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	PRAYER BEFORE BIRTH

	Summary: The title of this poem establishes the voice of this dramatic monologue as an unborn child. Using this voice, Louis MacNeice crafts a moving protest against the devastating effects of totalitarian regimes such as the Nazis during the Second World War.
	Biographical: Born in Belfast, Louis MacNeice was an outsider almost from the beginning. He was raised among books, but after his mother’s death his father remarried and Louis was sent to boarding schools in England. He attended Oxford University and rose to fame in the 1930s; in the 1940s, he joined the BBC where he wrote and produced well-regarded radio dramas alongside his poems.
	

	Part 1: The narrator establishes his identity and naïve persona. (S. 1)
	“O hear me”
“bat or… rat or… stoat or…”

	The imperative and direct address suggest desperation; polysyndeton captures the irrational childhood fears.
	
	

	Part 2: The anaphora shifts the poem to an incantation with real world threats (S. 2)
	“tall walls wall me”
“wise lies lure me”
“black racks rack me”
	The repetition, alliteration and internal rhyme reinforce the claustrophobic fear here.
	Interpretation: This poem was inspired by MacNeice’s deep despair at what had happened to Europe during the Second World War. He saw the rise of Nazism and other totalitarian states as a hugely worrying development.
He was not alone, but what makes MacNeice’s protest so moving is its use of dramatic monologue. His clever conceit is to replace his own voice with that of an unborn child, thereby making readers contemplate the influence of these regimes on the most helpless and innocent in society.
In combination with this conceit, he creates a hypnotic rhythm to his poem by using anaphora at the outset of each stanza to give form to the ‘prayer’. The way in which each stanza begins with ‘I’ but closes with ‘me’ also underlines how such a cruel world erases our attempts to define ourselves and form our own identities.
The short stanza referring to the man “who thinks he is God” might be applied to any number of dictators who cost the lives of millions during this era: Hitler, Franco, Mussolini or indeed Stalin.
	

	Part 3: The poem briefly considers the unborn child’s hopes and dreams.  (S. 3)
	“trees to talk to me”
“sky to sing to me”
“a white light… to guide me”
	Alliteration and personification add to the magic atmosphere; a metaphor for conscience.
	
	

	Part 4: The poem proceeds to detail how the world will corrupt the child. (S. 4)
	[bookmark: _GoBack]“my words… speak me”
“my life when they murder… by means of my hands”
	The inversion of the normal subject / object order captures the child’s total lack of agency.
	
	

	Part 5:  The child’s fate unravels into a life of humiliation. (S. 5)
	“rehearse me”
“parts I must play”
“cues I must take”
	The semantic field of the theatre reinforces that the child is not in control.
	
	

	Part 6: The child details two shocking alternatives in the world and its reaction (S.6-8)
	 “a cog in the machine”
“a stone… spill me”

	These metaphors express the child’s fears of becoming a killer or a victim. 
	
	

	Partner Poems: If, War Photographer, The Tyger
	“I am not yet born”
“otherwise kill me”
	In a shocking climax, the child prefers to be aborted than face either of the fates above.
	
	



