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Abstract. 
Joseph Brodsky belonged to the generation that came to consciousness just in time for de-

Stalinization. One of their goals became breaking the spell of Russia’s isolation from the 

West. Even before his exile from Russia, Brodsky absorbed, internalized, and translated 

poetry by many English-language poets. While some of these connections, such as those with 

the poetry of John Donne and W. H. Auden, have drawn a lot of scholarly attention, others 

have been neglected, such as with the work of the Irish-British poet Louis MacNeice. The 

present article tries to redress this imbalance, drawing on an archival find and an intertextual 

connection. I show that MacNeice was an influence on Brodsky when it came to his shift 

from the classical syllabotonic verse meters of the Russian poetic tradition, which Brodsky 

had predominantly used up until the early 1970s, to a gradual passage to accentual verse, or 

loose dol'nik. I also show that MacNeice’s own exilic predicament and bitterly disenchanted 

views expressed in his poetry about Ireland, his country of origin, allowed Brodsky to identify 

with MacNeice’s restrained and subdued tone in his more lyrical pieces about his home 

country. The poetic balance inspired by MacNeice helped Brodsky avoid the sentimentality 

typical of many Russian émigrés who wrote about their country of origin, and set a neutral 

tone for his lyric cycle “Čast' reči”/ “A Part of Speech,” which dealt with the topic of his own 

loss of home. 

1 Introduction 

Joseph Brodsky recalled, in his essay “In Memory of Stephen Spender,” how as a 

young Leningrad poet he had identified with and desired to belong to the company of 

the English poets of Auden’s generation (the British Thirties poets, as they are 
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sometimes referred to).1 Brodsky explained this desire with what he called a typically 

Russian “nostalgia for an alternative genesis”: 

If you are born in Russia, nostalgia for an alternative genesis is inevitable. The thirties were close 

enough, as I was born in 1940. What made the decade even more congenial was its grimy, 

monochrome denomination, owing chiefly to the printed word and black-and-white cinema… 

MacNeice, Auden, and Spender – I mention them in the order I found them – made me feel at home 

at once. It wasn’t their moral vision, since my enemy, I believe, was more formidable and ubiquitous 

than theirs; it was their poetics. (Brodsky 1996: 468) 

This nostalgia for an alternative genesis was not always inevitable for Russians, as 

Brodsky seems to suggest above, but was rather a trait of a number of like-minded 

individuals of his generation.2 Putting Brodsky into a historical perspective, Gerald S. 

Smith described him as “the most outstanding individual among an exceptionally 

talented generation born in Russia between 1935 and 1941,” which “came to 

consciousness just in time for de-Stalinization” (Smith 2001: 197). Following the 

death of the totalitarian ruler in 1953, these young people started to question the 

dogmas of their fathers and grandfathers and showed a genuine interest and hunger for 

real – not Party-controlled – poetry (Alekseeva 2016; Archangel'skij 2018: 135). 

Brodsky saw his mission in building bridges with the pre-revolutionary tradition of 

Russian poetry as well as in breaking with artificial mental and cultural barriers 

erected by the Soviet regime (Milosz 1998; Hinsey and Venclova 2017). One of his 

immediate goals was to break the spell of the Soviet Union’s self-insulation from the 

West, allowing Russian poetry to engage again in a healthy and nourishing dialogue 

with literatures of other countries, as had been the case during the Golden and Silver 

Ages of Russian poetry. To counterbalance the Soviet mental iron barrier, Brodsky 

continually evoked the concept of “world culture.” This concept was passed onto 

Brodsky from his poetic predecessor and namesake Osip Mandel'štam.3 For both 

Mandel'štam and Brodsky “world culture” equaled Judeo-Greco-Roman civilization 

(Meilakh and Toporov 1972). Mandel'štam, a Jewish outcast in Imperial Russia, 

insisted that Russian culture was ancestrally affiliated with Europe (Gasparov 2001). 

Similarly, Brodsky, himself a Jewish outsider in the Soviet context, created in his 

poems, essays, and interviews a universe where American, Russian, and European 

poets existed on an equal footing – all of them loved, internalized, and learned by 

heart. 

 Brodsky’s discovery of first Polish and later English-language poetry, proved to be 

instrumental in “shedding the skin of Stalinism” (Wat 1988:199). In the long run, this 

contributed to the revival of Russian poetry in the post-Stalinist period, in which 

                                                           
1 These were Wystan Hugh Auden, Stephen Spender, Louis MacNeice, and Cecil Day-Lewis. Brodsky does not 

mention Day-Lewis, probably because of his strong Communist leanings. Spender explained that the so-called 

Auden group was not a literary movement, since it lacked the necessary prerequisites of a movement such as 

meetings, manifestoes, and common aims: “Each of them wrote a different kind of poetry from the others 

without his feeling that, in doing so, he was letting down the side.” Quoted from Spender Stephen, The Thirties 

and After (London: MacMillan Press, 1978), 19. 
2 By the same token, Andrei Sergeev, Brodsky’s Moscow friend and translator of American literature into 

Russian, wrote about their fascination in the 1960s with everything American and with America, which he and 

his contemporaries considered their second, alternative motherland. See also Sergeev 2013: 426–464.  
3 ‘Osip’ is a variant of ‘Iosif’ or ‘Joseph.’ 
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Brodsky was to play the leading role (Moranjak-Bamburac 1996). Brodsky’s 

discovery in the early 1960s of the poetry of the seventeenth-century English 

metaphysical poet John Donne (Ivanov 2000), as well as of his near contemporaries 

Robert Frost and W. H. Auden, proved to be momentous events in his career and left 

an indelible imprint on Brodsky’s own poetics (Kreps 1984; Hinsey and Venclova 

2017). Yet Brodsky’s internalization of English-language poetry did not stop there. He 

later wrote extensively on Thomas Hardy and Robert Frost, expressed his admiration 

for Wallace Stevens and Robert Lowell, and translated and committed to memory lines 

by dozens of other English-language poets (Ishov 2008). 

Of the three poets in Auden’s group mentioned in the above quote from Brodsky, only 

Auden has so far attracted substantial scholarly interest. While various aspects of 

Auden’s influence on Brodsky have been widely discussed in the past (Bethea 1992; 

Bethea 1994; Sokolov 2003a; Sokolov 2003b; Losev 2006; Reynolds 2007; Ishov 

2008; Venclova 2012; Berlina 2014; Akhapkin 2017) and even featured in Auden 

scholarship (Wasley 2011), Brodsky’s connections with Spender have drawn much 

less attention (Ishov 2015). As to Brodsky’s links with Louis MacNeice, they have so 

far been entirely neglected by scholars. 

Two discoveries have allowed me to break this impasse. The first is an archival find 

– a draft of Brodsky’s translation of one of MacNeice’s most famous poems, “Bagpipe 

Music”, which I found in the Brodsky Papers at Yale. The second is a subtext from 

MacNeice to a programmatic poem by Brodsky, in the collection A Part of Speech, 

which I unearthed by going through a collection of MacNeice’s poetry.4 The present 

article will explore these connections in order to show that there can be more than one 

way of looking for MacNeice’s presence in Brodsky’s poetry.  

1.1 “Bagpipe Music” 

In the summer of 2016, while searching for something completely different at the 

Beinecke Library archives at Yale, I came across a handwritten draft of Brodsky’s 

translation into Russian of MacNeice’s poem “Bagpipe Music.” Brodsky presumably 

did the translation towards the end of 1972 or at the beginning of 1973, i.e. already 

after his expulsion from Russia on June 4, 1972.5 Here is the translation draft followed 

by the opening of the original poem in English: 

МАКНИС 

На хер нам карусель, на хер нам тачка с рикшей 

Дайте нам лимузин и билет на стриптиз лишний 

                                  [и в ложу билетик лишний] 

Лэйра О’Фелбс встречал Новый Год утверждая, что он был трезвый 

Сбился, считая свои мослы и обнаружил третий 

                                                  [обнаружив]  

На хрен нам замерший в позе йог, на хрен нам том Блаватской 

Дайте нам чек и пучок кисеи, чтоб в такси баловаться… (Brodsky 1973) 

                                                           
4 I am indebted to the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale for making those materials available. 
5 Next to Brodsky’s Russian translation of “Bagpipe Music” in the same notebook was a handwritten draft of 

“Lagoon” – Brodsky’s first Venetian poem, which he started composing on his first visit to Venice during 

Christmas 1972. 
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The Bagpipe Music (1938) 

It’s no go the merrygoround, it’s no go the rickshaw, 

All we want is a limousine and a ticket for the peepshow.  

 
The Laird o’Phelps spent Hogmanay declaring he was sober, 

Counted his feet to prove the fact and found he had one foot over. 

 

It’s no go the Yogi-Man, it’s no go Blavatsky, 

All we want is a bank balance and a bit of skirt in a taxi. (MacNeice 1983:44) 

Brodsky has often been described as a traditionalist (Kline 1973; Proffer 2017: 207). 

Yet I would argue that his attitude towards tradition was that of an archaist-innovator, 

to use a term famously coined by Yuri Tynianov, which the critic applied to Russian 

poets of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. In fact, Brodsky has also 

been widely recognized as a bold innovator of Russian poetics (Smith 2002). This is 

particularly true when it came to enriching Russian poetry with new prosodic forms 

borrowed from other traditions, especially from poetry written in the English language 

(Kreps 1984; Scherr 2002). Indeed, adamant as Brodsky was about sticking to such 

traditional formal devices as rhyme and meter in much of his poetry, at the same time 

he also expanded the arsenal of Russian rhymes and modified traditional Russian verse 

meters, often by borrowing ideas from English-language models (Kreps 1984; Smith 

2002; Scherr 2002). It is thus not surprising that MacNeice’s light verse poem, whose 

rhythm imitates one of traditional Scottish pipes, should appeal to Brodsky. MacNeice 

himself described the unusual form of the poem thus: “It’s a poem, which on the 

surface is a nonsense poem. … One of the points about it was to try and suggest by the 

sound of the lines the noise of the bagpipes. Hence all the bad feminine rhymes in it” 

(Poetry Speaks 2001).  

MacNeice calls the feminine rhymes “bad,” because in English their use is less 

widespread than, for instance, in French or Russian (Saintsbury 1963: 538). In fact, in 

English, feminine rhymes are associated with comic, ironic, or parodic connotations 

(Walcott 1988), whereas they are quite normal in serious poetry in Russian 

(Žirmunskij 1975: 238). To reproduce the comic effect of MacNeice’s original, 

Brodsky comes up with unusual slant feminine rhymes in Russian: rikšej – lišnij, 

trezvyj – tret'ij, Blavackoj – balovat'sja. But despite those comic effects, “Bagpipe 

Music” had a serious background, as MacNeice, who worked for many years as a 

presenter for BBC Radio, explained in a sound recording of the poem: “As regards the 

content, however, there is a nucleus of fact in it. It is dealing with the cultural decline 

of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland during the 1930s and the clash between this 

dying folk culture and the new slick urban culture, which is about to supersede it” 

(Poetry Speaks 2001). 

The poem’s satirical content must have appealed to the ever-irreverent Brodsky. Yet 

in Russian, the opening of the poem, which Brodsky translated, sounds much coarser, 

less literate, than in English. It might be one of the reasons why Brodsky never 

pursued the translation any further. Another, much likelier reason might be that 

Brodsky’s priorities and concerns had changed since settling in America: he had to 

prove that his muse could survive his forced displacement from Russia, i.e. that his 
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poetic gift did not depend on geography (Grudzinska-Gross 2009: 1–8; Ishov 2020). 

By the same token, translations of his poems into English became a priority for 

Brodsky in his new linguistic environment, rather than translations from English into 

Russian, as was the case when he lived in the Soviet Union (Ishov 2008, 2018, 2020). 
 

1.2 MacNeice – a fellow exile? 

Despite the new linguistic challenges that accompanied Brodsky’s American 

incarnation, or precisely because of them, Brodsky always refuted the notion that his 

displacement had caused a great schism in his life, insisting instead on the idea of 

continuity with the past. Publicly and privately, his attitude would be that essentially 

nothing extraordinarily new had happened in his life when he was forced to leave 

Russia.6 However, several scholars have observed that, when it came to his metrics, 

the change was conspicuous. In fact, up until the late 1960s and early 1970s, Brodsky 

had predominantly used the syllabotonic verse meters of the classical Russian poetic 

tradition (Smith 2002; Scherr 2002). Brodsky’s settling in America coincided with his 

gradual passage to accentual verse, or loose dol'nik, as his predominant meter. 

Incidentally, in the same essay “In Memory of Stephen Spender,” quoted at the 

opening of this article, Brodsky acknowledged that he first became attracted to 

accentual verse after having read MacNeice’s poem “Bagpipe Music”: “it was their 

poetics. It unshackled me: above all, metrically and stanzaically. After “Bagpipe 

Music,” the good old tetrametric, quatrain-bound job seemed – initially at least – less 

tempting” (Brodsky 1996: 468). 

All the twenty poems from the cycle “Čast' reči” / “A Part of Speech” (1975–1976) 

were, in fact, written in loose dol'nik.7 In this cycle, Brodsky makes an attempt to 

come to terms with the feeling of loss of his home country and language. Brodsky’s 

treatment of the painful topic is, however, radically different from the sentimental 

nostalgia characteristic of much poetry by Russian émigrés of the previous waves of 

emigration (Matič 2014). I would argue that it might be ascribed in part to MacNeice’s 

influence, which helped Brodsky avoid the usual Russian pitfalls in the treatment of 

the topic of displacement. In fact, MacNeice was himself somewhat of an exile.

  

Unlike Auden and Spender, MacNeice was not English. He was born in Belfast, 

Northern Ireland into the family of the Anglican rector, who “against the grain of his 

                                                           
6 A friend of Brodsky’s, the Italian professor of Russian literature Fausto Malcovati, who had first met the poet 

in the late 1960s, when he lived with his parents in a communal apartment in Leningrad, the famous “room and a 

half,” was struck years later by how different the poet’s life in New York was from the one he had witnessed in 

the USSR. Malcovati asked Brodsky how he coped with such a radical change of lifestyle and situation. This 

was Brodsky’s answer, according to Malcovati: “One day I noticed that the hand which puts a Mozart LP on the 

recorder is the same hand, which used to make the same movement when I lived at my parents’ house in 

Leningrad and the LP is the same, too. At that moment I realized that nothing had essentially changed in my 

life.” (The translation from Italian is my own.) Zakhar Ishov, “Interview with Fausto Malcovati,” Berlin, 

November 21, 2011. 
7 Brodsky’s first English-language poetry collection published in the US in 1980 under his supervision, as well 

as the original Russian one published in 1977 by Carl Proffer in Michigan, were both named after this cycle: A 

Part of Speech / Chast’ rechi. 
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particular class and creed” supported the idea of Ireland’s national independence 

(Home Rule). As the MacNeice scholar Terence Brown observes: “for those 

associated with Anglo-Ireland … the period … of Louis MacNeice’s childhood and 

adolescence… was one of profound identity crisis” (Brown 1975: 8). At the age of 

five, MacNeice lost his mother. At the age of ten, he was sent to school in England, 

then went to Oxford, taught classics in Birmingham, and after WWII worked for the 

BBC. In England MacNeice was always regarded as Irish. Brown calls MacNeice “the 

true exile”: 

He spent time in various countries … but in none does he seem to have been moved to anything 

beyond the intelligent tourist’s response. Where other writers of MacNeice’s generation sought out 

cultures and locations with which they might identify, MacNeice remained detached. Isherwood after 

his period in Berlin would happily settle in the sunshine of California, Auden would opt for 

American citizenship and the life of a New Yorker, but for MacNeice, exile from Ireland left him, 

finally, a stranger everywhere. (Brown 1975: 15) 

But because of his unique Anglo-Irish perspective, his ability to observe both shores 

from the top of the hill, as Brodsky would have put it, he could see Ireland as neither 

the Irish nor English were able to. MacNeice explained this himself in his excellent 

monograph on the poetry of W. B. Yeats, a poet with whom he strongly identified: 

Most Irish people cannot see Ireland clearly because they are busy grinding axes. Many English 

people cannot see her clearly because she gives them a tear in the eye; only this year (1939) at a 

London performance of The Playboy of the Western World I overheard people in the audience saying 

to each other “Aren’t the Irish sweet!” (MacNeice 1941: 39)  

An outcast in his country of origin, MacNeice had a very disenchanted view of 

Ireland’s sectarianism, parochialism, and violence, as Brown notes:  

Ireland’s penchant for dangerous fantasy, for myopic myth, for political and cultural befuddlement, 
for human waste in the cause of unrealistic abstraction, would be surgically analysed in his poems, 

until a near total disillusionment resulted from Ireland’s neutrality in the Second World War when in 

“Neutrality” he would write a savage indictment of what he saw as the country’s callous self-

absorption at a time of international crisis. (Brown 1975: 12) 

MacNeice’s 1935 poem “Valediction” offers an example of his sober critical 

assessment of the Irish situation:  
 

Between the islands, sleek and black and irrelevant 

They cannot depose logically what they want: 

Died by gunshot under borrowed pennons,  

Sniped from the wet gorse and taken by the limp fins 

By peasants with long lips and the whisky-drinker’s cough.  

Park your car in the city of Dublin, see Sackville Street 

Without the sandbags in the old photos, meet 

The statues of the patriots, history never dies, 

At any rate in Ireland, arson and murder are legacies 

Like old rings hollow-eyed without their stones 

Dumb talismans. (MacNeice 1966: 52) 
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Here MacNeice gives a clinical portrayal of the psychology of the dwellers of Dublin 

– a city with which he became familiar and felt at home in as an adult. 

The analogy between Brodsky’s and MacNeice’s exiles might not seem altogether 

convincing at first. While both poets were outcasts in many ways, in their home 

countries as well as abroad, there was also a major difference in their predicaments. 

While MacNeice’s exile was voluntary, Brodsky was forced to leave his home without 

the possibility of return. MacNeice was free to pick and choose his identity, whereas 

Brodsky was left with far less choice. Yet, I would still argue that MacNeice’s unique 

attitude, which combined a disenchanted view of Ireland with a profound love for the 

country and its landscape, proved inspirational for Brodsky in dealing with his own 

loss of home country. I will exemplify this through a comparison of MacNeice’s poem 

“Carrickfergus” (1938) with Brodsky’s poem «Я родился и вырос в балтийских 

болотах» (1975), which later appeared in English under the title: “I was born and 

grew up in the Baltic marshland” (1978). 

1.3 “From the Belfast gantries to the Baltic marshland”: MacNeice’s 

subtext in Brodsky’s cycle “Chast’ rechi” 

In the cycle “Čast’ reči,” Brodsky attempts to come to terms poetically with his 

condition of exile. Natalia Galatsky has argued that one of Gogol’s St. Petersburg 

stories “Diary of a Madman” (Gogol 1969) provides a subtext to Brodsky’s “A Part of 

Speech” (Galatsky 2000). Although Galatsky makes some interesting points,8 I believe 

that with Brodsky, one must always look for English literary subtexts alongside the 

Russian ones. I will argue that there are some striking similarities between MacNeice’s 

poem “Carrickfergus” and one of Brodsky’s most memorable poems, “I was born and 

grew up in the Baltic marshland,” which opens the English-language version of the 

cycle “A Part of Speech.” In the original Russian version of the cycle, the poem’s 

number is seven. I believe that this difference is not accidental and deserves special 

consideration in and of itself. Here is the poem in Russian, followed by an English 

translation by Daniel Weissbort subsequently revised by Brodsky, with the rhyme 

scheme noted for each: 

Я родился и вырос в балтийских болотах, подле  A 

серых цинковых волн, всегда набегавших по две,  A 

и отсюда – все рифмы, отсюда тот блеклый голос,  B 

вьющийся между ними, как мокрый голос,  B 

если вьется вообще. Облокотясь на локоть,  C 

раковина ушная в них различит не рокот,   C 

но хлопки полотна, ставень, ладоней, чайник,  D 

кипящий на керосинке, максимум – крики чаек.  D 

В этих плоских краях то и хранит от фальши  E 

сердце, что скрыться негде и видно дальше.  E 

Это только для звука пространство всегда помеха:  F 

глаз не посетует на недостаток эха.     F 

                                                           
8 For instance, some poems in “A Part of Speech” address the topic of the lyrical hero losing his speech, which 

had to do with Brodsky’s anxiety of losing his Russian language, the main medium of his poetry, in the United 

States. 
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(Brodskiĭ 2000a: 81)  

 

I was born and grew up in the Baltic marshland  A 

by zinc-gray breakers that always marched on  A 

in twos. Hence all rhymes, hence that wan flat voice  b  
that ripples between them like hair still moist,  b  

if it ripples at all. Propped on a pallid elbow,  C 

the helix picks out of them no sea rumble   C 

but a clap of canvas, of shutters, of hands, a kettle  D 

on the burner, boiling - lastly, the seagull’s metal  D 

cry. What keeps hearts from falseness in this flat region  E 

is that there is nowhere to hide and plenty of room for vision. E 

Only sounds needs echo and dreads its lack.  f  

A glance is accustomed to no glance back.    f  

(Brodsky 2000b: 101)  

Both Brodsky’s and MacNeice’s poems are written in accentual meter and both have 

alternating feminine and masculine rhymes, with a very similar rhythmical flow. The 

original poem by Brodsky features six pairs of feminine rhymes throughout. This is 

not rare in Russian, but rather an exception for English-language poetry, as I have 

mentioned already. Maintaining the pattern with all the feminine rhymes in English 

must have seemed impossible for Daniel Weissbort, who translated the cycle into 

English. But Brodsky, who was familiar with MacNeice’s poem, as well as with other 

English language poems featuring alternating feminine and masculine rhymes, was 

adamant that it should be possible to preserve this pattern in translation of his Russian 

poem into English. Accordingly, Brodsky marginally revised Weissbort’s version, to 

the great frustration of the translator (Ishov 2018).9 Both MacNeice and Brodsky make 

strong use of enjambments in their respective poems, which again seems to be more of 

a trademark of Brodsky’s poetry, although we find them also in MacNeice. The 

respective opening lines sound almost identical because of the sound similarity 

between the words “Belfast” and “Baltic”. Here are the opening stanzas of MacNeice’s 

“Carrickfergus”: 

 

I was born in Belfast between the mountain and the gantries  A 

 To the hooting of lost sirens and the clang of trams:  b 

Thence to Smoky Carrick in County Antrim   A 

 Where the bottle-neck harbour collects the mud which jams  b 

 

The little boats beneath the Norman castle,    C 

 The pier shining with lumps of crystal salt;   d 

The Scotch Quarter was a line of residential houses   C 

 But the Irish Quarter was a slum for the blind and halt.   d 

 

The brook ran yellow from the factory stinking of chlorine,   E 

 The yarn-mill called its funeral cry at noon;   f 

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

 

The Norman walled this town against the country   G 

                                                           
9 Brodsky’s revisions did not please Weissbort, which resulted in a heated epistolary exchange between them 

(Ishov 2018). 
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 To stop his ears to the yelping of his slave   h 

And built a church in the form of a cross but denoting   G 

 The list of Christ on the cross in the angle of the nave.   h.  

(MacNeice 1988: 24-25)  

There are some noteworthy overlaps in the subject matter of the two poems. Both 

feature each poet’s native landscape. Furthermore, the beauty of both the landscapes is 

of a very uncommon kind. This is even more the case with MacNeice, whose native 

landscape features sights of industrial squalor. Both poems also imply a certain 

correspondence between the inconspicuous nature of the landscapes’ beauty and the 

hidden movements of the human heart, which only poetry of a very personal kind is 

capable of capturing. In his essay “Experiences with Images,” MacNeice uses 

“Carrickfergus” to illustrate his poetic approach: 

…an image is not an end in itself; only the poem is the end, that dramatic unity which must have its 

downs as well as ups but which, above all, must be self-coherent. A dull image, a halting rhythm, a 

threadbare piece of diction, which further that end, are far, far better than a sparkling image, a 

delightful rhythm or a noble piece of diction which impede it. (MacNeice [1949] 1987: 158–159)  

The idea of finding beauty in ostensibly inconspicuous images does not solely belong 

to MacNeice, of course. A poem “To my Muse” by Evgenij Baratynskij, whom 

Brodsky sometimes ranked even higher than Alexander Pushkin among the Russian 

Golden Age poets, provides another example (Proffer 2017). In fact, Brodsky 

borrowed the title for his Nobel Lecture, “Uncommon Visage,” from this poem by 

Baratynskij. In his “Carrickfergus,” however, MacNeice does not describe a muse, but 

his native landscape, endowing it with a number of metaphysical features, which turns 

it into MacNeice’s sacred landscape. I would argue that the same occurs in Brodsky’s 

poem in question. Yet, while Brodsky’s poem is more abstract, MacNeice’s is a 

concrete landscape of his childhood distilled into poetry. Indeed, as one MacNeice 

critic observes, there was ‘chemistry’ between MacNeice and Carrickfergus, which 

was for him “a true microcosm, rich in creative potential” (Longley 1988: 4). 

MacNeice suggests in an essay that knowing the landscape of Carrickfergus 

“instinctively” from childhood allowed him to transform all those not necessarily 

attractive images into material for lyrical poetry: 

[I] was born in 1907 in Belfast and brought up on the northern shore of Belfast Lough, i.e., in 

primitive rustic cottages and farmyard noises and hooters more or less balanced each other. Thus the 

factory entered my childhood’s mythology long before I could place it in any social picture. As for 

the sea, it was something I hardly ever went on but there it was always, not visible from our house 

but registering its presence through foghorns. It was something alien, foreboding, dangerous, and 

only very rarely blue. But at the same time (since until I was ten I had only once crossed it) it was a 

symbol of escape. So was the railway which ran a hundred yards below our house but N.B. the noise 

of the trains – and this goes for the foghorns and the factory hooters also – had a significance apart 

from what caused that noise; impinging on me before I knew what they meant... (MacNeice [1949] 

1987: 158–159) 
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In “I was born and grew up in the Baltic marshland,” Brodsky creates a slightly more 

esoteric sacred landscape of his own based on the model of MacNeice’s private 

landscape: it is a Northern flatland, the Baltic, the breakers are grey – a color, which is 

always associated with the topic of time in Brodsky’s poetry, as Ekaterina Vanšenkina 

comments (Vanšenkina 1996: 41). In the same way as MacNeice was consciously 

working with “dull images, halting rhythms, threadbare pieces of diction” (MacNeice 

[1949] 1987: 158–159), so was Brodsky obsessed with the idea of the neutrality of his 

diction, its monochrome qualities, which were supposed to resemble, Brodsky 

maintained, the monochrome texture of time (Vail 2001). Unlike MacNeice’s 

landscape, however, Brodsky’s landscape is not necessarily traceable to any concrete 

place. This is not a cityscape of St. Petersburg recognizable from his essays “Less than 

One,” “A Guide to a Renamed City,” or “A Room and a Half.” At most, the landscape 

depicted in “I was born and grew up in the Baltic marshland” evokes the outskirts of 

St. Petersburg such as Kellomäki (known since the Soviet period as Komarovo) that 

feature in other poems of the cycle “A Part of Speech.” At the same time, the opening 

of the poem “I was born and grew up in the Baltic marshland” even follows the same 

movements of MacNeice’s “Carrickfergus.” Both open with what looks like an 

autobiographical statement: 

 

“I was born in Belfast between the mountain and the gantries” (MacNeice)  

“I was born and grew up in the Baltic marshland” (Brodsky) 

 

In their third lines, however, the two poems go their separate ways. MacNeice uses the 

pronoun “thence,” which allows the landscape to expand in his memory. In Brodsky’s 

poem, a similar-sounding pronoun “hence” introduces different semantics – that of 

causality. Here the Baltic landscape suggests the genealogy of the author’s poetry, 

revealing the hidden motifs that brought it into existence. Auden’s elegy “In 

Memoriam W. B. Yeats,” whose metrical form Brodsky borrowed for his “Verses on 

the Death of T. S. Eliot,” contained the famous line: “mad Ireland hurt you into 

poetry.”10 Brodsky’s poem suggests that in his case it was “the Baltic marshland” that 

had “hurt him into poetry.” The breakers “that always marched on in twos” brought 

about his obsession with rhymes; the private unobtrusive nature of this landscape’s 

dominant sounds determined the private character of Brodsky’s poetry, as opposed to 

the roaring sounds (“rokot”) produced by more public types of verse. Auden himself 

commented on this aspect of Brodsky’s poetry in his “Foreword” to Brodsky’s 

Selected Poems.11 Furthermore, Brodsky suggests that the roots of his poetry lie not 

only in the least emphatic aspects of his native landscape, but also in the most 

disheartening ones: «В этих плоских краях то и хранит от фальши/ сердце, что 

скрыться негде и видно дальше.» / («Я родился и вырос в балтийских болотах, 

подле») “What keeps hearts from falseness in this flat region/ is that there is nowhere 

                                                           
10 “Wystan … wrote the introduction to my Selected [Poems] and must have realized that my “Verses on the 

Death of T. S. Eliot” is based on his “In Memory of W. B. Yeats.” (Brodsky 1996: 469–470) 
11 “Unlike the work of some of his contemporaries, Mr. Brodsky’s seems to stand outside what might be called 

the Mayakovsky tradition of ‘public’ poetry. It never uses a fortissimo. Indeed, original as he is, I would be 

inclined to classify Mr. Brodsky as a traditionalist.” (Auden 1973: 10) 
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to hide and plenty of room for vision.” (“I was born and grew up in the Baltic 

marshland,” Brodsky). Brodsky’s poetry often precedes his prose and later, in the 

essay “Less than One,” Brodsky expanded on a similar idea, arguing that from the 

flow of the Neva River into the Baltic Sea he had learned more about stoicism than 

from any book: “… from the gray, reflecting river flowing down to the Baltic, with an 

occasional tugboat in the midst of it struggling against the current, I have learnt more 

about infinity and stoicism than from mathematics and Zeno” (Brodsky 1986: 5). 

Most noticeably, acoustic perceptions play a prominent role in both poems: the 

sounds of which MacNeice is aware are “the hooting of lost sirens and the clang of 

trams,” while Brodsky’s “helix” distinguishes a “clap of canvas, of shutters, of hands, 

a kettle/ on the burner, boiling – lastly, the seagull’s metal/ cry.” The MacNeice 

scholar Edna Longley suggests that his poetry is “full both of onomatopoeic words and 

cadences, and of words for sounds: hooting, clang, jingles, “dingle-dongle,” twang 

“creaks and cawings,” gulp, clatter, pop, click, boom, blare, crackle, cackle, clink, 

splash, bark, purr, roar, thrumming, yammering, “tick by tick,” which she associates 

with MacNeice’s work, from 1941 to 1961, for the BBC as a producer and writer in 

the renowned Features Department (Longley 1988:6). 

The prominence of sounds in Brodsky’s “I was born and grew up in the Baltic 

marshland” seems to hark back to MacNeice. On the other hand, for Brodsky, the 

inconspicuous sounds featuring in his sacred landscape are ultimately supposed to 

reflect the sonorous qualities of his poetry: “a clap of canvas, of shutters, of hands, a 

kettle/ on the burner, boiling – lastly, the seagull’s metal/ cry.” Seen from this angle, 

Brodsky’s sacred landscape is perhaps closer to Baratynskij than to MacNeice, or 

perhaps it rather lies somewhere in between the Russian and English sources. Seen 

either way, a recurring leitmotif in much of Brodsky’s verse written in exile is that 

language and poetry are his only true homeland (Brodsky 1976; Kulle 1996). 

1.4 Conclusions 
 

Brodsky was himself an outcast in his country of origin and did not have an easy life 

while in Russia. Yet, in his first article after his forced emigration, Brodsky expressed 

his refusal, as he put it, to “smear the gates of his home with tar”: 

I doubt that anyone would be overjoyed to be thrown out of his home. Even those who leave of their 

own accord. No matter under what circumstances you leave it, home does not cease to be home. No 

matter how you lived there – well or poorly. And I simply cannot understand why some people 

expect, and others even demand that I smear its gates with tar. Russia is my home; I lived there all 

my life, and for everything that I have in my soul I am obliged to Russia and its people. And – this is 

the main thing – obliged to its language. (Brodsky 1972: 11)  

At the same time, Brodsky was always critical of the Soviet regime. To save him from 

another extreme, that of sentimentality typical of so many Russian expatriates, 

Brodsky found in MacNeice a different model of a poet-outcast from his country of 

origins. MacNeice could be critical of Ireland because he saw it from more than one 

remove, but, at the same time, this also allowed him to express his love of the country 
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in neutral and subdued rhythms using a very personal intonation. All this came to good 

use when Brodsky was writing his cycle of poems “A Part of Speech.” 

In her article on the literature of the third wave of the Russian emigration, Olga 

Matich points to the difference between the exilic experience of Brodsky’s wave and 

that of the first wave that fled from the Bolsheviks. Collective nostalgia and the idea of 

return to Russia was part of the mythology of the first wave of Russian émigrés 

(Matich 2014). Brodsky had to overcome existential and artistic crises following his 

exile without relying on the crutches of collective myths. I have tried to show that his 

initial familiarity, love, and appropriation of Anglophone literature helped him find 

alternative models of coping with and interpreting exile, and ultimately transforming 

his new experience into new poetry. As often with Brodsky, the influence of English 

poetry was always first absorbed on the level of form, i.e. on the level of metrical and 

prosodic appropriation. With the new form there came a new tonality, more neutral 

and detached that had no previous equivalents in Russian poetry, but which became 

available in the poetry of the Anglo-Irish exile MacNeice. Perhaps by opening his 

cycle in the English-language edition of A Part of Speech with this poem, Brodsky was 

possibly sending a message in a bottle to his Russian readers: what looks like a very 

intimate Russian poem of nostalgia, has in reality an English language echo. In other 

words, when we think of Brodsky’s poetics Mandel'štam’s concept of “nostalgia for 

world culture” is a more applicable concept than the archetypal nostalgia of Russian 

exiles. 
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