poet’s art is never far away.
Sibilant descriptions of the past evoke both silence and danger, reminding us of man’s
technological disturbance of nature’s authentic “natural silence”. The boat’s outboard
motor “Shatters the dream-time” of the sea-crossing, while on land, “Bombs doze in the
housing estates” and the speaker imagines “the screams of the Rathlin women” from
centuries earlier. Mahon thus contorts Camus’s “explosion of your smile” into something
altogether more insidious. Amid the sea’s “pitching surfaces”, “Only the cry of the
shearwater / And the roar of the outboard motor / Disturb the singular peace.” The
emblematic sea bird’s cry becomes a clarion-call to reverse the barbarous cycle of
history. Mahon’s problem, however, lies in the fact that even the most historically remote
events are surrounded by violence. If the poet wants to revert back, as it were, to a more
peaceful state of existence, he is nevertheless compelled to ponder the lengths to which
civilisation must go to escape the irreversible narrative of history. His long perspective

acknowledges the human need to invent — or re-invent — its past through myths: hence the
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women'’s screams are carried by the “metaphysical wind” across an unspecific stretch of
time into a historical phase where little has changed. But history’s continually haunting
presence looms large over peace-inhabited dreamtime, threatening to submerge such
dreams beneath the waves of “the turbulent sea”. Pitching surfaces emphasise the
underlying aggravation and upheaval caused by opposing forces that shatter the brief
glimpses of hope and transcendence offered by the natural silence. What seems a place of
refuge is therefore simply yet another aspect of a nation in crisis, this small island, caught
in the cross-currents between the Atlantic and the Irish Sea, symbolising persistent
mainland turmoils that defy the civility of reason. Even Mahon’s invocation of Red Hugh
and Sombhairle Buidh is fraught with danger as these figures’ retention of ideological
resonance attributes to the poem a deep insecurity. The poem has none of the retributive,
almost sanctified power of Camus’s appeals to Virgil and pastoral serenity, although this
lack does serve to underline Mahon’s determination to confront directly the truth of
history.

Camus’s juvenile poem creates its own myth of Mediterranean civilisation while
denying (or at least ignoring) the bloody history of the Greek and Roman empires.
Admittedly he did write the poem six years before World War II and almost two decades
prior to the Algerian War — whereas Mahon’s writing benefits from hindsight — and his
early naive idealism eventually gives way to the harsh realism of the novels. But while
Camus abstains from speaking outright of this violence in his earliest work, Mahon, by
comparison, finds it “unspeakable” in the dual sense of it being both a rebarbative affront
to all that is civilised and, quite literally, inexpressible. Nevertheless, despite these

. . . . LIS : v
differences we can still discern another of Camus’s contributions to Mahon’s imaginative
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and philosophical development, for it is inexpressibility, along with the unreason found in
acts of violence, which constitutes the absurd: “the absurd is unreasonable and
inexplicable; thus the language of absurdity is silence” (emphasis added).67 The absurd is
characterised by “the absence of correspondence or congruity between the mind’s need
for coherence and the incoherence of the world which the mind experiences”.®® That is,
the absurd is a relational concept involving the individual mind and the external objects
experienced by it. This wholly subjective response to the world is therefore neither
universal nor absolute, being contingent on the psychological currency of values held
meaningful by the individual mind, and as such any sense of absurdity cannot be ascribed
wholesale as a feature of collective consciousness. Experiences of the absurd tend
generally to emerge in one of four ways (or in any combination thereof): the individual’s
questioning of existence borne of mind-numbing, mechanical routine; the passing of time
leading ineluctably towards death; an awareness of the progressively alien nature of the
world which, fuelled by arbitrariness and contingency, generates an inability to connect
with the world’s increasing hostility; and an intimation of estrangement and isolation
both from other human beings and from one’s own sense of self.® Thus it is readily
apparent that there is a remarkable similarity between recognition of the absurd and the
advance toward authenticity. Indeed, it would appear that one must be — or at least
striving to be — authentic in order to recognise the signs of absurdity. Even by Camus’s
reckoning, any attempt to negate the absurd would involve an inauthentic response to it.
As the absurd is a relationship, its negation would involve the destruction of one of the
two existences on which it is predicated. If reason — that which experiences the world — 1s

rejected, then the mind turns its quest for a meaningful form of existence towards a
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divinely-crafted afterlife (i.e. Kierkegaard’s ‘leap of faith’) and Camus refers to this as
"philosophical suicide’; if, on the other hand, the unreason of the world is too much for
the individual mind to bear, then physical suicide must ensue. Camus, who is incapable
of viewing either transcendence or suicide as reasonable, considers neither of these
options viable and he is fated to accept the absurd and to deal with it on its own terms.
The absurd, therefore, demands the continuation of living if the individual is to retain any

semblance of authenticity; there can be no such thing as ‘authentic suicide’.

1.6 ‘As God is my Judge’

Mahon confronts this situation in ‘As God is my Judge’ (NC 31), detailing the
effect of the aftermath of the sinking of the Titanic on Bruce Ismay (who ‘signs’ the
poem), the manager of the White Star Line who owned the ship.”® Mahon is attracted to
this character not because he was universally reviled for having failed to go down with
the ship (although he was under no moral obligation to do so), but because he confronted
the absurd and lived to tell the tale. Even before the inquiry into the disaster Ismay had
been branded a selfish coward, having saved himself by joining the final lifeboat to leave
the scene. His subsequent vilification weighed heavily on his shoulders and he spent the
last twenty five years of his life in seclusion before succumbing to a stroke in 1937 aged
seventy four. Yet some reports have suggested that rather than self-preservation, this was
an act of sheer pragmatism. Ismay could see no one else on deck and the lifeboat had
room for more passengers. Nevertheless, the public’s response to Ismay’s deed was, to
him, entirely incoherent and unjustified, causing him extreme confusion and, ultimately,

despair. Mahon successfully taps into Ismay’s consciousness, the poem eliciting
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Sympathy for someone who was otherwise a rather unremarkable man, and for whom
dying would surely have been far easier than surviving and having to face inquiries and
the families of the dead. The poem’s haunting, punning introduction establishes [smay’s
dismay:
They said I got away in a boat
And humbled me at the inquiry. I tell you
I sank as far that night as any
Hero.
Ismay is not only “humbled” but also humiliated by the accusation of having “got away”,
the connotation being that he somehow committed a crime and ¢ got away with it’. His
psychological and emotional sinking — repeated at the end of the poem — accurately
conveys his lack of comprehension when faced with an outraged public for whom
heroism is reserved for the dead.

Ismay’s tendency to do everything ‘by the book’, along with his apparent
officiousness, would have almost certainly contributed towards preventing him from
understanding what he was supposed to have done wrong, while any attempt to
rationalise his actions would have fallen on deaf ears. [smay’s subsequent solitude —

Now I hide
In a lonely house behind the sea
Where the tide leaves broken toys and hatboxes
Silently at my door —
reflects two of the characteristics which obtain in experiences of the absurd: isolation

from others and, through the overturning of everything Ismay had previously held dear
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compounded by Mahon’s reference to the “pandemonium of / Prams, pianos, sideboards,
winches, / Boilers bursting and shredded ragtime”. These domestic and mechanical
artefacts imply subtly the routine nature of existence which leads us to question the
validity of our lives — a third characteristic of the absurd.

These lines also stand in condemnation of an Ulster culture which viewed the
building of the Titanic as a great material, economic and indeed political success. Built
by the loyalist-run Harland and Wolff shipyard (where Mahon’s father and grandfather
worked), the Titanic symbolised Protestant supremacy in Belfast. According to myth,
even God could not have sunk the ship, such was the workers’ confidence. The Titanic
retains potency to this day in the Ulster Protestant imagination, not least because it
represents a culture which, unlike Ismay or Unionist ideology, did go down with the ship:
“the loss of the Titanic has come to symbolise unconsciously the thwarted nationhood of
Ulster Protestants, ...[and] at the level of community dreamwork the foundering of the
ship and the founding of Northern Ireland were intertwined.””' The ship’s demise was,
for its builders, incomprehensible, absurd even, although more fundamentalist Protestants
managed to discern evidence of divine intervention as retribution for the (mythic)
blasphemy. Mahon labours under no such illusions, although his perception of absurdity
in this tragic course of events is two-fold; for not only was the treatment meted out to
Ismay beyond the realms of reason, but the loss of life, rather than being seen as an act of
God, was a similarly incomprehensible injustice of fate.

At no point does Mahon allow his attention to detail to drift from his depiction of

the absurd’s action on human existence. While the gardener can describe Ismay’s
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solitude, Ismay himself is incapable of giving voice to his responses to the world: “The
showers of / April, flowers of May mean nothing to me, nor the / Late light of June”.
The world is rendered incomprehensible to Ismay as long as the beauty of nature co-
exists with the irrationality of his detractors, Moreover, the awareness of time’s passing
(April...May...June) entails the fourth characteristic regarding the feeling of the absurd.
The speaker’s meditation moves gradually away from the past and the “thundering”
collapse of his life into the present where a silent tide washes up the sea’s detritus, and
his soul’s disembodied silent scream of fear, anger and frustration is released into the
night.

‘As God is my Judge’ has the tone of a suicide note, especially in the final request
to “Include me / Honoris causa in your lamentations”. But Ismay refused to take the easy
way out through suicide and in so doing exhibited the strength to confront the absurd.
Mahon recognises Ismay’s authenticity, just as he recognises Camus’s and we recognise
Mahon’s, via the absurd’s compulsion towards solitude and isolation. In ‘Death and the
Sun’, Camus is “the goalie who refused suicide”, the artist who “Trades solidarity for
solitude” following the public humiliation he endured after his falling-out with Sartre and

the widespread hostile criticism levelled at his philosophical works, The Myth of

Sisyphus and The Rebel. Ismay was similarly blighted and shared Camus’s estrangement

from his community. The authentic man, in order to retain his authenticity, must contend
with the absurdity inherent in communal being-with-others and, in so doing, run the risk
of being isolated from it. The plague of absurdity affects all lives equally, but its
indiscriminate nature results in a tension between the communal life and solitary

experience which cannot be resolved authentically by choosing death over life.
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2. ‘In Belfast’: Mahon and MacNeice

2.1 From Carrickfergus to Glengormiey

It is a simple, though hardly commendable fact that for many years the reputation
of Louis MacNeice was overshadowed by the daunting figure of Auden. MacNeice’s
problem was that critics and readers were unable to bracket him convincingly and solely
within either of the literary traditions to which he apparently belonged. Despite numerous
allusions in his poems to Belfast and a mythologised West of Ireland, he was seen neither
as sufficiently ‘Irish’ for readers of Yeats and Kavanagh, nor as ‘English’ as Auden and
Spender, poets with whom he was bracketed, along with C. Day-Lewis, under the
derisory epithet ‘MacSpaunday’. However, during the 1960s and 1970s a new breed of
young Northern Irish poets emerged, hailing MacNeice as a major formative influence on
their own writing. Michael Longley and Paul Muldoon have been vociferous in their
praise of MacNeice, and each has played his part in the campaign to establish MacNeice
within the pantheon of modern Irish poets.' But Mahon was to take MacNeice’s example
furthest in his poetry. A common religious and social background links the two, certainly,
but MacNeice’s presence lurks among much of Mahon’s work on several far deeper, and
more significant, levels. MacNeice’s legacy exerts itself in Mahon’s poetry not only in
their respective treatments of similar themes, but also in matters of form and technique,
such as an abiding tendency towards irony and scepticism, a carefully crafted ambiguity
that frequently defies paraphrase, and an elegant virtuosity of verse form and
construction. Each of these qualities is present in their writings on home and alienation.

MacNeice was destined to become something of an outsider: “I was the rector’s

son, born to the Anglican order, / Banned for ever from the candles of the Irish poor™
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(‘Carrickfergus’, MCP 69-70). By dint of his Anglo-Irish, Ulster Protestant heritage,
MacNeice could not hope to share the thoughts, experiences or feelings of the Catholic
minority in Ulster: yet nor is there any suggestion in ‘Carrickfergus’ of true or complete
allegiance to “the Anglican order”. Being “born to” a social position usually carries the
inference of natural or presumptuous acceptance (‘to the manor born’, for instance), but
in this case MacNeice implies an inheritance over which he has absolutely no control,
and over which the figure of his father looms large. Hemmed in by the Norman-built city
walls and a continuing sense of enslavement with the return of soldiers, MacNeice is
surrounded by the masculine values that keep him ostracised from his fellow countrymen.
Female influence is completely lacking in the poem, the poet being separated from his
mother, his governess, “the mill girls”, and, he seems to imply, the feminine, Catholic
dimension of ‘Mother Ireland’. It is as though he is suggesting that disconnection from
home can be equated with the lack of stability produced by the absence of a maternal
figure. Yet we find no sentimentality in these lines, just a matter-of-fact resignation at the
recognition that separation is, so to speak, ‘the way things are’ in Belfast and the way
they are likely to continue to be. The strongly positioned “Banned” reinforces
MacNeice’s own sense of segregation, while the poem’s opening gambit — “I was born in
Belfast between the mountain and the gantries” — establishes his position as a kind of
‘nowhere man’ incapable of finding any sense of belonging among either the indigenous
Gaelic population, for whom ideas of land, home and nationality go hand-in-hand, or the
Protestant community whose unwavering commercialism and industrialisation of the
province has exacerbated religious and political tensions. ‘Carrickfergus’ is a deceptively

complex poem, and MacNeice is careful not to make explicit his feelings towards either
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the Protestant or the Catholic inhabitants of Ulster. The Irish Quarter, a liminal home for
dispossessed Gaels, is a deprived area (“a slum for the blind and the halt”), while the
Protestant community — exemplified by the privileged family interred in the crypt of his
father’s church — is guaranteed “their portion” in the afterlife. Although speculation may
conclude that MacNeice’s sympathy lies with the impoverished Catholics, the poem
refuses to draw an entirely clear picture regarding his perspective on and attitude towards
his fellow Protestants. Like Beckett and Joyce, MacNeice “reject[s] political formulations
about humanity”, endeavouring instead to present a balanced view of humanity stripped
of ideological trappings.” Indeed, one of the defining features of MacNeice’s poetry is a
stubbornly contained ‘“evasive honesty” that frequently makes it almost impossible to pin
down accurately any firmly held political or religious position.” This quality may well
have been inherited from his Anglican bishop father who preached pacifism while,
paradoxically, expounding Home Rule, but there is no doubt that it was also passed on by
MacNeice to Mahon whose work is similarly elusive, often infuriatingly so.
The early poem ‘Belfast’, the direct poetic ancestor of Mahon’s similarly titled ‘In

Belfast’, takes on a far more sinister aspect than anything found in ‘Carrickfergus’:

Down there at the end of the melancholy lough

Against the lurid sky over the stained water

Where hammers clang murderously on the girders

Like crucifixes the gantries stand. (MCP17)
The juxtaposition of violence, religion and industrial commercialism rams home
MacNeice’s measured, denunciatory response to profit-orientated culture. The

northerner’s “hard cold fire” provides neither warmth nor light; it is “cowled” amid the
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“gloom” of an inimically intransigent regime that prefers its religious iconography to be
aesthetically primitive artefacts of “buyable beauty” rather than symbols of authentic
worship. MacNeice avoids the reductive oversimplification of ascribing blame for
Belfast’s condition to either religious faction. Scenes derived from the Protestant-
dominated shipyards and the sound of “Orange drums” are set against traditional Catholic
images of “the garish Virgin” and the Madonna. Edna Longley has claimed that the last
line of this stanza “fuses industrial and religious oppressiveness, to symbolize Protestant
rule”.” But this judgement does not quite ring true, the crucifix being a predominantly —
though not exclusively, of course — Catholic image.

‘Belfast’ also utilises the harsh, clanging consonance remembered from
childhood, and later reprised in ‘Carrickfergus’, as a device to heap barely modulated
scorn on an increasingly materialistic culture that has scarred the landscape with its
technology of mass production. The fabric of the poem is designed to articulate the
character of both the city and its people, the phraseology echoing the solidity of the city

y, ¢

walls described in ‘Carrickfergus’: “the hard, solid diction is part of the meaning of the
poem”.’ The city’s church may take “the form of a cross”, but its walls are designed to
isolate it from the countryside, the rest of Ireland proper, and its Catholic inhabitants who
had become the Norman’s “slave”. However, ‘Carrickfergus’, published six years after
‘Belfast’, shows a more mature MacNeice taking a less antagonistic approach to
elucidating the enslaving effects of Belfast’s turbulent history. The depiction of social
misogyny contained in the earlier poem — “the male kind murders each its woman” —

regresses to a more latently simple, though no less effective, sense of absence, while the

contrived, unpunctuated syntax of the above-quoted stanza would eventually make way
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for the more journalistic style of reportage he came to employ, most famously in Autumn
Journal. Undoubtedly influenced by Eliot’s enabling acceptance of the modern city as
ripe material for poetry, in MacNeice’s hands this style proves remarkably productive: “It
can accommodate contradictions without sounding contradictory: faithful to the moment,
to time passing, to capturing and holding the ‘ephemeral’ on ‘tangent wings’.”®
Faithfulness and honesty — no matter how evasive — contribute to the poem’s balanced
registering of a covertly perceptible recognition that MacNeice, irrespective of personal
feelings towards the city and its inhabitants, has a fundamental responsibility to present
his impressions in a wholly sincere manner.

These themes of isolation, a disjointed religious inheritance, and the sense of
being physically attached to a home city yet feeling spiritually and intellectually divorced
from it, provide recurrent motifs in Mahon’s poetry. Like MacNeice, Mahon was born to
the Anglican order. He was raised in the Church of Ireland, the Irish branch of
Anglicanism that has its roots in the religion of the British establishment. In this respect,
Mahon’s religious inheritance is grounded in the Protestantism of the Ascendancy and the
Anglo-Irish gentry who viewed with suspicion the dissenting tradition of
Presbyterianism, which was imported to Ulster by Scottish settlers. For this reason,
Mahon’s poetry does not service “the dominant stereotypes of the Northern Irish
Protestants”, and it frequently “disengages itself from the political stereotypes of
Protestant identity by acknowledging both their potency and their inadequacy”.’
Anglicanism is a denominational minority in the North, and the poetry of both Mahon

and MacNeice exposes the ambiguous and inconclusive complexities of Protestant

identity-discourse. As the son of an Anglican bishop with nationalist sympathies,
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MacNeice was exposed to these complexities from an early age, leading him to exclaim

despairingly while domiciled at an English boarding school, “Oh this division of

,’8

allegiance.” Mahon, strangely, never mentions his father in his poetry, preferring instead

to eulogise other male relatives — all working-class — such as his grandfather and his
‘wicked uncle’. The absence of Mahon’s father is hinted at in Section XI of The Hudson
Letter, ‘Chinatown’ (THL 58-60): “I need hardly speak to you in praise of women / since
you grew up amongst them. (So did I/ but there’s a tale will keep indefinitely.)” Mahon’s
silencing of his father conflates reticence with something incommunicable. The father
represents home, but also an uneasy metaphysic of identity. Reluctant to speak of his
sense of loss, dispossession usurps the idea of belonging to a religio-political ‘family’.

One of Mahon’s earliest poems, ‘In Belfast’ (NC 6), is indebted to MacNeice,
resonating as it does with the ideas which preoccupied his poetic forerunner. The poem
begins, “Walking among my own this windy morning / In a tide of sunlight between
shower and shower”. While MacNeice’s poem opens with an image of a cold;hearted,
indeterminate northern ‘everyman’ without direct reference to the poet or to the poem’s
speaker, Mahon immediately situates himself centrally amidst the community to which he
(ostensibly) belongs, establishing his position from the outset as a means of conferring a
more authoritative perspective on the poem than that provided by MacNeice. While
MacNeice’s speaker retains the position of ‘outsider looking in’, Mahon is in medias res,
walking among his fellow citizens. However, the ambiguity of “my own” means that we
cannot be entirely sure as to whether Mahon is writing of all the citizens of Belfast, all
the Protestants, or just the Anglican minority: his enlightened position as privileged

recipient of poetic inspiration (“a tide of sunlight”) instantly singles him out from each
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one of these social groups. The welter of climatic and meteorological images compounds
his isolation: while the poet associates himself with “sunlight”, the rest of this divided
society is afflicted with the darker aspects of stormy weather (for instance, “shower” —
with its inversion of the “gold shower” image of MacNeice’s ‘Ode’ — and “wet”). It is
also interesting to note Mahon’s use of the word “tide”. For quite apart from representing
his constant ebbing and flowing away from and back to Belfast, an aspect of his
cosmopolitan lifestyle that undermines any concrete concept of ‘home’, Mahon also uses
the word in a context completely antithetical to that suggested by MacNeice’s ‘Belfast’.
While MacNeice allegorises the tides of the sea — “the salt carrion water” — as the means
by which parasitical industrialists make their fortunes, in Mahon’s hands the image is
transformed into a rather different kind of transport. The escapist potential of the sea here
becomes a transcendental, imaginative escape into poetry, a form of beauty unappreciated
and misunderstood by the greater part of Belfast’s citizenry. Expressions such as
“resume” and “Once more” help to reinforce Mahon’s chosen itinerancy, suggesting
repeated rueful returns to the darkness of unreason signified by Belfast. He cannot belong
completely without reneging on his principles and ideals, or without abandoning the
warm, nourishing light of reason for “The cold gaze of a sanctimonious God”.

‘In Belfast’ resembles ‘Death and the Sun’ in its structure of hierarchical
allegiances. Although Mahon writes “we keep sullen silence in light and shade”
seemingly out of communal spirit, there are actually two different referents for “we” here
— the ‘we’ of the small, illuminated artistic community to which he truly belongs, and the
darker social collective from which he is isolated. This is the same brutal society

described by MacNeice in ‘Belfast’: “The sun goes down with a banging of Orange
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drums / While the male kind murders each its woman / To whose prayer for oblivion
answers no Madonna”.

MacNeice’s view of Belfast is informed by a savagely ironical apprehension of
shame and disgust, yet it is precisely the antinomies contained within this ironic stance

which foreground the nature of his revulsion. The Strings Are False, MacNeice’s

unfinished autobiography, exposes an honest, unabashed tendency towards snobbishness
in his inability to understand fully the lives of those for whom intellectual and aesthetic
endeavours are not of paramount importance. He admits his failure to recognise that the
northern temperament has been forged by material necessities beyond its control; he also
confesses to his intrinsic ignorance, brought on by detachment, of the macho shipbuilding
community whose activities contrast so sharply with those of the almost exclusively
female linen workers (the “shawled factory-wom[e]n”). When MacNeice speaks of “us
who walk in the street so buoyantly and glib”, “buoyantly” providing a simple yet
effective pun on the efficiency and success of the ship-workers’ labours for which he had
little real understanding or sympathy, he is nevertheless making a poignant, pointed
comment on the lack of either buoyancy or glibness in the northern character. His
remarks also constitute a coming to terms for MacNeice, a realisation that, whatever his
social circumstances, whether as an Anglo-Irish Protestant in Ireland or as an Irishman in
England, he is fated never to feel truly at home. The opening line of ‘Carrickfergus’ (*1
was born between the mountain and the gantries™) scrutinises the duality of connection
and dislocation, not just in the juxtaposition of Belfast’s rural and urban landscapes, but
equally importantly in the ambiguous preposition “between”. This could paradoxically

suggest both entrapment and the enabling perspective of being able to see the landscape
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In its entirety, and, indeed, both sides of the political divide. Mahon’s poem, however,
exhibits no such ambiguity. He also positions himself in a position of betweenness, but
rather than being allowed a dual perspective, Mahon is hemmed in and stifled by the
featureless majority who, as “shower[s]”, take the brunt of his intellectual derogation.
Consequently he considers himself inexorably set apart from his allotted community and
their pernicious influence.

These differences go some way towards explaining Mahon’s revision of the final
stanza of ‘In Belfast’ from the version that originally appeared in the magazine, Icarus.
We have already seen how this stanza relates to Camus, but MacNeice’s presence is even
stronger:

Poetry and fluent drivel, know your place —

Take shape in some more glib environment

Away from shipyard gantry, bolt and rivet.

Elsewhere assess existence; ask to what end

It tends, wherefore and why. In Belfast live it.”
The irony-tinged scepticism that throws into question the value of art amid a philistine
environment will be discussed at greater length later. But it is clear that the alliteratively
mocking language of “glib” and “gantry” emerged from a poetic consciousness that had
absorbed MacNeice’s imagery and terminology almost wholesale. Mahon reinforces
MacNeice’s observation that the frivolity usually associated with glibness has no place in
an environment so oppressively antagonistic towards artistic creativity. The ingenious
rhyming of “rivet” and “live it” also owes a debt of gratitude to MacNeice who,

especially when reflecting on Belfast from elsewhere, could wittily rhyme “among the
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buses” with “sarcophaguses” (‘Museums’, MCP 20-21), and “Platonic Forms” with
“fickle norms” (‘Birmingham’, MCP 17-18). The scrupulous command “In Belfast live
it” captures precisely the essence of Mahon’s — and, indeed, MacNeice’s — argument that
objective imaginative or intellectual reflection has no place here, that Belfast is a domain
of immediate subjective existence purged of all rational thought, and that questioning
loyalties through art will not be tolerated.

It may be that this version of the stanza was wholly revised because Mahon
realised that it exhibits an excessive ‘angry young man’ attitude towards Belfast, and that
with four more years of maturity came an understanding that the city requires compassion
rather than derision (hence the subsequent rthyming of “city” with “pity”, although pity
does tend to infer an attitude of superiority). If this is indeed the case, then Mahon, rather
than moving away from MacNeice’s influence by revising the poem so substantially,
approaches it yet more closely. Brendan Kennelly has written that MacNeice “proposes
an alternative to prejudice in the North...A humanistic alternative to piosity.” '° Mahon
has evidently absorbed this humanism during the period between the poem’s two
versions, shifting the emphasis away from frustrated denigration in favour of an attempt
to understand more fully the truth of his predicament; hence the later version’s assertion,
“One part of my mind must learn to know its place”, the implication being that learning
will allow Mahon to “remember not to forget” whence he came.

Memory also plays a vital role in MacNeice’s feeling of being enslaved.
Haunting, haunted images confer on ‘Carrickfergus’ an abiding air of loss and regret:

bb AN 13

“The yarn-mill called its funeral cry at noon”, “a drowning moon”, “Banned for ever”,
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“the sentry’s challenge echoing all day long”, “the gate-lodge / Barred to civilians”, “lost
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sirens”. Yet even though MacNeice escaped to an English boarding school, the poem
contains little in the way of reprieve. The boat that took him to England, as with the
soldiers’ uniforms on the train from Carlisle, are “camouflaged”, an indication that
MacNeice’s movements — albeit during wartime — must be conducted under a cloak of
suspicion, deception and concealment. Moreover, “the world of parents / Contracted into
a puppet world of sons” which he found in provincial Dorset proved to be a further
reminder of his own background, his own social estrangement, his own inheritance. The
poem ends almost as it begins, the military restrictions conveyed by “the soldiers with
their guns” echoing the claustrophobic confinement of “the bottle-neck harbour collects
the mud which jams / The little boats beneath the Norman castle”, while the fiscal
implications of “Contracted” recall the economic ramifications of ‘Belfast’.
‘Glengormley’ (NC 5) is to Mahon what ‘Carrickfergus’ is to MacNeice. Each
poem is a dramatic indictment of the Belfast suburbs where the poets spent their early
lives and which subsequently shaped their respective perceptions of life in the province.
MacNeice’s dialectic of a fractured identity inhabiting a cold world where past and
present collide can be equally located in Mahon’s consciousness. The light, satirical
rhythms of ‘Glengormley’ bring to mind another early MacNeice poem, ‘Sunday
Moming’ (MCP 23), which describes the routine banality of a suburban existence that
“deadens and endures”. But Mahon’s delicate wit conceals an underlying bitterness he
directs towards a community which, like MacNeice’s contracted “puppet world”, suffers
from closed mindedness and a displaced collective memory shut off from violent reality,
blithely hiding itself in ignorance behind trimmed hedges, manicured lawns, and

mundane domestic neutrality. A sense of mythic history has been all but expunged from
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the Belfast milieu these poems depict. While MacNeice relies on tangible historical
artefacts — the Norman walls and the tomb of the Chichesters — to provide evidence for
perpetuated barbarism, Mahon invokes the mythical past, but only subsequently to cast it
from memory. His suburban sanctuary is safe from the monsters and giants “Who tore up
sods twelve miles by six / And hurled them out to sea to become islands”; but at the same
time there are no longer any saints or heroes who might offer some protection against the
new era’s “dangerous tokens”. We find here an ironic allusion to MacNeice’s diatribe in

Autumn Journal against the verbiage propounded by nationalist myth-makers: “The land

of scholars and saints: / Scholars and saints my eye, the land of ambush, / Purblind
manifestos, never-ending complaints” (Canto XVI)."' MacNeice paints Ireland as a self-
deceiving “world that never was” that cannot stand alone either culturally or
economically, blaming in part “the sentimental English” who have helped foster false
perceptions of Ireland through a combination of historical guilt, romanticised ignorance,
and mercantile superiority. Moreover, he regards Ireland as complicit in this spurious
identity, trading on its history through the sale of garish Virgins while peddling its
sectarian differences as narcotic inducements to its own people:

I would pray for that island; mob mania in the air,

I cannot assume their easy bravery

Drugged with a slogan, chewing the old lie

That parallel lines will meet at infinity. (‘Ode’, MCP 54-58)
This poem was written from the geographically distant perspective of Birmingham, but
‘Valediction’ (MCP 52-54) also exhibits its own form of detachment with MacNeice

proclaiming his impending departure from the legacy of “arson and murder” in search of
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a life more suited to his civilised sensibilities: “I will acquire an attitude not yours / And
become as one of your holiday visitors, /.../ Farewell, my country, and in perpetuum”.
Yet MacNeice, as he freely admits, “cannot deny my past to which my self is wed”, and
the tone of this section displays an attenuated bitterness that resents the way his own
1dentity links inextricably to that of his mother country. He still admires the landscape,
Ireland’s natural beauty appealing directly to his aesthetic sense, but his choice to become
no more than a tourist allows him the freedom to disengage himself from the concealed
reality of historical violence and to “see Sackville Street / Without the sandbags”.
Mahon is certainly far less vehement when ascribing blame, but he too
acknowledges the fact that when it comes to sectarian violence in Ireland, English
influence is rarely far away. Indeed, Belfast’s established order is rooted in the English
model of commercial expansion and territorialism, and colonial conquest is mocked
through the word “tamed”. But Mahon differs from MacNeice in his acceptance of
Belfast as the proper place in which to do battle against forces hostile to the imagination.
In what sounds curiously like a sly dig at MacNeice, he divides responsibility for
Ireland’s culture equally between political barriers and the way Irish writers have helped
perpetuate the artificial myth of Ireland as home of the literary muse:
The suburbs of Belfast have a peculiar relationship to the Irish cultural
situation inasmuch as they’re the final anathema for the traditional Irish
imagination. A lot of people who are important in Irish poetry cannot
accept that the Protestant suburbs in Belfast are a part of Ireland, you

know. At an aesthetic level they can’t accept that.'?
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‘Glengormley’ operates on a number of primarily ironic levels, both criticising and
accepting contemporary reality and the ostensibly civilising effects of colonialism, while
seeming to regret the passing of an ancient — if barbaric — order. But the poem is
ultimately characterised by circumspection, and the humorous beginning deflates any
possibility of condemning outright the very people who constitute his tribe. Mahon
cannot bring himself to ascribe culpability to those for whom a quiet life equates
tentatively with universal peace, so his real anger is directed at the damage caused by
nationalist propagandists and a form of language which can be just as debilitating and
destructive as guns and bombs. “Only words hurt us now” ironises the lack of pacifying
political action in a place where small dogs and watering cans have come to symbolise a
new order of conformity and the dread of collective responsibility.

By contrast, ‘In Belfast’, the poem preceding ‘Glengormley’ in Twelve Poems

(although the order is reversed in Night-Crossing), confronts and attempts to define the

relationship between Belfast and artistic responsibility. We can distinguish a different
Mahon here, a Mahon whose attitude towards Belfast has altered slightly — though
significantly — from the previous poem. Whereas ‘Glengormley’ links the self with the
necessity of spatial and temporal existence, ‘In Belfast” undergoes a shift in attitude.
Necessity is associated here with only “One part of my mind”, while responsibility 1s
relegated from outright compulsion to a moral contingency (“Should”). Moreover,
Mahon, like the MacNeice of ‘Carrickfergus’, chooses to shun the social and historic
realms of myth in order to focus on the diurnal realities of Belfast’s sectarian divisions.
While ‘Carrickfergus’ carries the narrative of violence through the centuries, from

Norman invasion to World War I, Mahon contracts the threat and fear of insurgence into
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a single line: “The spurious mystery in the knowing nod”. Mahon is therefore familiar
with and, indeed, complicit in this knowledge, the only alternative to which is a reversion
to “sullen silence”, a renunciation of collective responsibility that fails to engage direct
involvement in physical hostilities. (It should be remembered that this collected version
of ‘In Belfast’ predates the Troubles by at least a year and therefore cannot be regarded as
a direct comment on them.) Such knowledge is but one aspect of Mahon’s “old
conspiracy” with his place of origin and with the Protestant values that constitute “the
unwieldy images of the squinting heart”. If the heart must squint it is because open
communication in Belfast is so problematic. The internal rhyme of “unwieldy” and
“yield” ironises the possibility of a fruitful discourse accessible to all, especially given
the extent of sectarianism in the North. This ironic function is cemented by the religious
language of stanza two: “We could al/ be saved by keeping an eye on the hill / At the top
of every street, for there it is, / Eternally, if irrelevantly, visible”. The collective pronoun
allies Mahon to the community in a purely ironic sense. For if one eye only is open to the
possibility of salvation, then it is natural to conclude that the other must be remain closed
permanently in blithe ignorance of that possibility. Mahon, in other words, registers what
the inhabitants of Belfast are confronted with every day — the struggle between
acceptance of abstract, irrelevant religious inheritance and the practical realities of the
external world and ordinary life. Although the imagery and iconography of religion are
solidly tangible, diurnal necessity renders the spiritual significance of such objects
obsolete and ultimately unfelt, while the conditional “could” ultimately denies the
possibility of salvation, at least in MacNeice’s conception of it, as a transcendental

absolute. The subtlety of Mahon’s exposition serves as a reminder of MacNeice’s deep
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impact on his poetry as he attempts to attain a similarly rigorous balance between
emotive desires and perceptual truth.

Robyn Marsack has claimed that in ‘Carrickfergus’, “there is nothing
introspective”, and given the dominance of sense impressions in the poem it is easy to see
why she should make this assertion.'® But it is clear that MacNeice’s descriptions of
historical events, along with the prominent imagery of death (“crucifixes”, “carrion”,
“murders”), mask some deeply personal responses to the events surrounding him. Indeed,
the poem’s structure serves as a kind of camouflage for the poet’s ingrained alienation,
his peripherality emphasised by his absence from the poem until the “us” of the
penultimate stanza. Nevertheless, both ‘Belfast’, with its complex, tough, unyielding
syntax, and ‘Carrickfergus’ can be seen not so much as expressions of desire for escape
from the pressures and problems life in Belfast brings, but as direct confrontations with
those difficulties, confrontations which might afford some entry — no matter how slight or
frustrated — into both the collective Belfast psyche and MacNeice’s own attitude towards
the mechanisms of confinement that conspire to enslave individual minds.

Likewise, the revised final stanza of ‘In Belfast’ raises the ante on Mahon’s
gamble to return home by introducing a moral imperative:

One part of my mind must learn to know its place —
The things that happen in the kitchen-houses

And echoing back-streets of this desperate city
Should engage more than my casual interest,

Exact more interest than my casual pity.



109

That “must” speaks volumes for Mahon’s compulsive drive towards authentic behaviour.
He has found silence in the Belfast of his childhood, but it is “sullen” and belongs to the
darkness inhabited by “spurious mystery” and “the knowing nod”, thinly-veiled
references to sectarian divisions that intimate the perpetuation of fear and intimidation. It
is interesting to note Mahon'’s use of the word “sullen” here. In ‘Once Alien Here’ by
John Hewitt, another Ulster Protestant, the first two stanzas contrast the “urgent labour”
and commercial interests of English colonisers with “The sullen Irish limping<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>