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INTRODUCTION 

Yeats*s greatness i s secure.1 

• • . the nervous romantic sighing through the 
reeda of the *eighties and »ninetles and the 
worldly rea l i s t plain-speaking in the twenties . 8 

. . . he exulted in h is incorrigible romanticism.3 

William Butler Yeats (1865-1929) was the l a s t of the 

great Romantics. He i s today considered by most c r i t i c s to 

be the dominant poet, as well as one of the most interesting 

and significant men, of his time. Interest in his poetry, his 

plays, his essays, was strong — i f controversial — in his 

own day, and has deepened sinoe his death, an interest free 

now from the glow of praise or the shadow of reproach cast on 

h is l i terary reputation in his own day. Re i s credited with 

the founding and organising of the Irish Literary Revival and 

the Ir ish National Theatre as well as the inspiring of the 

whole Celtic Renaissance, yet the excellence of his own poetic 

and dramatic work probably surpasses in Importance the influ­

ence he exerted on contemporary and later writers. 

I t i s with only one aspect of Yeats*» work that this 

record of research i s concerned. That aspect i s his Romantioi 

1 A. Norman Jeffares, W, B. Yeats. Man and Poet. 
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1949, p. v i i 

2 Richard Ellman, Yeats the Man and the Masks. N. Y. 
Macmillan, 1948, p. 1 

Ana 3 Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats. N. Y., Maomillan, 1943, 
P» 498 
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Crit ics are unanimous in admitting that Yeats was, at l eas t in 

his earlier poetry, a Romantic. But i t i s seldom that any 

c r i t i c wil l admit that the poet was a Romantic in his la ter 

poetry. None admit any traces of Romanticism in the poems of 

the middle period. Joseph Hone * admits the poet's persistent 

Romanticism in his l i f e , but does not commit himself to a 

similar statement about the poetry. Yet i t seems obvious, as 

a result of the studies that preceded and accompanied this 

research, that Yeats was a Romantic in his poetry as in his 

l i f e from f i r s t to l a s t . The type of Romanticism changed from 

the languorous to the despairing to the passionate, but i t was 

Romanticism throughout. That contention, aggressive enough 

to be Yeatsian, has dominated the pages that follow. 

From the admitted starting point of Yeats'a early 

Romanticism, an analysis of the nature, quantity, and inten­

sity of his Romanticism has naturally followed. Much care 

has been taken to set the subject in i t s proper perspective. 

Norman Jeffares^writes that Yeats 

. . . devoted his l i f e to l i terature , and in a pecu­
l i a r l y personal way. He drew muoh of his material from 
his l i f e ; his emotions coloured a l l that he read; and 
almost a l l that he wrote was subjective. The man and 
the ar t i s t cannot be separated; his l i f e and his writings 
are complementary and interwoven to an unusual degree. 
His l i f e throws l ight on his works and his works reflect 

4 See preceding page, quotation 3 

5 Jeffares, OP. c i t . . p. v i l 
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that l i f e . Therefore some knowledge of h is l i f e 
and background i s necessary for the better under­
standing of his poetry.6 

In order that the quality of Romanticism may not be conceived 

as existing in a vacuum, not only Yeats'a l i f e and the 

definition of Romanticism i t s e l f must be considered, but his 

personal, national, and l i terary background as well . From 

this necessary foundation there wil l r ise the body of the 

essay, a detailed study of the nature and occurrence of 

specific Romantic qualit ies in his lyr ic and personal poetry. 

Such a study has not previously been undertaken in any of the 

numerous Interesting and valuable cr i t i ca l works on Yeats 

published up unti l this time. I t wi l l stress the Romantio 

idea of escape, and wil l show that such qualit ies as revolt , 

solitude, melancholy, egotism, the creating of an ideal 

love and an ideal world, and interest in the supernatural in 

a l l i t s forms — dream, vision, the sp ir i t , fairy belief , 

mysticism, symbolism —, are a l l types of this escape and are 

a l l found in Yeats's poetry. 

One of the most continuously productive of writers, 

Yeats has published approximately f i fteen volumes of poetry, 

eightoen volunoo of plays, and ninoteen volumes of miscellan­

eous prose works. In addition he has edited and written 

6 Jeffares, l oo , c i t . . 
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introduct ions for several other volumes of pro Be and poetry. 

Any attempt a t c l a s s i f i ca t ion of h i s work i s , however, 

complicated by many fac to r s . Much of hie work (a t l e a s t 

50,000 pages) has not yet been published, and innumerable 

poems, essays, and t a l e s , published over a l i fe t ime in news­

papers and magazines, have not since been col lec ted . Then, 

too, h is repeated and frequently dras t ic revis ions of h is own 

poetry have so a l te red many e a r l i e r poems as to render them 

in t h e i r f inal draft not wholly cha rac te r i s t i c of the period 

in which they were or ig ina l ly wr i t ten . 

The bas is of t h i s study has been as much as was 

available of Yeats ' s l y r i c poetry. This has been considered 

side by side with h is dramatic output in poetry and prose, and 

in the l i g h t of h i s autobiographical, and c r i t i c a l works. 

Volumes of biography and c r i t i c i sm by JoBeph Hone, Horatio 

Krans, Richard Ellman, Norman Jef fa res , T. R. Henn, and others , 

have been valuable. Meanwhile more remote and scat tered com­

ment on the poet by friends and associa tes has proved helpful 

as well . 

I t has proved at once easy and d i f f i cu l t to write 

about Yeats ' s l i f e : easy, because he himself wrote so much 

of an autobiographical np.ture, and because in contemporary 

l i t e r a t u r e there are BO many references to hira; diff icul ty 

because of h i s tendency to poBe, to exaggerate, to belect , to 

• rea te myths about himself, sometimes e i the r consciously or 
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unconsciously to suppress opinions on occultism and magic 

which played such an important par t in Ms l i f e , and also 

because he was so many-sided, so mult i far ious of mood and 

act ion, that he revealed himself dif ferent ly to each man 

and woman he met. 

Richard Ellman quotes Maud Gonne as wri t ing, 

• • • h i s Autobiographies gave l i t t l e indicat ion of the 
in tens i ty and enthusiasm which raged in h is youth; 
the self-possessed old man had buried the extravagant 
boy,7 

Many acquaintances based the i r judgement of Yeats almost 

wholly on externa ls , and each of these saw a different man; 

a few looked deeper, but even of these each perceived a 

different soul and a different mind, for the vision of each 

was a l tered or coloured by his own prejudices and passions 

as each reacted in his own way to a man so strongly individual , 

s i lhouet ted against the turbulent and passionate background 

of the age and the country. Only by careful pruning and 

constant checking has i t been possible to approximate a true 

picture of Yeats through the various stages of his development. 

Set free from the clouds of the controversial and non-essent ia l , 

the poet, the dramatis t , the n a t i o n a l i s t , the p o l i t i c i a n , Yeats 

emerges a l l the c l ea re r , the man himself, shorn of pose and 

affecta t ion, ne i ther god nor hero. 

& Maud Gonne, Yftnt» and Ireland, in | c a t t e r i n f i 
Branches. Tributes to the Memory of W, B, Yeats, N. * . , 
Macmillan, 1940, p . 21, quoted by Ellman, op* Qjt.» p . A 



CHAPTER I 

YEATS THE MAN 

. . . i t i s necessary that the lyric poet*s 
l i f e should be known, that we should understand 
that h i s poetry i s no rootless flower but the 
speech of a man.* 

I was a stranger there.2 

No study of the poetry of W. B. Yeats could be under­

taken without a preliminary study of the l i f e and character 

from which the poetry grew. In such a study the influence 

of heredity i s extremely significant, and i s therefore 

discussed in some deta i l . The account of Yeats*s l i f e f a l l s 

naturally into three divisions; h i s ehildhood and early youth, 

h i s young and later manhood, and his middle and old age. The 

f i r s t period, one of extreme melancholy and frustration, 

lasted up to about the age of twenty; the second period, that 

marked by his hopeless love for Maud Gonne, ended with his 

marriage to Georgie Hyde-Lees at the age of fifty-two; the 

third period, one of greater peace and happiness, ended with 

his death at the age of seventy-four. 

1 W. B. Yeats, unpublished notes for London lecture 
on Contemporary Poetry dictated in Dublin in 1910, quoted by 
Richard Ellman in Yeats, the Man and the Masks. N. Y,, 
iaoa i l lan , 1948, p. 5. 

2 W. B. Yeata, Autobiography. N. Y., Macmillan, 
1938, p. 60 
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1. Heredity. 

By marriage with the Pollexfens I have given 
a tongue to the s e a - c l i f f s . 0 

William Butler Yeats was born at Sandyaount near 

Dublin on June 13, 1865, of that Anglo-Irish stock which 

so often i s more strongly nat ional is t ic than the native 

Irish, Re was the eldest son of John Butler Yeats, well-

known Irish ar t i s t , and Susan Pollexfen Yeats. 

The Yeats family belonged originally to the English 

merchant e lass , but was linked by marriage to the Butlers, 

Anglo-Irish gentry who claimed some French blood. I t was 

to this French ancestry, J . B. Yeats said, that the family 

owed their charm and good manners.4 The poet's paternal 

grandfather and great-grandfather were clergymen of the 

Chureh of Ireland, both apparently very remarkable men end 

as strongly individual in their sphere as art i s t and poet 

were in theirs . Indeed the whole family appear to have been 

unusually talented. J. B. Yeats quoted Sir William Wilde, 

father of Oscar Wilde and himself a well-known Dublin 

3 J. B. Yeats in Letters to his Son W. B« Yeats 
and Others. London, Faber, 1944, p. 29, quoted by Joeeph 
Hone, W. B. Yeats. N. Y., Macmillan, 1943, p. 18. 

4. J. B. Yeats, Letters to his Son W. B. Yeats and 
Others. London, Faber, 1944, p. 93 
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physician, as saying, "The Yeats's were the cleverest and 

most spirited people I ever met." Q This statement i s 

proved by many anecdotes written by W. B. Yeats in his 

Autobiography. 3 

Of h is own father J. B. Yeats wrote: 

My father was sweet-tempered and affectionate, 
also he constantly read Shelley, and, no l e s s , 
Shelley's antidote, Charles Lamb. To be with him 
was to be caught up into a web of delicious 
visionary hopefulness. • . And he would talk of 
h i s youth and boyhood in the West of Ireland where 
he had fished and shot and hunted, and had not a 
care." 

J. B. Yeats was himself a worthy father of a poet 

son. In a lecture delivered in Ottawa on May 29, 1950, 

Padralc Colum, friend and prote'ge of Yeats and himself an 

Irish poet and dramatist of note, commented that W. B, 

Yeats 

. . . had a very remarkable father . • • the finest 
in a l l l i terary history, 8 

and explained further how effect ive the elder Yeats*s 

precepts and crit icism had been in molding the poetic and 

dramatic art of his famous son. 

5 J. B. Yeats, op. P i t . , p. 144. 

6 W. B, Yeats, Autobiography. N.Y., Macmillan, 1938. 

7 J. B. Yeats, quoted by Hone, op. cit.. p. 7. 

8 Padralc Colum, lecture on The Irish National 
Theatre. Technical School Auditorium, Ottawa, May 29, 1950. 
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As a ohi ld, much older than h i s brothers , J . B. Yeats 

led a lonely and so l i t a ry l i f e , — not too great a p i ty , for 

i t sent him headlong into the world of fancy and imagination. 

He wrote many years l a t e r : 

Whether ins ide the house or out in the grounds 
I was always by myself, therefore I early learned to 
sustain myself by revery and dream. Years afterwards 
I suffered a good deal from the reproofs of my e lde r s , 
for my habit of absentmindedness. Of course I was 
absentminded and am so s t i l l . In those childhood days 
I discovered the world of fantasy, and I s t i l l spend 
a l l my spare moments in that land of endearing 
enchantment. I think as a ohild I was perfect ly 
happy; my father my friend and counsellor, my mother 
my conscience.» 

As a boy, J . B. Yeats went to Liverpool and then to 

the I s l e of Man to receive h i s education, an education 

marred by too- r ig id d i sc ip l ine and severe home-sickness. 

He l a t e r attended Tr ini ty College, Dublin, where - - a f te r 

reading Bu t l e r ' s Analogy — he became a scep t i c . Then, too, 

under the influence of John Stuart Mi l l , he became 

vigorously cont rovers ia l . He wrote, "I wanted to quarrel 

with everyone.*1-0 

Physically and mentally vigorous un t i l h i s death in 

1922 at the age of 82, he remained possessed of much charm 

and wide personal and i n t e l l e c t u a l inf luence. W, B, Yeats 

9 J . B. Yeats, Early Memories: Some Chapters of 
Autobiography, Dublin, Ouala, 1923, p . 2, quoted by A. Norman 
Jeffarea , W. B. Yeats. Man and Poet. London, Paul, 1949, p . 5. 

10 J . B. Yeats, Le t t e r s , p . 28, 
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has acknowledged that he acquired his whole philosophy of 

l i f e from his father. He certainly inherited, — most 

noticeable in manhood, — his father*a mental vigour and 

delighted s k i l l in argument. But more fundamental legacies 

were the ar t i s t i c temper of mind, the love of dream and 

solitude, blended in son as in father to encourage a talent 

that was near genius. So too, as wil l be seen la t er , environ­

ment played a v i ta l role In the development of the poet, and 

here also the father's contribution was deep and significant. 

Through his mother W. B, Yeats derived from the 

Pollexfens and Middletons, sea-farers, mil lers , and ship­

builders. Daring, courageous, br i l l i an t , they were also 

eccentric and accentuated in character. There was among them, 

a lso , a tendency to melancholy: one of Yeats'a unoles, a 

br i l l iant architect, went insane. William Pollexfen, the 

poet's grandfather, was the genius who dominated the poet's 

ehildhood; he was a strong and paseionate old man l ike Lear, 

George Pollexfen, W. B.*s unole, was an eccentric and hypo­

chondriac who shared the poet*s later interest in astrology 

and the supernatural. Henry Middle ton, another uncle, shut 

himself off from the world, spent his l i f e within his l i t t l e 

es tate , and refused to see v i s i t o r s . 

Yeats's mother, a quiet and lovely woman, cared only 

for her husband and children, for the beautiful scenes of 

her native Sllgo, and for the fairy ta les and ghost 
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s t o r i e s of the p e a s a n t s of the I r i s h c o u n t r y - s i d e . Ol ive r 

El ton has descr ibed he r : 

Mrs. Yea t s , as I knew he r , was a s i l e n t , f l i t t i n g 
f i g u r e . She came from the f a i r y shores of S l i go , 
and Yeats would speak of he r as the r i g h t s o r t of 

^mother for a poet and a d reamer ,H 

She was an e x c e l l e n t s t o r y - t e l l e r , and y e t none of he r 

c h i l d r e n knew her we l l , for she could not express her 

emotions a l though they were s t rong and deep. She t a lked of 

Sl igo to her c h i l d r e n with love and long ing , and y e t 

discouraged them from d i sp l ay ing t h e i r emotions. Her 

husband once wrote , " I n a r t i c u l a t e as the s e a - c l i f f e were 

the Po l l ex fens , l y ing bur ied under mountains of s i l e n c e , * 1 2 

and added t h a t by marr iage « i t h the Po l lexfens he had, in 

h i s poet son, g iven a tongue to the s e a - c l i f f s . 1 2 

The i n f luence of h e r e d i t y i s obvious and very 

s t r i k i n g i n William B u t l e r Yeats botn as man and poe t . He 

was, more n o t i c e a b l y than the ord inary man, what h i s 

ances to r s had made him. From h i s f a t h e r he had i n h e r i t e d 

an a r t i s t i o , b eau ty - lov ing , and s e n s i t i v e s o u l , as well as 

much eham, a keen i n t e l l e c t , s t rong i n d i v i d u a l i t y , love of 

argument, and a s t rong n a t i o n a l i s m . From h i s mother there 

had come to him a h e r i t a g e of dreamy myst ic ism, love of 

11 Ol ive r E l ton , in Preface of J . B. Yeats , L e t t e r s . 
P . 5* 

1 2 . J . B. Yea t s , op . c i t « . p . 29, 
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f o l k - l o r e , and love of nature. 

Environment played no l e s s important a part in the 

development of h i s character and h i s genius . He was very 

great ly influenced by the strong p e r s o n a l i t i e s of the 

re la t ions whom he Knew in h i s childhood. Even when, in 

manhood, he l e f t home and t r i ed consciously to break away 

from h i s fa ther ' s and the Po l l ex fen ' s sphere of inf luence , 

he never succeeded in freeing himself e i ther from sp ir i tua l 

a f f i n i t y to h i s mother and long-dead ancestors or from the 

far stronger physical a f f i n i t y to h i s father, to h i s 

brothers and s i s t e r s , and to the doughty Po l lexfens . As 

he grew older he developed and fostered exaggerated pride 

of race, and i d e n t i f i e d himself with a l l those ga l l an t 

•o ld fa thers ,* 1 ^ seeing l i f e as a continuation and a 

r e p e t i t i o n . 

I declare t h i s tower i s my symbol; I declare 
This winding, gyring, aplring treadmill of a s t a i r 

i s my ancestral s t a i r ; *4 

Old Dublin merchant ' free of the ten and four* 
Or trading out of Galw&y into Spain; 
Old country scholar, Robert Emmet's fr iend, 
A hundred-year-old memory to the poor; 
Merchant and scholar who have l e f t me blood 
That has not passed through any huckster's l o i n , 
So ld iers that gave, whatever die was o a s t : 1 ^ 

13 W. B. Yeats, Col lected Poems. N. Y. , Macmillan, 
1950, p . 113. 

14 W, B. Yeats , op. o l t . . p . 268. 

15 W. B. Yeats, or;, c i t . . pe 113. 
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2. Childhood and Youth, 

. . . I remember l i t t l e of childhood but i t s p a i n . 1 6 

And therefore I am proud and sad forever.17 

From his autobiography and from l e t t e r s wri t ten by 

hie fa ther , young Willie Yeats emerges as a shy, sens i t ive , 

and nervous chi ld , so timid and so enfolded in hie own 

thoughts that some of h i s Pollexfen re la t ions considered 

him backward mentally. Like h i s mother, he was fascinated 

by fairy s to r i e s and a t a l l times he delighted in the 

lovely Sligo countryside. While he was young h is mother's 

de l ica te heal th and h i s f a t h e r ' s f inancial d i f f i c u l t i e s 

caused frequent and lengthy v i s i t s to the SLlexfen home in 

Sl igo. Even a f te r the family had >aoved to London, he and 

a l l the other members of the family except his father 

longed for the i r summer vacations in I ra land. During these 

holidays in Sligo the young Yeats began to develop a 

passionate love of the mountains and he l i s tened avidly to 

the t a les of the peasants and of the old fishermen. He 

was perpetually res t lesB, h i s thoughts a continual exci te­

ment; he had too many i n t e r e s t s , a l l pursued furiously. 

16 W. B. Yeats, Reveries Over Childhood and Youth. 
N, Y., Macmillan, 1916, p . 9. * 

17 W. B. Yeats, Unpublished Verse, quoted by 
Ellman, OP. o i t . . p . 30. 
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The boy's education was i r r egu la r and oapriciouBly 

pursued. Taught a t f i r s t ( ra ther v io lent ly and not very 

successfully) by his fa ther , he then attended a Dame School 

for a short time. He attended the Godolphin School a t 

Hammersmith in London from about 1875 to 1880, When the 

family returned to Ireland to l i v e , he was a pupil a t the 

Erasmus Smith High School in Dublin from 1881 to 1883, In 

general , he lacked applicat ion and learned l i t t l e unless he 

was bul l ied by h i s father into studying. He had some s k i l l 

in Geometry and Lat in , but was poor in a l l other subjects 

on the school cur r i cu la . Yet h is mind was act ive and 

acquis i t ive , and h i s i n t e l l e c t wa<? keen, His opinions, 

often aoquired from his fa ther , tended to be r ad ica l . He 

never won an eg say pr iae because of poor writ ing and 

spe l l ing . 

Social ly , he was never a success among h is school­

fellows. At a l l times sallow and de l i ca t e , he was bul l ied 

by h i s London classmates both because of h is physical 

weakness and h is na t iona l i t y , but he had a few loyal friends 

who saved him some persecution. In Dublin most of h is 

classmates considered him a snob. In England he forced 

himself to excel In running and diving. Both in England 

and in Ireland he revealed a strong i n t e r e s t in natural 

science, a subject which probably contributed to the 

effect ive descr ipt ion of nature in h i s e a r l i e r poetry. 
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Throughout Willie*a childhood h is father had rary 

frequently read poetry to him, always choosing that which 

was s t i r r i n g and dramat ic At about the age of f i f teen or 

sixteen he began to acquire a conscious i n t e r e s t in l i t e r a -

t u r e , and began to write vera* as wel l . J , S. Yeats 

encouraged him in both i n t e r e s t s , reading aloud passages 

from Shakespeare, Shelley, Rosse t t i , Blake, and always 

select ing the most passionate moment of play or poem. His 

judgements on poetry--meri ts , methods, themes, and s t y l e -

were sound, and he urged h is son to attempt dramatic poems, 

crammed with l i f e and passion. He gave sound and con­

s t ruc t ive c r i t i c i sms of h i s son's verse, coupled with real 

encouragement, and the poe t ' s s k i l l and technique** owed 

much to h i s trenchant advice. 

At about the age of seventeen the complexity of the 

young Yeat»*s character bogan to be revealed more fu l ly . 

Stimulated by h i s new i n t e r e s t in l i t e r a t u r e , he began to 

brood anew on h i s early enthusiasms, old legends arid the 

lovel iness of natural scenery. At the same time his mind 

turned in upon i t s e l f , and he made himself the hero of the 

books he read. In true Romantic fashion he dominated his 

whole universe, now Hamlet, now Manfred, now Prometheus, 

now Prince Athanase, always s o l i t a r y , aloof, splendid. He 

played with the magician image; in magic he could find the 
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power over men that was denied to him in l i f e . And so he 

dramatised himself in h i s day-dreams, as sage, magician, and 

poet . This a t t i tude i s e s s e n t i a l l y romantic, 

A thicket at the Junction of three roads, he wrote 

l a t e r , gave him h i s f i r s t idea of what a long poem should 

be, *a region into which one might wander from the cares of 

l i f e " , 1 8 with characters *no more real than the shadows 

that people the t h i c k e t * , 1 8 This, as w i l l be shown more 

c lear ly in Chapter I I , i s a typ ica l ly romantic at t i tude to 

l i f e and l i t e r a t u r e . Poems and plays written at about t h i s 

time, and large ly unpublished, show the influence of Spenser 

and Shelley and the Pre-Raphaelites; they are unusually 

luxurious in descr ipt ion , with heroes who are a l l aspects of 

himself, proud, sad, u t t e r l y despising the orowd. 

Yeats was, therefore, a typical romantic at th i s time, 

l o s t in dreams and fantasy, centred upon h i s own moods and 

emotions, seeking escape from r e a l i t y in legend and in nature, 

preferring reverie and so l i tude to company, preferring the 

simple folk to the w e l l - t o - d o . He sought escape from h i s 

physical l i m i t a t i o n s , h i s d e l i c a t e health, h i s awkwardness 

and weakness, from the disapproval of h i s courageous and 

cheerful father and the hearty, a t h l e t i c P o l l e x f e n s . Timid 

and r e s t l e s s , he was constantly tormented by an acute 

18 Joseph Hone, OP. p i t . , p . 38. 
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re l ig ious consciousness, in i t s e l f largely a revol t against 

h i s father*a scepticism. 

When he was eighteen he l e f t high school, but refused 

to go to Trini ty College both because he feared he could not 

pass the entrance examinations and because he had not money 

for fees . His lack of higher education was always a severe 

mort i f icat ion t o him, for i t added to his sense of i n f e r i o r i t y . 

In 1884 and 1885 he attended the Metropolitan School of Art 

in Dublin, and l a t e r attended the Royal Hibernian Academy 

School. Never prof ic ient a t a r t , and always too timid to 

paint as he wished, he was confused by the conf l ic t between 

h is own romantic tendencies and the anti-romantic tendencies 

of the a r t school. One in te res t ing and far-reaching effect 

of h is attendance a t Art School was the beginning of a long 

and Intimate friendship with George Russel l , the mystic and 

poet who wrote l a t e r under the pen-name of AE. Yeats and 

Russell shared a deep and abiding i n t e r e s t in mysticism and 

sp i r i tua l i sm. 

Yeats developed from a melancholy child to an 

unhappy young man, from a solemn and dreamy small boy to 

a so l i t a ry and a r t i s t i c young man — an in t rover t whose 

poetry c lear ly ref lec ted his romantic a t t i t ude to l i f e 

and his absorption in himBelf. His i n t e r e s t in magic, in 

the supernatural , in the occul t , was already deeply rooted. 
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3 , Yeats in Manhood, 

The woods of Arcady are dead. 
And over i s the ir antique joy; 
Of old the world on dreaming fed; 
Grey Truth i s now her painted toy . 1 ^ 

I would, before my time to go . 
Sing of old Eire and the ancient ways . 2 0 

, . , one man loved the pilgrim soul in you. 
And loved the sorrows of your changing face , 2 1 

The second period of Yeats ' s l i f e , that from 1885 

to 1917, was eventful and f r u i t f u l . I t was marked by a 

change in the philosophy of l i f e he had b u i l t up before he 

was twenty: instead of escaping from l i f e he thrust himself 

into i t s midst and de l iberate ly sought incident and 

experience. He forced himself into contact with men and 

succeeded in making himself into a many-sided public man. 

He became an ardent, vocal , and e f f e c t i v e n a t i o n a l i s t — 

one who i s l arge ly responsible for the whole I r i s h l i t e r a r y , 

dramatic, and p o l i t i c a l r e v i v a l . He found in Maud Gonne a 

very beautiful in sp ira t ion for h i s love and h i s poetry, and 

although h i s love was in vain h i s poetry was a l l the richer 

for the continuous emotional tension that varied between 

ecstasy and despair . 

19 W. B. Yeats , Col lected Poems, p . 7, 

20. OP. P i t . , p . 35. 

21 OP. c l t . . p. 46. 
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When Katharine Tynan, the Irish poetess, met Yeats 

in 1885 he seemed "all dreams and a l l gentleness* f
22 but 

ideas had taken hold of his soul; philosophy and nationalism 

were at the same time inspiring him and competing with his 

l i terary a c t i v i t i e s . 

With George Russell, Charles Johnston, and a few 

other young men — al l alike unsatisfied by the doctrines of 

the Church of Ireland and of Presbyterian!sm and attracted 

by the ideas set forth In A. P. Sinnett's The Ooeult World 

and Esoteric Buddhism — Yeats had begun the studies of 

pseudo-mystical philosophy and psyohlcal research. In the 

Dublin Hermetic Society which they formed, and in similar 

societ ies la ter , they studied European magic and mysticism, 

Eastern rel igions, spiritualism, esoteric buddhism, and 

finally Theosophy under a Bengal Brahmin, Babu Mohini 

Chatterjee, and the notorious Russian, Madame Blavatsky, 

This study will not follow Yeats far into the labyrinthine 

morass of these studies: the subject i s at once too involved 

and too dangerous. They are, however, evidence of his 

romantic temper of mind, the res t less and unhealthy search 

for excitement in secret and unorthodox doctrines, a "secret 

22 Katharine Tynan JUnkson, Twenty-Five Years: 
Reminlscenees. London, Smith Elder, 1913, p, 145, quoted 
by Jeffares, OP. c i t . . p. 32. 
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fanaticism"2 , 3 which cannot be condoned. They wi l l be 

referred to again in the d iscuss ion of h i s symbolism and 

'mystielsm* and h i s use of the supernatural. 

Yeats ' s i n t e r e s t in oooultism continued throughout 

the re s t of h i s l i f e . He was curious but not over-credulous, 

passionate and energet ic but lacking assurance. His 

i n s i s t e n c e on the need for experiment brought an ind irec t 

request for h i s res ignat ion from the London Theosophists 

in 1890, a request or ig inat ing from Madame Blavatsky. In 

the same year he jo ined the Hermetical Students of the 

Golden Dawn, an order of 'Christ ian Kabbalists* under the 

influence of the 'magician/ MacGregor Mathers. In 1891 he 

planned a mystical order, a secret sp ir i tua l propaganda 

for a l l Ireland, with headquarters in a c a s t l e b u i l t on the 

romantically l o v e l y i s land in Lough Key, Eventually he 

trave l led very deeply indeed into magical pract ise and theory, 

and read widely in Boehme and Swedenborg. 

Nationalism had never been dormant in subjugated 

Ireland, but in 1885 p a t r i o t i c enthusiasm was at white heat . 

The I r i s h Republican Brotherhood was a c t i v e . Charles 

Stewart Parne l l , leader of the I r i s h parliamentary party. 

23 W. B. Yeats , Autoblokraphy. p. 97, quoted by 
Ellman, OP. p i t . , p . 44. 
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was b r ing ing p r e s su re to bear on Gladstone to i n t roduce an 

I r i s h Home Rule B i l l i n the B r i t i s h pa r l i amen t , J . B, Yeats 

was an e n t h u s i a s t i c Home Ruler , as was h i s son. Together 

they a t tended meetings a t the n a t i o n a l i & t i c Contemporary 

Club i n Dublin i n 1885. W. B. Yeats began to p r a c t i s e 

pub l i c speaking a t these mee t ings . Here he met the out­

s tanding I r i s h p a t r i o t , John 0*Leary, whose d i g n i t y , se l f -

r e s t r a i n t , c u l t u r e , and i n t e r e s t i n achieving and main ta in ing 

a h igh s tandard i n I r i s h l i t e r a t u r e , g r e a t l y appealed to 

him, 0*Leary inf luenced Yeats to j o i n a Young I r e l a n d 

Soc ie ty , in t roduced him to Thomas Davis* n a t i o n a l i s t poems, 

encouraged a l i t e r a r y i n t e r e s t i n I r i s h folk l o r e : Boon 

Yeats found a p a t r i o t i c ardour i n s p i r i n g h i s v e r s e . 

Know, t h a t I would accounted be 
True b r o t h e r of a company 

That sang to sweeten I r e l a n d ' s wrong.24 

In 1882 S tand i sh 0'Grady haa publ ished prose ve r s ions of 

some of the old I r i s h l egends ; i n 1886 Yeats , a l though 

conscious of the u n c e r t a i n t y of genera l pub l ic approval , 
determined to follow h i s example. He wrote of I r e l a n d and 
of a l l t h ings I r i s h , wi th a s t rong personal emotion. In 

1886, too , he had g iven up the study of p a i n t i n g for a 

l i t e r a r y c a r e e r — a r e c k l e s s move in oome ways because the 

family*e f i n a n c i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s remained very r e a l . He 

24 W. B. Yea t s , C o r s e t e d Poems, p . 56, 
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publ i shed severa l o r i g i n a l poemy during the y e a r s from 1885 

to 1890, the most impor tant being The Wanderings of Q i s i n . 

and severa l an tho log ies of I r i s h poet ry and s t o r i e s , 2 5 

None, however, brought him more than a p i t t a n c e . 

The Wanderings of Qis in was publ i shed i n 1889, I t 

was legendary i n theme, heav i ly symbolic, pervaded by a 

dreamy sadness . I t was th<? r e t e l l i n g of an old I r i s h t a l e , 

and i t caught something of the cold beauty of the o l d e r 

Gaelio l i t e r a t u r e , but transformed and blurreA in t r ue 

romantic f a sh ion . 

Yeats made many l i t e r a r y c o n t a c t s during these 

y e a r s as well* In London i n 1837 he came under the in f luence 

of William Morr is and - - a l though he disapproved of the 

d o c t r i n e s of Socia l i sm — he a t t ended the meet ings for 

working men and the debates which Morr i s sponsored. There 

he met George Bernard Shaw, whom he d i s l i k e d a t once as a 

"notor ious h a t e r of romance" . 2 " At about the same time he 

met W. E, Heraey (whose c o t e r i e of poe t s he j o i n e d ) , York 

Powell , Oscar Wilde, and Edwin E l l i s . With Wilde he had 

l i t t l e a s s o c i a t i o n , but wi th E l l i s , a mya t i c , he imdertook 

an a n a l y s i s of the symbolism of William Blake which 

25 See the chronolog ica l t ab l e i n Appendix A for 
the names and da t e s of p u b l i c a t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l works. 

26 Kathar ine Hinkson, The Middle Year s . London, 
Cons tab le , 1916, p . 47, quoted by J e f f a r e s , op . c i t . , p . 46. 
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culminated i n a j o i n t e d i t i o n of Blake, publ ished in 1893. 

In 1891 a meeting with E rnes t Rhys l e d to the founding of 

the Rhymers' Club, a group of young p o s t s organized ay Rhys, 

Yea ts , and T. W. Ho l i e s ton . Included i n the group were 

Lionel Johnson, Edward Doweon, Arthur Symons, Richard 

LeGal l ienne , — members of the 'Trag ic G e n e r a t i o n ' . 

The most s i g n i f i c a n t event i n W. B. Y e a t s ' s l i f e , 

both as a personal and as a l i t e r a r y i n f luence , was h i s 

meeting with Maud Gonne. In 1889, sho r t l y a f t e r the 

p u b l i c a t i o n of The Wanderings of OiEln. she came to the Yeats 

home with a l e t t e r of i n t r o d u c t i o n from John 0*Leary. She 

was s i x f ee t t a l l , so love ly t h a t Bhe was gene ra l l y admit ted 

to be the most b e a u t i f u l woman in I r e l a n d , the daughter ofi 

an Engl i sh o f f i c e r who had died in Dublin of c h o l e r a . After 

an adventurous l i f e in I r e l a n d and on the con t inen t she hiU 

decided to devote h e r s e l f to the cause of I r i s h independence 

and the be t te rment of the I r i s h poor . Aside from her very 

remarkable beauty , she had a dramatic p e r s o n a l i t y , Wi l l i e 

immediately f e l l under her s p e l l , a s p e l l t h a t held him 

almost a l l h i s l i f e . 

Throughout the y e a r s of t h e i r acquaintance she 

moved back and f o r t h between I r e l a n d and France, involved 

always i n p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t y and i n t r i g u e . He u s u a l l y 

admired her i d e a l s but f r equen t ly depreca ted the means 
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which she used to achieve them, Ke waa always conscious of 

her need for peace and r e s t , a need she refused e i t h e r to 

acknowledge or to g r a t i f y . He wrote The Countess Cathleen 

fo r her , and she was a l so h i s i n s p i r a t i o n for The Land of 

H e a r t ' s Desire and for Cathleen ni Houlihan. 

He had dreamed for yea r s of the p e r f e c t love and of 

an i d e a l woman. Both had come to him — but only aB dreams — 

for Maud Gonne d i r e c t l y and repea ted ly refused h i s p roposa l s 

of marr iage while re fus ing to sur render h i s f r i endsh ip and 

h i s a s s i s t a n c e in her p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t i e s . He suffered from 

a l l the pa in of d i sappoin ted love without the solace of 

s e p a r a t i o n , but he found in t h i s s i t u a t i o n a cons tan t and 

keen p o e t i c s t imu lus . No o the r theme could have held him for 

so long a time with so much i n t e n s i t y . 

To Maud Gonne Yeats owes, too, a s t rengthening and 

enr ich ing of n a t i o n a l themes and n a t i o n a l i d e a l s . With her 

he planned a g r e a t I r iBh l i t e r a t u r e , a blend of anc ien t 

C e l t i c mythology and popular legend, wi th the purpose of 

s t i r r i n g Ir ishman to the cause of I r i s h freedom through I r i s h 

c u l t u r e . Under he r i n s p i r a t i o n he helped found the I r i s h 

L i t e r a r y Society i n London in 1891 and the Nat ional L i t e r a r y 

Society i n Dublin i n 1892. To p lease h e r , and to br ing him­

s e l f c l o s e r to the man of ac t i on she admired, he began to 

take a more a c t i v e p a r t in p o l i t i c s and the reby , i n c i d e n t a l l y , 

not only brought h imsel f but a l so h i s poe t ry c l o s e r to 



YEATS THE I-IA"! 20 

r e a l i t y and c l o s e r to the peop le . Deftpj t e misunders tandings 

and d isappoin tments , h i s f a i t h i n he r was always s t rong , 

surv iv ing by ignor ing calumny and d e t r a c t i o n . 

I t seemed to Yea ts , then , l i k e the end of h i s world 

when in 1903 he rece ived a l e t t e r from her announcing her 

marr iage to John MacBride, an I r i s h p a t r i o t . Hero an he 

l a t e r proved nimself to be, MacBride was sure ly no mate for 

a d e l i c a t e l y bred l ady , not only in Yeats 'R opinion but in 

t h a t of many of MaoBride's own r e l a t i o n s and f r i endp . The 

e f f ec t on Y e a t s ' s l i f e and poet ry of t h i s disappointment i s 

considered in a l a t e r chap te r which t r e a t s of Romantic l o v e . 

I t su rp r i s ed few when Madame MacBride sought a lefcal separa­

t ion i n 1905. In t h i s l a t t e r c r i s i s Yeats showed himaelf a 

t rue and u n s e l f i s h f r i e n d : she had become a C a t h o l i c , and 

the re was no thought of r emar r i age . 

MacBride was executed a f t e r the Eas t e r Ris ing in 1916, 

i n which he played a h e r o ' s p a r t , and Yeats paid Mm poe t i c 

t r i b u t e . Yeats again proposed to Madame MacBride, and was 

again r e fused . He accepted t h i s r e j e c t i o n as f i n a l , wisely 

— for she was s t i l l more i n t e r e s t e d in p o l i t i c s than in 

mar r i age . P a r t l y from a sen He of duty, p a r t l y from a love 

t h a t was almost pa te rna l . , Yeats then proposed to I a e u l t 

Gonne, Madame MaoBride 's adopted daughter , who a l so refused 

h i s o f f e r . I t was perhaps with a sense of r e l i e f t h a t the 

long s t r u g g l e was over t h a t he proposed to Miss Georgie 

Hyde-Lees. They mar r i ed in October, 1917, and with the 
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marriage a new l i f e began, — new but memory-haunted, for 

the past could nttYex be completely forgotten. 

Meanwhile Yeats had found much hope and some conso­

l a t i o n in h i s secret orders (a schism in the Golden Dawn led 

to i t s dissolut ion and to the organising of the S te l l a 

Matutina) and in oocult researches that were deeper and more 

secret than ever. These orders seemed to him to open a door 

tha t led beyond the teachings of Theosophy into regions more 

and more shadowy and mysterious. Intr igued by r i t u a l s and 

teachings r ioh in the symbolism of the Middle Ages and the 

Renaissance, he learned to use these symbols to d r i f t back, 

as he believed, to a source beyond conscious or unconscious 

memory, and to evoke images which he used in turn to effect 

g rea te r vividness and sensuousness, g rea ter power of evoca­

t ion , In h i s poetry. He never fully received the greater 

understanding of soul that he longed for, although he did 

receive further st imulation towards public a f f a i r s . His 

occult a o t i v i t i e s were frowned upon by h is father and by 

AE who disapproved of h i s wish to replace mysticism by magic, 

but he suoceeded in in t e res t ing Maud Gonne and some other 

friends in the orders — a t l e a s t for a time. He dabbled in 

blaek magic and in spi r i tua l i sm during these years as well* 

His social a c t i v i t i e s and the number of h is friends 

were both increas ing. His acquaintance among I r i s h nationa-
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l i s t s was extensive, as was that among l i terary men* Dr. 

Slgerson, Dr, Douglas Hyde, and John MaoGrath were among his 

associates. An intimate friendship with Lionel Johnson had 

come to an end and was replaced by an enduring and rewarding 

companionship with Arthur Symons, well-known writer and c r i t i c . 

Through Symons Yeats gained some knowledge of the French 

Symbolists, although their influence on his own work came late 

and was s l ight . In February, 1894, Yeats and Symons vis i ted 

Paris, where Yeats met Henri Bergson and the poet Verlaine, 

Then, too, he attended and was deeply impressed by a performance 

of Count Vi l l iera de L'Isle Adam*s Axel, a play which influenced 

his way of thought and his work in the years that followed. 

In the same year he met George Moore, with whom he was later 

to be associated in the Irish Literary Theatre, At about the 

same time he met Mrs. Olivia Shakespeare, a beautiful and 

inte l l igent woman, who was his l i fe - long friend,and probably 

the 'Diana Vernon' of the 1894-1895 l i a i son . 

Two v i s i t s to Ireland, in 1894 and 1895, were very 

important. The f i r s t he paid to his uncle, George Pollexfen, 

in Sl igo. Yeats interested his uncle in astrology and psychi­

cal research, and the preoccupation of both with the super­

natural was confirmed. Then, too, he met Eva and Constance 

Core-Booth, the former a visionary poetess and the la t t er a 

rebel who was imprisoned after the 1916 Easter Rising, On his 

second v i s i t lie met Edward Martyn and Lady Gregory, with whom he 
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was l a t e r to be assoc iated (along with George Moore) in the 

I r i s h Literary Dramatic movement, whioh w i l l be described in 

some de ta i l shor t ly . 

S t i l l l a t e r Yeats became assoc iated with Symons, the 

unfortunate Aubrey Beardsiey, and others , in the publicat ion 

of the Savgy, a magazine designed to shook Victorian public 

opinion. All enjoyed the opposit ion they met, the c r i t i c i s m 

they received, and the controversy s t i rred up by the magazine. 

This, l i k e h i s numerous n a t i o n a l i s t controvers ies , showed h i s 

romantic — and I r i s h — tendency to seek c o n f l i c t . He 

commented, *Being a l l young we delighted in enemies and in 

everything that had an heroic a i r , * 2 ' 

Robert Bridges had long been Yeats'B friend, and now 

he could count amon^ h i s int imates c e l e b r i t i e s such as John 

Masefield, Ezra Pound, and Lennox Robinson, Both In Bri ta in 

and In Ireland he was welcomed among i n t e l l e c t u a l s and the 

ar i s tocracy . Even the social, poise he had so del iberate ly 

acquired could not prevent him from preening himself a l i t t l e , 

and he began to pride himself often on h i s own family con­

nec t ions . In t h i s mood he was undoubtedly encouraged by 

Lady Gregory ,s i n t e r e s t and admiration. 

He had frequently v i s i t e d Par i s , and also Normandy, 

to meet Maud Gonne. He made lec ture tours to the United 

27 W. B. Yeats, quoted by Hone, OP. c l t . . p . 130. 
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States and Canada in 1903 and 1914, and accompanied the Abbey 

Players for part of a tour in 1911. With Lady Gregory and 

her son, Robert Gregory, he toured I t a l y in 1907, and came 

to understanding and appreciation of the RenalSBance cul ture . 

Honours began to come to him, too . In 1910 he was, 

at Lady Gregory's suggest ion, given an annual grant of £150 

on the B r i t i s h Civ i l L i s t . He accepted a seat on the Academic 

Committee of the Royal Society of Literature in the same year. 

He declined a Knighthood early in 1916. His poetry, prose, 

and plays were almost universa l ly praised, even the opposition 

of the public to certain events and comments in such a play 

as The Countess Cathleen being in i t s e l f an evidence of a 

very wide publ ic . 

Brief reference has been made to Yeats ' s meeting with 

Lady Gregory, but i t w i l l be described now in more deta i l 

in connection with the I r i s h Dramatic movement in which both 

played so prominent a part . While Arthur Symons and Yeats 

were v i s i t o r s at Tulira, Edward Martyn's eatate , they were 

invi ted to v i s i t Lady Gregory at her neighbouring e s ta te of 

Coole. Already impressed by the work of Yeats and h i s 

fe l low-wri ters of the I r i s h Literary Revival., and wiBhing 

herse l f to achieve some creat ive l i t e r a r y work, she naked 

h i s advioe on how to begin. Yeats advised her to watch 

28 See pa . 22-23. 
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what they were doing and both insp i ra t ion and technique 

would follow. She began to co l l ec t I r i s h folk- lore from 

the peasants on her lands, writing down fa i thfu l ly the 

Anglo-Irish idiom which gave a strong local flavour to the 

legends as they were pr inted and which l a t e r enriched her 

own comedies as well as bringing a salutary note of ea r th i -

ness and realism to Yeats ' s plays and poetry. Yeats gained 

immeasurably in t h i s and in other ways from contact with 

Lady Gregory: he spent h is summers and other holidays at 

Coole for many years , finding r i ch insp i ra t ion in the lovely 

house and surroundings and gaining comfort from Lady Gregory 

in the emotional and physical d i s t r e s s of those years . Her 

a t t i t u d e to him was par t ly maternal, par t ly hero-worshipping, 

and through her he met cultured friends among whom he was 

encouraged to do much of h i s best work. 

Yeats was ful l of the idea of an I r i s h theatre when 

he came to Coole. Lady Gregory wrote that he was 

. . . ful l of play writing and very keen with the 
aid of Florence Parr about taking or building a 
theat re somewhere in the suburbs to produce romantic 
p lays , h i s own plays, Edward Martyn*s, one of Bridges, 
and he i s trying to s t i r up Standish 0'Grady arid 
Fiona Maoleod to write some. He believes there wil l 
be a reaction from the realism of Ibsen and romance 
wi l l have i t s turn, 2* 

Lady Gregory was sympathetic and i t was her organizing 

2f Lady Gregory, Journals . 1916-1930. Putnam, 
London, 1946, pp. 2-3. 
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a b i l i t y t h a t made p o s s i b l e the r a i s i n g of funds and the 

secur ing of the necessa ry permiss ion to open the t h e a t r e , 

Yeats had dreamed of an I r i s h Nat ional Theatre for 

y e a r s . Actual p lana were drawn up i n 1897, and the t h e a t r e 

was a c t u a l l y founded i n 1898, Lady Gregory, Yea ts , George 

Moore and Edward Martyn were j o i n t founders , but Yeats was 

the h e a r t of the movement. He turned out play a f t e r play 

fo r p r e s e n t a t i o n , ranging from f a i r y p l ays and n a t i o n a l p lays 

to mys t ioa l p l a y s . The pub l i c was e n t h u s i a s t i c both in i t s 

l i k e s and d i s l i k e s . Cathleen n l Houlihan, was acclaimed, 

while The Countess Cathleen caused mild r i o t s , J . M. Synge*s 

The Plavboy of the Western World caused a week of r i o t i n g in 

I r e l a n d , and s i m i l a r d i s tu rbances in several, c i t i e s of the 

United S t a t e s when the Abbey p l a y e r s went on tour in 1911. 

There were product ion d i f f i c u l t i e s , d i f f i c u l t i e s with the 

a c t o r s , d i f f i c u l t i e s between the p laywr igh tn . F i r s t Moore 

and then Martyn l e f t the movement, but t h e i r p l a c e s were 

g radua l ly f i l l e d by new d r a m a t i s t s , Synge, Padra lc Colum, 

Lennox Robinson, Sean O'Casey, Lord Duneany, and o t h e r s . 

But Yeats dominated the scene and was l a r g e l y r e spons ib le 

for holding the Abbey Theatre t oge the r u n t i l I t could 

ca r ry on under i t s own momentum. Al toge the r , a l though h i s 

dramatic a c t i v i t i e s t o r e Yeats from h i s l y r i c poet ry , he 

gained more than he l o s t « a g r e a t e r knowledge of man and 

men, an ever-growing mastery of s t a g e - c r a f t , a t au ten ing of 
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language and rhythm, a c t i v i t y t h a t served as an o u t l e t for 

h i s tormented emotions. 

The p l ays which Yeats wrote alone or i n co l l abo ra ­

t i o n with o t h e r s may be found in the Chronological Table . 30 

An aceount of the va r ious volumes of poetry he publ i shed w i l l 

be found a t the end of t h i s c h a p t e r . They w i l l be considered 

a l l toge the r fo r g r e a t e r ease i n t r a c i n g tendenc ies and making 

comparisons. 

During the t h i r t y - t w o yeare between 1881 ?jid 1917, 

as has been shown, Yeats changed from a young man to men ted 

by se l f - consc iousness to an o lde r man f u l l of s e l f - a s s u r a n c e , 

from a romantic and i d e a l i s t i c n a t i o n a l i s t to a p r a c t i c a l 

n a t i o n a l i s t , from a dreamer with no f ixed purpose i n l i f e to 

a l ove r who has sublimated M s love and captured i t s every 

move i n n i s p o e t r y . Y*t, d e s p i t e many successes , he s t i l l 

l acked f u l f i l m e n t . He could wr i t e wi th socio b i t t e r n e s s i n 

the Prologue to R e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , 

Pardon, o ld f a t h e r s , i f you s t i l l rana in 
Somewhere i n e a r - s h o t for the s t o r y ' s end, 
• • • 
Pardon that for a barren pass ion ' s sake. 
Although I have come close on for ty-nine, 
I have no chi ld , I have nothing but a book, 

Nothing but that to prove your blood and mine . 0 1 

For the sequel that ca r r i e s the 'happy ending' another 

section will serve. 

30 See Appendix A 31 Yeats, Collected ..Poems, 
2° L13 
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4 . Middle and Old Age 

• . • many t h a t have played the fool 
For b e a u t y ' s very se l f , has charm amde wise , 
And many a. poor man t h a t hfts roved, 
Loved and thought h i n s e l f beloved, 
From a g lad k indness cannot take h i s e y e e , s 2 

I dec l a r e t h i s tower i& my symbol; . . , 33 

I c a l l to the mys te r ious one who y e t 
Sha l l walk the wet sands by the edge of the stream 
And look most l i k e me, being indeed ny double, 
And prove of a l l imaginable th ings 
The most u n l i k e , being my a n t i - s e l f , 3 4 

0 who could have f o r e t o l d 
That the h e a r t grows o l d ? 0 5 

The s to ry of Y e a t s ' * youth and manhood has been t o l d , 

and the remark wan the r« xaad .̂ t h a t wi th h i s marriage i n 1917 

a new l i f e began. The account of t h a t new l i f e in now to be 

t o l d . I t s h i g h - l i g h t s a re few: the happiness t ha t marr iage 

and fa therhood brought him; the r ebu i ld ing of the ruined 

tower, Thoor B a l i y l e e , which nynbollsed h i ^ n e l f and hiB l i f e ; 

the complete development of h i s t h e o r i e s of the Self and 

Ant i -Se l f ; the development of a whole ' ph i lo sophy ' i n A 

Vis ion: the awning of old age and h i s rage again&t i t « 

32 W. 7>. Yea t s , Co l l ec t ed Poems, p . 212-213, 

3 a I b i d . , i d , , p . 268, 

34 I b i d . , £&., p . 182. 

36 I b i d . , i d . , p . 156. 
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What sha l l I do with th i s absurdity— 
D heart , 0 troubled hear t—thi s caricature , 
Decrepit age that has been t i ed to me 
As to a dog's t a i l , 3 7 

Yeats had met Miss Georgie Hyde-Lees, a charming 

young lady of good family and some private means, in 1912. 

She shared h i s i n t e r e s t in psychic matters, and Impressed 

him as well by her pleasant manner. I t i s poss ib le that only 

a sense of l o y a l t y to the then aging Maud Gonne prevented 

him from proposing marriage to th i s young lady — BO 

eminently su i table for a p o e t ' s l i f e — e a r l i e r . They had, 

indeed, spoken of marriage. When John MaoBride's death in 

1916 se t Maud Gonne MaeBride free and she s t i l l refused h i s 

o f f er , as did her adopted daughter, i t was to Miss Lees he 

turned. His good fortune was notable . Witty, i n t e l l i g e n t , 

understanding, kind, she f i l l e d h i s heart and l i f e as no 

other could do. He never quite forgot h i s f i r s t l ove , who 

haunted h i s poetry u n t i l the end, but marriage was sa t i s fy ing 

in many ways. The b i r th of a daughter in 1919 and a son in 

1921 made him once again a family man, for the f i r s t time a 

complete man. 

For wife and family he must provide a home, one that 

would be su i table and enduring: Thoor Bal ly lee was the 

s o l u t i o n . I t was an abandoned tower near Lady Gregory's 

37 W. B. Yeats , Col lected Poems, p . 218, 
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es ta te of Coole. He restored i t with nuch labour and expense, 

and with the help and advioe of Lady Gregory and her son, 

now Major Robert Gregory of the Royal Air Force, A lec ture 

tour in America in 1919 helped to pay for i t , and meanwhile 

the family moved between Dublin and Oxford. For Yeats the 

tower was a symbol, a very complex one. I t meant to him the 

pride of family he had long nourished, the so l i t a r ines s and 

splendour of h is own l i f e , the asp i ra t ions - - magical and 

social — that he s t i l l held, the s trength and so l id i ty h is 

uneasy heart craved, a l l these and many other things. For 

personal reasons the family did not l i ve there for a l l of 

each year, and a f te r some years the tower was deserted and 

i s now fa l l ing Into ru in . But while i t was inhabited, and 

even afterwards, i t surely enriched h i s l i f e as i t did his 

poetry. 

Yeats ' s theory of the Mask, of the Self and Anti-Self, 

wi l l be studied in more de ta i l in a l a t e r chapter, b j t must 

be mentioned here. I t war, not a new theory, for shadows of 

i t had appeared in his e a r l i e s t poetry pnd i t had been 

developed in some de ta i l out of hie d i s t r e s s following Maud 

Gonne's marriage. But during these l a t e r years i t appeared 

more p la in ly and defiantly in hi a poetry. He had posed from 

early youth, and during h i s l i f e had worn many maske — 

notably that of man of ac t ion . The simplest mask i s the 

social self, tha t which divides personal i ty frcm character . 
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Then, too , tne mask i a de fec t ive — the f ron t with which one 

faoes the world. Having adopted a .nweic, mm has se t for 

himself a s tandard from which he must not vp.ry, Yeats pushed 

t h i s theory s t i l l f u r t h e r to the b e l i e f t h a t the mask i s in 

f a e t man's o p p o s i t e , h i s An t i -Se l f . And than, having c r ea t ed 

for himself two Se lves , he i s faced with the problem of 

r e conc i l i ng them. A g r e a t deal of Y e a t s ' s l a t e r poetry i s 

concerned, i m p l i c i t l y or e x p l i c i t l y , with t h i s d o c t r i n e . I t s 

connect ion wi th romanticism o f f e r s an i n t e r e s t i n g s tudy, 

A few days a f t e r t h e i r marr iage Mrs, Yeats no t i ced 

t h a t her husband was unhappy and brooding. To d i s t r a c t him, 

she decided t h a t she would a t tempt to fake automatic w r i t i n g . 

To her s u r p r i s e what she wrote obviously came from elsewhere 

than her mind, for the d i s j o i n t e d sentences were on a subjec t 

of wnieh she was i g n o r a n t . Yeats induced her to g ive a few 

day-time hours to t h i s occupat ion , and l a t e r developed the 

s c r i b b l i n g s i n t o the obscure book c a l l e d A Vis ion . The so-

c a l l e d system i s i n f a c t no t a system a t a i l , ana c o n s i s t s 

of a s t range medley of Theosopny, a s t ro logy , geometry, 

s p i r i t i s m , and sc raps irom Yea te ' a confusion of reading over 

the y e a r s . Yet to any s tuden t of Xeata 'u l a t e r poecry, 

complete under s tanding of tne volume, A. Vif ion, i s neoessary 

for an unders tanding of the p o e t r y . Both t op i c s l i e beyond 

the f i e l d of t h i s s tudy . 
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Since his marriage Yeats had gradually withdrawn 

both from p o l i t i c s and from the direct management of the 

Abbey Theatre. He f e l t that i t was time the young were 

taking up the torch. He had been powerfully affected by 

the World War, and f e l t that anarchy was being set loose 

upon the world. He had remained aloof — unwittingly, for 

he had not been consulted — from the Baster Rising in 1916, 

and he took no part in the Irish o i v i l war. Yet his real 

services to the cause of Ireland had not been forgotten, and 

he was appointed a Senator in the Irish Free State. This 

appointment he took most seriously, and worked conscientiously 

for his country's social and cultural betterment. 

Other honours came to him as well . In 1922 he was 

granted honourary degrees both by Belfast (Queens University) 

and by Dublin (Trinity College). In 1924 he was awarded the 

Hobel prize for l i t erature . In 1931 Oxford University gave 

him an honourary Doctor of Laws. He was by this time widely 

sought after and generally admired. The greatness of his 

contribution to l i terature was being more fairly estimated, 

although — as i t i s usual — ful l appreciation oame only 

after his death. 

His health had not been good for years, however. 

He had been greatly depressed by his father's death in 1922, 

and by 1927 he was suffering from severe lung haemorrhages 

and high fever. The years from 1927 to 1939 showed a 
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gradual and steady deoline in heal th , interrupted in 1934 

for a year or two when Yeats underwent the Steinach operation. 

The poet and h i s wife spent much time on the cont inent , in 

the milder cl imate of I t a l y , S i o i l y , and France. Despite 

the physical weaknesses that oame upon him, there was no 

mental s lackening. His best poetry was written in middle 

and o ld age, for through the years he had aoquired greater 

o l a r i t y and economy of language, along with more e f f e c t i v e 

imagery, greater poetic inspiration and insight. 

Death came to Yeats on Saurday, January 28, 1939, at 

Cap Martin on the Riviera. Buried f i r s t At Roquebrune, his 

body was reinterred after the close of the Seoond World War 

in Drumollffe Churchyard in Sl igo. He wrote his own epitaph. 

Under bare Ben Buiben's head 
In Drumcliff churchyard Yeats i s l a id . 
An ancestor was rector there 
Long years ago, a church stands near, 
By the road an ancient oroas, 
Bo marble, no conventional phrase; 
On limestone quarried near the spot 
By his oommand these words are out: 

Cast a oold eye 
On l i f e , on death. 
Horseman, pass byj 3 a 

Such, then, was the l i f e of one whom T. S. KLiot has 

called *the greatest poet of our t ime—certainly the greatest 

in hie language, and so far as I can judge, in any language*.3 

38 W. B. Yeats, Col lected Poems, pp. 400-401, 

39 Hone, OP. c l t . . p . 513. 
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5. Yeats's Works. 

His chosen comrades thought at sohool 
He must grow a famous man; 
He thought the same and lived by rule. 
All his twenties crammed with toil; 
'What then?' sang Plato*s ghost. 'What then?' 

Everything he wrote was read, 
After oertain years he won 
Sufficient money for his need, 
Friends that have been friends indeed; 
*What then?* sang Plato's ghost. 'What then?' 

All h is happier dreams came true-— 
A small old house, wife, daughter, son, 
Grounds where plum and cabbage grew; 
Poets and Wits about him drew; 
'What then?' sang Plato's ghost. 'What then?* 

'The work i s done,* grown old he thought, 
•According to my boyish plan; 
Let the fools rage, I swerved in naught. 
Something to perfection brought*; 
But louder sang that ghostP 'What then?**0 

Although occasional passing reference has been made 

to oertain of Yeats's works, the continuity of the account of 

his l i f e has not been interrupted to give an adequate comment 

on a l l or any of the books (approximately forty) that he has 

published. Indeed even brief accounts of a l l the works 

would be too lengthy and unnecessarily full a survey for the 

purposes of this thes is . Reference should properly be made, 

however, to the books of verse that are the Immediate concern 

of this study, and to other works, prose, drama, or poetry, 

that explain or supplement i t s findings. 

40 W. B. Yeats, Collected Poems. pp4 347-348. 
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The lyr ic poetry, since i t i s the foundation for 

this analysis, may well be considered f i r s t . 

In the 1950 edition of Yeats's Collected Poems the 

l y r i c s have been arranged in fourteen sections. These are 

in chronological order of publication and are, of course, 

l i s t e d here in the same order. They are, respectively; 

Crosswaye (1889); The Rose (1893); The Wind among the Reeds 

(1899); In the Seven Woods (1904); The Green Helmet and Other 

Poems (1910); Responsibil it ies (1914): The Wild Swans at 

Coole (1919); Michael Robaxtes and the Dancer (1929); The 

Tower (1928); The Winding Stair and Other Poems (1933); 

Horde for Musio Perhaps (1932); A Woman Young and Old: A Full 

Moon in March (193©); Last Poems (1936-1939). 

The poems in Crossways were in the beginning published 

in the volume. The Wanderings of 01sin and Other Poems (1899), 

and in various magazines. Yeats*s best fairy poetry appeared 

in this volume, as well as several folk songs and ballads that 

caught the melodies of the Irish countryside. Every poem i s 

suffused with the deep melancholy that was the essence of the 

Yeats of that time. The poet's three exotic early poems which 

come from his association with Mohini Chatterjee are found 

in this volume also; "Anashuya and Vijaya", "The Indian upon 

God", "The Indian to his Love". The melody of the verse i s 

rioh and subtle, but the young poet tended to lose himself 

in words. 
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The poems of The Rose appeared f i r s t in the Collected 

Poema of 1895, in which the Crossways poems also appeared 

af te r some rev is ions . The rose i s the key symbol for these 

poems, a symbol tha t means sometimes the s p i r i t of beauty, 

sometimes Maud Gonne as beauty personified, sometimes Ire land, 

sometimes other and more complex images. Mythology and fa i ry 

lo re contr ibute to the themes of th i s volume, but more impor­

tan t as a subject for h i s verse i s h i s love for Maud Gonne 

— a love not olear ly expressed, but veiled in symbolism, and 

associated with the more exp l ic i t love of country that he 

here made a r t i c u l a t e . 

The Wind among the Reeds i s more myst ical , more vaguely 

symbolical, than the e a r l i e r volumes. I t s poems are more 

eso te r ic hut l e s s blurred by unnecessary beauty. In them 

there i s a wistfulness and very real unhappiness, almost a 

ce r ta in ty of l i f e - long sadness now no longer purposeless but 

centred around the elusive Maud Gonne. Several poems are 

addressed to 'Diana Vernon', a mysterious and lovely lady 

who — he hoped — might drive Maud Gonne from his hea r t . 

The poems of %n the Seven Woods are few in number, 

a fact easi ly explained by h is dramatic a c t i v i t i e s and by 

the shock of Maud Gonne's marriage. They are fu l l of pain, 

and occasional b i t t e rne s s i s apparent. The language has 

acquired g rea te r c l a r i t y , g rea te r economy of phrase, and 

consequently grea te r poet ic ef fec t iveness . 
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Almor.t as few in number, and for the same reasons, 

are the poems of The Green Helmet and Other Poems. They have 

gained in e lar i ty , and have a trend towards realism in theme 

and language. The poet's bitterness i s l e s s , and memory 

brings back the old enchantment of love. There i s much use 

of topical matters as themes. The shadows of the earl ier 

poems are elearing, to reveal the poetic vigour that increases 

with the years. 

Responsibil it ies narks a eomplete transition from 

Romanticism to realism in style , although not in poetie temper. 

Sow the author, no longer an escapist, l i v e s with a wi l l the 

l i f e of h is own time. Re has at once a clearer vision and a 

clearer expression. Poems of this volume show the rage that 

oharaeterizes so many of the la ter poems. Mythologleal themes 

are s t i l l used, but the real hero i s the naked beggar who 

symbolises Yeats in particular, and mankind in general. The 

poet has no i l lu s ions . S t i l l memory-haunted, he has no 

comfort in the present, no hope for the future. 

In The Wild Swans at Coole. Yeats's poetic flower 

begins to reblossom. There i s s t i l l a tone of dejection over 

the past, but i t s g lories are recalled and consolation of a 

kind i s found in the present. Hope of future reunion with 

his love Is there, and the philosophy of vision that became 

richer year by year, A greater tautnees of expression does 

not preclude a strong lyricism. 
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In Michael Robartes and the Dancer Yeats has a more 

pungent defiance of the world, but there i s evidence of some 

comfort and happiness in wife and family and home. There i s , 

too, more poetry of dream prophecy, probably inspired by the 

1916 l a s t e r Rising, 

The Tower was long hailed as the best volume of poetry 

published by Yeats. The language i s pa r t i cu la r ly eloquent 

and foroeful, the perfect expression of much or ig inal and 

powerful thought. Yeats was by t h i s time a celebrated publio 

f igure , def in i te ly writing for an audience out of h i s own 

sel f -centred and r ich ly-s tored mind. I t i s strengthened by 

i t s b i t t e rne s s and rage. 

The Winding S ta i r i s marked by s t i l l g rea te r s k i l l i n 

the use of as t r ingent and epigrammatic language. Side by side 

with the poetry of mystic viaion there i s the raw b ru t a l i t y 

of the Crazy Jane poems. Yeats evidences grea te r ins ight into 

character , especial ly h i s own. There i s in t h i s volume a 

soaring and exultant passion tha t i s fully Romantic. 

The poems of A Full Moon in Maroh continue the trend 

of the previous volume, a trend that reaches i t s climax in 

i.aat Poems — surely the most remarkable body of poems ever 

wri t ten by a poet who was seventy and more years old. They 

are r i ches t of a l l Yeats ' s poems in soaring and exul tant 

Rosiantiolsm, and a t the same time the simplest and most 

s incere . 
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Amonij nar ra t ive poetry that i s of i n t e r e s t because 

of themes taken from Cel t ic mythology, although outside the 

scope of th i s essay, may be l i s t e d "The Wanderings of Oisin* 

(1889), "The Old Age of $ueen Haere" (1903), "Baile and 

Ailinn" (1903), and "The Two Kings" (1914). "The Shadowy 

Waters* (1906) i s a dramatic poem based on the legendary t a l e 

of For^ael and Dectora, wno sought an immortal love. "The 

Gift of Harun Al-Rashid* (1923) i s an elaborate poetic i n t r o ­

duction to the would-be philosophical ay a tern Yeats believed 

to have been given him through h i s wife 's automatic writing 

by the mysterious 'communicators•« 

Yeats wrote approximately f i f teen plays, and collabo­

ra ted with George Moore and Lady Gregory in writing several 

o the r s . Most of the plays were poetic dramas in the heroic 

s t y l e , although here again he oame closer to r e a l i t y in 

s t y l e , language, and theme as he gained experience. Most 

of the plays were based on I r i s h myth and legend, always 

t reated with sympathy. 

The Countess Cathleen was Yeats 'a f i r s t play, 

wri t ten for Maud Gonne soon a f te r they met. I t was based 

on I r i s h legend, a t a l e of a lovely lady whose hear t was 

sore for her famine-stricken peasants . When demons came to 

buy wouls for gold, she saorif iced hex own pure soul to save 

her people. This play offended many I r i s h , and caused muoh 

controversy. 
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The Land of H e a r t ' s Peel re f also written with i£p.ud 

Gonne in mind, is a one act pontic fairy play, Maire Bruin, 

a fair young bride, is lured away by the fairy enchantment 

just as Maud Gonne in fact is being won away from Yeats by 

her longing for some vague impossible l i fe . Written in 

1892 or 1893, i t was produced in London in 1894. 

Cathleen ni Houlihan is Yeats*s triumph of nationa­

lism. Cathleen ni Houihan is an old woman who represents 

Ireland, She wins a young man away from Ms intended bride, 

and he sets off to join the French who have landed to head 

an Irish rebellion. iCaud Gonne played Cathleen, and helped 

make the play Yeats*s most popular. Years later he was to 

write, very seriously and with some reason, of the 1916 

rising, 

Did that play of mine send out. 
Certain men the English shot?41 

These three are not the best plays that Yeats has 

written, but they are those most often mentioned in the 

pages that precede and follow, because moBt closely related 

to his Romanticism in general. 

Of Yeats's prose works the most interesting and re­

warding i s certainly his autobiographical work. I t was 

written at various tlaes, and under various titles? Reveries 

41 Yeats, Collected Poems, p. 39 
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over Childhood and Youth, The Trembling of the V e i l . Dramatie 

Personae . The Bounty of Sweden have a l l been o o l l e c t e d i n 

Autobiography (1938) . Although Yeats has somewhat coloured 

and glamourized h i s l i f e as he wrote about i t in re t rospec t , 

i t i s cer ta in that he meant i t to be completely accurate and 

in that purpose he has succeeded fa i r ly well , 

Hext in importance and i n t e r e s t for a student of Yeats*s 

flomantioism i s The Cel t ic Twilight. I t gives the background 

of h i s early be l ie fs about folk lo re , fairy l o r e , and the 

supernatural in a l l i t s aspects . 

An account of Yeats*s l i f e and work has been given 

in order to lay the foundation for the study of the nature 

and extent *f Romanticism in h i s work. A second, and equally 

necessary, pa r t of t h i s foundation i s a discussion and 

def in i t ion of romanticism in general and as seen in Yeats ' s 

e a r l i e r poetry in p a r t i c u l a r . Such a discussion and def ini­

t ion wil l be commenced in the next chapter . 
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ROMANTICISM 

i 
Teach us , here, the way to find you. 

There are cer ta in words frequently found on the pages 

of l i t e r a r y history which are so vaguely used, so d i f f i c u l t 

to define or explain tha t , while the average reader g l ides 

e f fo r t l e s s ly , uncomprehendingly, and unquestioningly over 

them, even the l i t e r a r y c r i t i c frequently ignores them. He 

prefers e i the r to assume h i s readers* comprehension ra ther 

than attempt an explanation which may reveal the oloudiness 

of h i s own thought or to formulate an explanation which 

depends ra ther on novelty than on oonformity with usage for 

i t s effectiveness and which, Procrus tes- l ike , forces authors 

and qua l i t i e s to conform with a set of ru les instead of 

deriving rules from authors and q u a l i t i e s . One of these 

d i f f i c u l t and dangerous words i s Romanticism, a word par t icu­

l a r l y d i f f i c u l t of def in i t ion or explanation because i t has 

has come to mean so many dif ferent things during di f ferent 

ages and among dif ferent races . 

Any analysis of the nature and extent of Romanticism 

in the poetry of Yeats must begin with a d e a r understanding, 

and an equally c lear expression, of terms. Both understanding 

1 John Keats, "Ode on the Poets" , 
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and expression must be adequate, yet object!v« arid conser­

va t ive , In Chapter I tne account of Yeats f» l i f e referred 

frequently to romantic features , events, or enthusiasms. 

To avoid confusion, explanation was not attempted there, buo 

i t cannot be longer delayed. Yet how numerous are the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s which render explanation d i f f i c u l t . 

F. L. Lucas wrote in 1936 that 11,496 books on 

Romanticism had been published up to that year,** and since 

that time hundreds more have undoubtedly been pr in ted . Years 

of study could not cover the f ie ld thoroughly, yet the fact 

remains that the wider the survey the more c lear and compre­

hensible the resul t ing perspective and attempted explanation 

wil l be. 

For the purposes of t h i s research, then, there have 

been chosen a l imited number of au thor i t i e s whoBe standards 

and quali ty of scholarship Rre high, whose knowledge includes 

the l i t e r a t u r e and other a r t s of many countries besides t he i r 

own, and whose judgements are quite impar t ia l , ne i ther 

pra is ing nor blaming exclusive)y. The opinions of theae 

au thor i t i e s have been gathered and analyBed. Where agreement 

on ce r ta in qualit ies; of Romanticism was found, these have 

been recorded with ansurance0 Where opinions varied, a 

2 F. L. Lucas, The Decline and Fail of the Romantic 
Idea l . Cambridge, University Press , 1936, p . 3 . 
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s y n t h e s i s of the opinion of the major i ty hps been made, The 

r e s u l t , i t i s huped, i s a ref',&oiialay complete wid unbisrieed 

descr ipt ion of the qua l i t i e s of Romanticism, from which a 

def in i t ion hafe been drawn, and from which a set of charac­

t e r i s t i c s revealed in Yeats'© poetyy have been chosen as 

focal points for the detai led analysis of Yeats ' s Romanticism 

found in the following chapters . 

The pages that follow include not only a discussion 

of Romanticiaia and i t s qua l i t i e s , but also an h i s to r i ca l 

survey of j&glish Romanticism which points p a r a l l e l s with 

Yeats, who was influenced toy many of th<* JSnglish Romantics 

and found himself in fundamental sympatlsy with many more. 
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1 . What i s Romanticism? 

Dreaming through the Twil ight 
That does not r i se nor set . . . " 

Despite the danger of over-simplifying a subject that 

i s not a t a l l simple, i t i s perhaps advisable to begin 

answering t h i s question as to the nature of Romanticism by 

offering suggested def in i t ions that will fit once reveal both 

qua l i t i e s and d i f f i c u l t i e s . With the warning that no one 

def ini t ion i s complete, no one la even adequate, and m.Biiy are 

only paEtly t rue , the following suggestions «*<* offered. 

Many Trench wr i te rs have attempted def in i t ions of the 

movement. The ?renoh Academy declared in 18.15 thmt Roman­

ticism was a matter of technique alone, P mere reaction 

against the pricks and r e s t r i c t i o n s of the rules of Class i ­

cism,* and while t h i s decree has be*»n approved by many 

c r i t i c s i t has been rejected by others a.-? being too negat ive, 

Victor Hugo's associat ion of Romantic!wi with "the grotesque" 

or with the sense of the grotesque which developed side by 

side with melancholy, and which ie> essen t ia l ly truthfulness,™ 

i s no more universal ly t rue , for much that i s romantic i s not 

3 Chriatinn Rospet t i , quoted by Lucas, on,,. P i t . , p . 40. 

4 Lucas, op. o i t . , p . 9, 
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grotesque, and there i s no i d e n t i t y between e i ther truth or 

melancholy and the grotesque. Brunetiere*s assumption that 

Romanticism was merely "a bl ind wave of l i t e r a r y egotism" 6 

can perhaps be admitted to contain more truth, and yet many 

works that are truly romantic ac tua l ly contain no egotism 

at a l l . "Bootion against Reason" i s another French formula 

which has had wide acceptance, and ye t emotion i s not the 

exclusive possess ion of the romantics. 

Cerman wri ters , scholarly and imaginative a l i k e , 

have indulged free ly in c r i t i c a l analys i s of Romanticism and 

the romantic period. Otoethe has wri t ten , "Romanticism i s 

disease; Class ic ism i s hea l th ," b but here again an inaccurate 

general izat ion has detracted from a worth-while suggestion; 

disease may sometimes accompany Romanticism, but the two are 

far from synonymous, Heine's suggestion that "Romanticism 

i s the awakening of the Middle Ages"9 i s another statement 

which i s rather a aubdivision of on« aspect of the movement 

than a mark e i ther of the faim or scope of the movement. 

English writers such aa Pater, who bel ieved that 

Romanticism was "the addition of htrangeneRH to beauty", 1 0 

6 Lucas, or>. c*-t., r. 11 f la,, i b i d , , p. 10 

7 I d . , i b i d . , p. 13 10 I d . , i b i d . , p . 12 

8 I d . . I b i d . , p. 9 
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and Watts-Dunton, to whom i t was "the Renascence of Wonder",H 

can be said to have use fu l , although s t i l l incomplete, 

d e f i n i t i o n s . ( I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note tha,t Yeats was 

powerfully influenced by the work of Pater, and that the 

de f in i t ion given above i s par t i cu lar ly su i table as a descrip­

t ion of much of Yeats ' s work). Lasoe l l e s Abercrombie's 

theory that Romanticism i s actual ly the opposite of real ism, 

"a withdrawal from outer experience to ooncentrate on inner 

exper ience", 1 2 has in i t much truth, as well as some exag­

geration and omission. 

Despite the few valuable suggest ions , so much of 

inadequacy and disagreement has been found In the preceding 

de f in i t ions that i t i s well to turn to the descript ion of the 

mood and movement as found in an authori tat ive and scholarly 

l i t e r a r y h i s tory , that of Legouis and Cazamlan, and to quote 

at some l e n g t h . After point ing out that Engl ish Romanticism, 

properly so c a l l e d , followed the soc ia l upheaval of the 

Industrial Revolution, the r e l i g i o u s awakening of Methodism 

and Evangelicalism, and the shook to thought caused by the 

French revolut ion, the authors continue: 

Romanticism can be defined only in terms of pure 
psychology. Any other formula a l t e r s or l i m i t s 
arb i t rar i ly i t s very essence . . • 

11 Lucas, op. c i t . , p . 12 . 

12 I d . , i b i d . , p. 13 . 
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English Romanticism does not consis t in the 
triumph of ' self*. The personali ty of the wri ter 
has a cha rac t e r i s t i c place in i t , because sensi­
b i l i t y and imagination are of the very essence of 
ind iv idua l i ty , while in te l l igence tends to the 
general , , . 

fior does English Romanticism primarily consis t 
in a return to national t r ad i t i on , although in a real 
and deep sense i t i s that very thing. The ideal of 
restor ing the broken continuity of a formerly normal 
i n sp i r a t ion , which by the a t t r ac t ion of a different 
ar t -—an a t t r ac t ion enhanced by the spontaneous 
transformation in taste—-had dried up at i t s source, 
i s only p a r t i a l l y and a t in t e rva l s present in the 
conscious thought of those poets who rea l ize i t . 
And when they do dream of reanimating the pas t , i t 
i s not a l together for i t s national and familiar 
qual i ty , hut on account of i t s i n t r i n s i c v i r tues , 
and of the moral a t t r i b u t e s they see in i t . . . 

, . . The Romantic s p i r i t can be defined as an 
accentuated predominance of emotional l i f e , pro­
voked or directed by the exercise of imaginative 
v is ion, and in i t s turn stimulating and di rect ing 
such exercise . Intense emotion, coupled with an 
intense display of imagery, such i s the frame of 
mind which supports and feeds the new l i t e r a t u r e . . . 

And i t i s much ra ther through a probing deeper 
in to the self, than through the exercise of pure 
imagination, that the h e a r t ' s desire i s a t t a ined . 
A feeling of nos ta lg ic strangeness i s essent ia l to 
t h i s l i t e r a t u r e , because consciousness i s in quest 
of a cer ta in mood which i s a thing of the pas t , and 
because in an obscure way i t grasps the r e a l i t y of 
the mood, and not a mere Image. , , 

Thus the 'wonder* of the Romanticists i s the 
enthra l l ing discovery, the progressive l ight ing-up 
of an inner horizon, which extends beyond the 
l i m i t s of c lear consciousness; i t i s the perception 
of objects in the magic garb with which our fresher 
vision invested them of Yore, and which our t i red 
eyes had forgot ten. • • 

13 Sa l le Legoftis and Louis Cazamian, A History of 
English L i t e r a tu r e . London, Dent, 1948, pp. 995-999. 
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A glance at the philology of the word may shed 

additional light on a topic of which the history is obscured 

by many shadows of misunderstanding. It had its philological 

origin in the old lingua Romanay the colloquial Latin spoken 

in Prance after the Influx of the Barbarians into the Roman 

Empire. It was a 'barbarized vernacular*, the first Romance 

language. The word Romance then came to mean the literature 

oomposed in the vernacular, fictitious stories of love and 

adventure which soon lent their own enchantment to the 

phllologioal term. By the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

Romance had come to mean any fantastic statement, while 

Romantic had come to mean either 'false as a fairy-tale' or 

* strange and dreamlike as a fairy-tale*. At about the 

beginning of the nineteenth century the word Romantic reaohed 

England where it replaced the old term, Gothic, and there it 

began to suggest and to be attached to ruins, wild landscapes, 

any object or scene that held mingled terror and sublimity, 

Ther Germans began about the same time to use the word to 

denote anything that was medieval in origin rather than 

classical. (It is, incidentally,interesting to note that 

both terms, classical and Romantic, had their roots in Rome.) 

Lucas thus summarizes the development in usage of 

the term: 

Such, then, i s the word's pedigree, "Romance" 
means f i r s t a cer ta in language; then a cer ta in type 
of l i terature composed in that language; then the 
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epi thet "romantic" i s applied to the unreal i ty 
associated with that type of l i t e r a t u r e ; or to 
the temperament associated with that type of 
unrea l i ty ; or to the l i t e r a r y forms associated 
with that type of temperament. 14 

The word as i t i s used today has two main usages: 

i t i s applied to the movement which c a l l s i t s e l f Romantic, 

and i t also desoribes other things which give the reader the 

same sor t of feeling as do typical works of the Romantic 

Revival. 

In general , Mr. Lucas says, the romantic qua l i t i e s 

are 

Remoteness, the sad l i g h t of desolation, si lence 
and the supernatural , winter and drear iness ; vampirine 
love and stolen t r y s t s , the flowering of passion and 
the death of beauty; Radcliffe horrors and sad is t i c 
c rue l ty , d i s i l l u s i o n , death, and madness; the Holy 
Grail and bat t les^on the Border; the love of the 
impossible. . . i 0 

In contras t to some of these qua l i t i e s are several of the 

cha rac te r i s t i c s of classicism, 

grace, self-knowledge, se l f -cont ro l ; the sense of 
form, the easy wearing of the chains of a r t hidden 
under flowers, as with some sculptured group that 
f i l l s with l i f e and l i t t leness i t s s t ra i tened t r iangle 
in the prison of a pediment; idealism steadied by an 
unfal ter ing sense of r e a l i t y ; lamp and midnight o i l , 
ra ther than wine-cup, . , 1 6 

There are some cont ras t s here, but the reader must be warned 

14 Lucas, op. c l t . . pp. 18-19. 

15 I d , , i b i d . , pp. 24-25 

16 Id . i b i d . , p . 28. 
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not to assume too l i g h t l y a p e r f e c t a n t i t h e s i s between 

Class ic i sm and Romanticisn, between reason and emotion, fo r 

l i f e as wel l as l i t e r a t u r e , the mind as well as the sou l , a re 

f a r too s u b t l e and f a r too complex to be imprisoned i n an to­

nyms. Rather might i t be sa id t h a t Romanticism i s an e l e ­

ment of c l a s s i c i s m ; only when i t i s exaggerated and d i s t o r t e d 

so t h a t i t cannot be l i m i t e d wi th in c l a s s i c i sm may i t be 

considered as a movement i n i t s e l f , 

A t e n t a t i v e d e f i n i t i o n , useful for the purpose of 

t h i s r e sea r ch because i t u t i l i z e s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Y e a t s ' s 

poet ry which can be t r e a t e d in more d e t a i l in subsequent 

c h a p t e r s , perhaps approaches the problem from a d i f f e r e n t 

v iewpoint . Romanticism i s a mood, i m p l i c i t or e x p l i c i t , of 

e s c a p e — escape from the p r e s e n t , from a c t u a l i t y , from 

a l l r e s t r i c t i o n s on l i f e or i n t e l l e c t or imaginat ion — i n 

e i t h e r of two ways: f i r s t by a c t i v e and impaseioned r e v o 1 t 

a g a i n s t r e a l i t y , t r a d i t i o n , and a u t h o r i t y ; second by 

f l i g h t from p r e s e n t r e a l i t y i n t o one or more of the 

fol lowing — s o l i t u d e , egotism, melancholy, s ensa t i on , the 

p a s t , dreams, an i d e a l l i f e , an i d e a l world, an i d e a l l o v e , 

p a s t a l l b a r r i e r s between the phys ica l world arid t h a t of the 

s p i r i t and the imag ina t ion . 

Escape, then , epi tomizes and g i v e s the essence of 

Romanticism, This chap te r w i l l a t tempt to prove t h a t every 
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single romantic mood and quality i s , in a grea ter or leaner 

degree, a manner of escape from the here and the now and from 

a l l r e s t r i c t i o n . 

Romantic rebel l ion or revolt i s perhaps more d i f f i c u l t 

to l ink with the sense of escape and evasion than are the 

other c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , yet what i s rebel l ion but an attempt, 

act ive and passionate , at escape from an unbearable s i tua t ion 

by defiance of drab r e a l i t y and by va l ian t action to a l t e r 

i t . The fact that the rebel l ion i s forceful makes i t no l e s s 

an escape, although the word in th i s sense he.s rp.ther the 

connotation of a breaking away than a f l i g h t . This holds as 

true when the revol t i s not so much against r e a l i t y as against 

t r ad i t ion and au thor i ty , 

The notion of f l igh t more commonly associated with the 

word escape includes every other aspect of Romanticism. The 

escape from ac tua l i ty that i s "the shrinking from the tumult 

of the world", 1 ? the escape from real l i f e into dreams, from 

the present into the pas t , from the company of man in to 

so l i tude , from human beauty to an ideal ized beauty, from human 

love into an ideal love, from the d i s i l l u s ion of the ear thly 

world into an ideal lovely world, from happiness unachieved 

into melancholy, from contact with other men in to egotism, 

17 Horatio Sheafe Krans, William Butler Yeats and 
the I r i s h Li terary Revival. N. Y„, Heinemann, 1905, p./??. 
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from reason into imagination, from p la in fact and Pimple 

expression into mysticism and symbolism, from caJmness and 

oandour into passionate i n t e n s i t y and exaggeration, from 

p l a c i d i t y to the pursuit of sensation through a l l i t s ex­

tremes of excitement, magic, sp ir i tua l i sm, the o c c u l t , 

strange f a l s e r e l i g i o n s , Satanism, — a l l these are attempts 

at f l i g h t . 

No l e s s an escape, although of a d i f f erent order, i s 

the romantic tendency to surround what I s absolute with a l l 

the dreamy, misty , cloudy glamour that distance, imagination, 

and enchantment can lend . The romantic de l iberate ly creates 

an impression of remoteness in time, space, thought, and 

express ion. Overtones of melody and subtle nuances of 

thought, d e l i c a t e and suggest ive , pervade the poetry of the 

romantic, so that the reader rece ives not only what i s 

e x p l i c i t in mood and thought but much that i s i m p l i c i t as 

w e l l , brought by r e c o l l e c t i o n from h i s storenouse of memory. 

L i l t i n g and graceful rnythms l u l l the mind of the l i s t e n e r 

and make i t more sympathetic to thought, mood, impression, 

TTom t h i s d iscuss ion of the elements and charac­

t e r i s t i c s of Romanticism i t i s a natural step to a d i scuss ion 

of the h i s tory of the mood and movement, with part i cu lar 

reference to Yeats . 
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2 . The His to ry of Romanticism, 

13 
P lus ca change, pl . is c ' e s t l a mama chose . 

Mow t h a t the sub jec t of Romanticism has been con­

sidered, i t s h i s t o r i c a l development may next properly be 

traced, A general survey of the his tory of t h i s movement 

ca r r i e s the student back to a time when the quali ty existed, 

nameless, and through the years up to the present time when 

i t has borne some very strange f r u i t indeed. 

Romanticism is' found f i r s t , perhaps, in the mythology 

of Greece, highly imaginative dream-tales of the childhood 

of a race. Indeed the mythology of any land i s r ichly roman­

t i c , for i t has been produced by the attempt of imagination 

to answer the eternal questioning of early men. ( I t i s r%xy 

s ignif icant that Yeats del ibera te ly went back to I r i s h mytho­

logy to find themes for poetry: i t was one of the ways in 

whicn he sought escape from the drabness of r e a l i t y . ) 

The wood i s found again frequently in Greek l i t e r a ­

ture , notably in the writings of Kmpedocles, as Mr, Lasoel les 

Abercromble has pointed o u t , l y but often also in the thought 

of Plato and the poetry of Homer, both transcendent and sub­

lime. There, however, i t i s be t t e r kept under control than 

18 Proverbial expression, 

19 Lasoelles Abercromble, Romanticism. 
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i n the exuberant mythology. There r..re f e r e r t r a c e a of 

Romanticism in the l l t e r n t u r e of the r.ore p rac t ica l Romans, 

and what was there was in the decadence, with the exception 

of occasional Romantic moods and moments in Virgi l and in 

Catu l lus . 

The Middle Ages were r i ch in Romantic qua l i t i e s , the 

healthy day-dreams of youthful imagination which tended ra ther 

to enhance l i f e than to flee i t . Moments of romantic l o v e l i ­

ness in Tasso and Ariosto flowered into the r ich romanticism 

of Spenser, Ronsard, Shakespeare, I t i s notable that Yeats 

kept himself closely attuned to the Middle Agen, par t ly through 

h i s reading and par t ly through h is magical experiments which 

he believed to have t he i r roots in the Middle Ages. Spenser*s 

influence upon him was pa r t i cu la r ly strong, and may be noted 

in the Arcadian se t t ing of much of h is early poetry, and in 

the occasional archaisms consciously used. 

The f i r s t s t i r r i n g s of the Romantic Revival, began in 

Europe towards the middle of the eighteenth century: from those 

small beginnings there came to l i f e a romantic age far more 

self-conscious than any previous period. There arose the note 

of melancholy and preoccupation with darkness and death of the 

Graveyard School, Blair and Young, a note c lear ly caught a 

century and a half l a t e r in Yeats. A s t r a in of Ce l t i c 

strangeness and melancholy wan introduced in MacPherson*B 

Ossian (Scot t i sh counterpart of Yeats ' s Oisin) and in Percy*s 
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Relloues — a s t r a in not so c lear ly heard again u n t i l Yeats*s 

t i i te . 

Par apart from and far above the early poets of the 

Romantic movement in England was William Blake (1757-1827), 

dreamer and vis ionary, mystic and symbolist. Too or ig inal to 

be par t of any group of poets , h is poetry i s in many senses 

more purely romantic and mystical than that of thoee s ix — 

Wordsworth and Coleridge, Scott and Byron, Keats and Shelley — 

who are ooauuonly considered England** real romantics, Yeats 

found himself in almost complete harmony with Blake, and 

believed h i s knowledge of magical p r inc ip le and prac t i se gave 

him special ins igh t into Blake's poetry. An has been already 

mentioned2©, Yeats and Edwin E l l i s published an edi t ion of 

Hake and an accompanying explanation of Blake*s symbolism. 

Yeats a), so wrote several essay a on Blake, and i s responsible 

for the claim that Blake was actual ly I r i s h . 

I t was with Wordsworth (1770-1850) that English 

Romanticism became reasoned and de l ibe ra t e , Hip Preface to 

the Lyrical Ballads s ta ted his doctrine of verbal s impl ic i ty , 

avoidance of poetic d ic t ion, i n t e r e s t in nature, and concern 

with the ordinary man, and became the char ter of the move­

ment. Not a t a l l the g rea tes t romantic, Wordsworth was yet 

the g rea t e s t figure in the romantic age. And despite the 

20 See Chapter I , p . 17. 
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d i f f e r ence between Wordsworth and Yeat.s caused by tne g u l f 

of n a t i o n a l d i f f e r e n c e , there a re remarkable l i k e n e s s e s . 

Both were superb e g o t i s t s , and each was the s t a n d a r d - b e a r e r 

and a p o l o g i s t of a l i t e r a r y movement. 

Co le r idge (1778-1834), l i k e Yeats , o f ten chose the 

supe rna tu ra l for theme, by ca re fu l s i m p l i c i t y i n v e s t i n g i t 

wi th the cloak of t r u t h . Yeats f e l t a c lose k i n s h i p with 

C o l e r i d g e . Both were m y s t i c s , both sought escape from the 

f r u s t r a t i o n of l i f e , and Yeats found h i s i n t e r e s t in Colerldjge 

s t rengthened because "from 1807 onward Cole r idge seems to 

have had some kind of i l l u m i n a t i o n which was only in p a r t 

comMunlcable. " 2 1 

S i r Walter Sco t t (1771*1833) brought to the Romantic 

movement the r e v i t a l i z i n g of ch iva l ry and of the p a s t , the 

renewed emphasis on emotion and imag ina t ion . J . B. Yeats 

read Sco t t to h i s son a t an ea r ly age, wi th t e l l i n g e f f e c t . 

This e f f e c t was obvious i n the ea r ly p o e t r y , and perhapa even 

more i n the day-dreams of tne young Y e a t s . But S c o t t ' s s t y l e 

was too r h e t o r i c a l to impress Yeatn for l o n g , and the i n f luence 

was s n o r t - l i v e d , 

Byron (1788-1824) was c l a s s i c a l i n i n s t i n c t , y e t the 

force and i n t e n s i t y of h i s pa s s ion , the depth of h i s emotion, 

the t ragedy implied i n h i s melancholy, have caused him to be 

21 Eone, O P . P i t . , p . 67 . 
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considered among the Romantics. His rebel l ion was v io len t 

and d isorder ly , but he has been for ye«rs the model of the 

t ragic hero. Yeats as a young man adopted the Byronic t i e 

and, with i t , much of the By ronic pose. Although he out­

grew t h i s phase, he retained strong admiration for Byron. 

Jeff ares quoted him as waying that Byron was the l a s t ax an 
Op 

who wrote poetry. 

In Shelley (1792-1822) the f i r e s of idealism and 

revol t burnt f i e rce ly . His poetry was visionary ©nd myst ical , 

expressed in language that was r ichly sensuous and ful l of 

symbol, Shel ley 's influence, l ike that of Byron, was most 

not iceable in Yeats 's youth in his heroes, h is lovely l a d i e s , 

h is languishing and diffuse language. As Yeats grew older 

he became more preoccupied with Shel ley 's symbolism, ana 

planned an exhaustive analysis of i t . 

The poetry of Keats (1795-1821) was marked by the 

imagination, the melancholy, and the nos ta lg ia l a t e r to be 

found in Yeats*s poetry. Yet i t i s d i f f i cu l t to trace the 

Influence of Keats on the l a t e r poet, and, although t h e i r 

themes were often the same, Yeats seems scarcely to have 

appreciated Keats aa he did Shelley. I t may be suspected 

that Keata*s humbler b i r t h might have been the r ea son , 2 3 

22 Je f fa res , on. c i t . . p . 143. 

23 See Collected Poezasr p . 132. 
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The spir i t of Romanticism did not die out with the 

great Romantics. Charles Lamb, DeQuincey, Landor, Tennyson, 

Morris, the Pre-Raphaelites, al l had romantic elements in 

their works. Even among the moderns Romance s t i l l appears, 

notably in the members of the Celtic Renascence and in the 

poet-dramatist who was their l i terary inspiration, William 

Butler Yeats. The Pre-Raphaelite Influence was strong in 

Yeats, whose father was close in time and spir i t to their 

ar t i s t i c and poetic productions, particularly Is this in­

fluence obvious in The Wanderings of Plain. Note has been 

made of this both by D. A. Stauffer and by Joseph Hone* 

Yeats was born a pre-Raphaelite, with the smell 
of paint in his nostr i l s and the sound of poetry in 
his ears,** 

One c r i t i c saw in the poem the English romantic 
movement In process of decomposition, and certainly 
the influence of Coleridge, Keats and Shelley i s 
apparent In some of the love l i e s t l i n e s , 2 8 

The purpose of the survey which has been given was 

not only to trace briefly the history of Romanticism, but 

also to show Yeats's relationship to the romantic movement 

in general, to the romantic poets in particular. 

24 D. A. Stauffer, The Go Id, en Nightingale. Macmillan, 

N. Y., pp 1-2. 

25 Hone, op. c i t . . p. 65. 
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3 , Romantic Revolt . 

To wage by force or g u i l e eternal war. . .26 

Prom the h i s t o r i c a l survey of the Romanticism which 

has already been defined and di sou seed, this essay now turns 

to a particular analysis of the main romantic moods with 

particular referenoe to Yeats. 

Relying on inner experience a Romantic poet may wish 

to withdraw from the actual i t ies of l i f e , but equally well 

he may wish to improve these actual i t i es . He does this by a 

rebellion or a revolt, imaginative or passionately active or 

both, against authority, against society, against materialism, 

against real i ty , against tradition in form or s ty le . This 

regolt has been observed in the English writers of the 

romantic period, and i t i s implicit or expressed in the 

writings of many since their time. 

If the rebellion proves eventually successful, the 

romantic frequently tends to become c lass i ca l . If i t happens 

to be unsuccessful, the writer has at l eas t recorded his 

protests and his plans for reform, proof of the sincerity and 

worth of his idea ls . Even i f that ideal has not been 

achieved he has given hope and inspiration to others who 

28 John Milton, Paradise Lost. Book I, l ine 121. 
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may seek the same or higher ends, 

Yeats's protests against reality were numerous, but 

rather than essay an active rebellion which would attempt 

to change real i ty , he often preferred escape into a dream 

world, or into various forms of supernatural ism. His ideal 

l i f e was the l i f e of the spir i t , and only rarely did he 

dream of imposing i t on others. Only in one sphere was his 

revolt active, in that of nationalism. Yet here he was 

undoubtedly vigorous enough, not only planning for Ireland*s 

freedom, but attempting to force on the whole Irish people 

his ideals of culture and sublimated nationalism. 

His revolt against tradition in matter and form, how­

ever, was as effective as Wordsworth's had been a hundred 

years before. In pursuit of his ideal of Irish unity, 

l iberty , and perfection, he urged new themes for Irish 

l i terature . Disdaining the traditions of weak imitation of 

English themes, he passionately urged young writers to 

return to folk-tradition, to the peasants who were close to 

the heart of the land, to the land i t s e l f , so that every 

h i l l and glen and lake and river should have i t s own excite­

ment and imaginative association. In drama, he repudiated 

plays of incident and spectacle, of popular sentiment and 

commonplace thought, and substituted for them a drama of 

ideas and sincere emotion, a drama that has not yet — 

despite the years that l i e between — again become imitat ive. 
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In form, again l i k e Wordsworth, he urged the use of 

simple and effect ive language as opposed to the rhetorical 

language ef the oratory-loving Irish and the affected and 

ar t i f i c ia l language which many of his English friends spoke. 

He spent days among the Irish peasants, capturing the sim­

p l i c i t y , dignity, and charm of the Irish idiom turned into 

English, He sent J. M. Synge to the Atan Islands so that he 

might there capture the earthy and twisting idiom of those 

farthest from the contamination of English speech. Had the 

younger Irish poets learned no other lesson from him, both 

precept and example would s t i l l have been invaluable. 

John Synge, I and Augusta Gregory, thought 
All that we did, a l l that we said or sang 
Must come from contact with the s o i l . 29 

29 W. B. Yeats, Collected Poems, p. 369. 



ROMANTICISM 62 

4. S o l i t u d e , Egotism, and Melancholy. 

I could l i e down l i k e a t i r ed chi ld, 
And weep away the l i f e of care 
Which I have borne, and yet must bear. 30 

I t has been shown that escape from ac tua l i ty may take 

two forms, the f i r s t being the defiance which subs t i tu tes a 

challenge for withdrawal, and the second being the actual 

withdrawal or r e t r e a t from ac tua l i ty i t s e l f . The f i r s t has 

been discussed in Section 3: the second wi l l be described in 

t h i s section and in the two that follow. 

All men are great ly concerned with the problem of 

achieving happiness, earthly or heavenly. They vary, however, 

in the i r def ini t ion of happiness and in the i r method of 

a t ta in ing i t . The romantics, no l e s s than other men, have 

grea t ly concerned themselves with th i s pursu i t s of happiness. 

Certain types of Romanticist, l o s t in a s teadi ly 

increasing self-absorption as essent ia l and important to them 

as i t i s absurd to o thers , seek pleasure in the g r a t i f i c a t i o n 

of the emotions or of the passions. In pursu i t of t h i s s a t i s ­

faction they may travel many paths , from the simple quest 

for an ideal l i f e or love, a longing that may exis t exclu­

sively in the imagination, to the in sa t i ab le quest for 

30 Percy Bysshe Shelley, Stanzas Written in 
Dejection near Naples. 1, 30-32. 
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for heightened physical sensation or i n t e l l e c t u a l or s p i r i t u a l 

exa l t a t ion . The general tendenoy of the Romantic tempera­

ment i s to lose action among ideas, and so such quests 

de te r io ra te into nos ta lg ia , an i n f i n i t e , indeterminate, 

hopeless longing for the unat ta inable . The r e su l t of what 

might have become, in a man of di f ferent temperament, a 

constructive search for true happiness, too often becomes in 

the Romantic a s ta te of hopeless or a l l but hopeless 

melancholy, with a consequent withdrawal into so l i tude . 

As Joubert has wri t ten, *We spend on the passions the stuff 

that has been given to us for happ iness . " ' 1 

As a whole, no group of men have been so steeped in 

melancholy as have the Romantics. The contras t between the 

desired and the real has been too grea t , too heart-breaking. 

Perhaps they have sought the moment of happiness too pas­

s ively , or in the wrong source, and they have achieved only 

the sense of having l ived in vain. Or perhaps the dream 

i t s e l f was too perfec t , too e thereal , ever to be a t t a ined . 

At any ra te the Romantic considers himself the victim of 

fate or of society. His sens ib i l i ty bat tens upon i t s e l f in 

an egocentric hear t , and the victim, mad with f rus t ra t ion , 

sinks a t l a s t into despair . 

31 Joubert , quoted by Irving Babbitt , in Rousseau 
and Romanticism. N. Y., Houghton Miffl in, 1919, p . 314. 



ROMANTICISM 64 

Such melancholy would be impossible in any but 

complete egot i s t s , far too fully conscious of real or 

supposed uniqueness, for melancholy and egotism are two 

eides of the same thing and each grows by feeding upon 

i t s e l f . The loss of love, the lack of or l o s s of friends, 

hatred of mankind, — al l these loom large as partial 

causes of such depression, while deeper and far more 

fundamental i s the inabi l i ty or refusal to realize God and 

to unite with Kim. 

The sincerely unhappy Romantic may come to wear 

his garb of sorrow as a cloak with which to protect himself 

from further pain, and then he enfolds his purely personal 

sorrow in a guise of anonymity, in metaphor and symbol. His 

poetry i s to him a shield behind which he may hide from 

curious stares and which will shelter him from further 

assaults of the world. And at the same time the actual 

expression of his lamentation brings him a measure of beau­

t i fu l re l ie f . 

Another type of melancholy Romantic flaunts his 

unhappiness as a badge certifying to the depth of his deso­

la t ion . His pathos i s more superficial, no more than a 

dramatic pose which demands attention and sympathy. He 

comforts himself with the consciousness of his uniqueness. 

He fee ls himself to be exceptional, apart from and superior 
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t o , the mass of mankind. Like the other, he, too, f inds 

consolation in the written expression of his woes. 

In Yeats egotism, melancholy, and love of solitude 

were blended. In youth he wished to withdraw from the 

world to some safe and remote retreat. In later l i f e he 

was content to remain near the world, brooding above the 

mass of men l ike some solitary eagle, conscious that most 

others were unworthy of him. Always he was most conscious 

of his own importance, and earlier unhappiness arose largely 

from the knowledge that he f e l l short not only of the ideal 

his father and the Pollexfens had set for him but also of 

the s t i l l higher ideal he had set for himself. His moods of 

discouragement and black unhappiness devastated his l i f e . 

Only his nat ional i s t ic , po l i t i ca l , and dramatic enthusiasms 

and a c t i v i t i e s — into which he was almost forced — kept 

him from the final collapse into catastrophe and despair. 
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5. Real i ty Transformed, 

Beyond the l i g h t of far Cathay, 
Beyond a l l mortal dreams. 

Beyond the reach of night and day 
Our El Dorado gleams, 32 

The preceding sect ion has shown that the Romantic, 

an egotist with a desire for happiness that i s greater than 

his active will to achieve i t , retreats into melancholy and 

seeks a solitude where he may mourn his deficiencies or his 

losses and where he may brood upon his conviction of his 

difference from other men. In such a solitude he may, as 

well , find freedom to dream and to indulge his passion for 

nature and for the past. 

finding the unhappiness, inanity, and lack of romance 

of the present a wearisome burden, the sentimental Romantic 

may turn back to the past, mystical, mysterious, and remote, 

— back to the Middle Ages or earl ier, to a day when chivalry, 

l eve , and adventure lent fascination, gaiety, and meaning to 

l i f e . He invests bygone years with the romantic blur of that 

distance which lends enchantment in the minds in time he comes 

to love the blur for i t s own sake. In the past he can find 

in imagination al l the the present denies him, for in a 

apecial sense he makes his own pant just as he makes his own 

32 Alfred Jfoyes, in "The Moon Is Up*. 
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future, both being simply an idealised present. Shelley, 

in *To a Skylark", aptly expresses this phase of the Romantic 

mind: 

We look before and after, 

And pine for what i s not. . .33 

All things that are old and half-forgot ten are sought, both 

for their own sake and for the sake of the mood they help 

to create. 

Yeats was just such a Romantic, for he went back to 

pre-historic , partly mythological times, the age of mighty 

heroes and stirring deeds. Too conscious that he was 

severely handicapped by his physical deficiencies and frus­

trations, he found in the tales of Oisin and the warriors of 

the Pi anna, Cuchulain, Pergue, Conchobar, Deirdre and the 

sons of Usnach, a l l the heroism, a l l the mingled greatness 

and simplicity, a l l the active and stirring excitement that 

seemed so lacking in his own l i f e and in his own day. He 

found in these old tales the thread of story and wove i t , 

transformed by his imagination, into a web of enchantment. 

Always he was the hero of the story, with the courage of 

Cuchulain, the strength of Oisin, the subtlety of Conchobar, 

the renunciation of Fergus, the successful — even though 

i t ended in death — love of Naisi for Deirdre. 

33 Percy Bysshe Shelley, in "To a Skylark". 
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In Nature, imagined as he thinks i t ought to be and 

almost always invested with the haze that distance lends, 

the Romantic finds another refuge. Perhaps a t f i r s t the 

distance in t r igues because i t offers a hope of hidden and 

l o v e l i e r views behind those immediately v i s ib l e — something 

of a mystical viewpoint. Gradually, however, the blur 

becomes i t s own sa t i s fac t ion , for i t permits the imagination 

to brood so as to create and people the hidden view. 

Rousseau, typical Romantic, wrote, "I peopled Nature with 

beings according to my own heart . . . I created for myself 

a golden age to su i t my fancy. " ^ This i s one Romantic i dea l , 

and many of the great Romantics (including Yeats) had a very 

s imilar a t t i t ude to Nature. I t i s , however, a dangerous 

i dea l , for i t leads too frequently to an i n a b i l i t y to d is ­

t inguish between the dream and the r e a l i t y . 

Of those Romantics who fly to Nature for refuge, 

there are two types. One group finds the real or imagined 

love l iness of Nature a consolation for and a she l t e r from 

the ugl iness of l i f e . Another group, fewer in number, the 

real mystics and the pseudo- mystics, look through natural 

objects and scenes as though they were a ba r r i e r between 

man and God, or between man and sp i r i t ua l forces . They see, 

34 Jean Jacques Rousseau, quoted by Babbitt , op. 
cJLt., p . 84. 
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with varying c l a r i t y and force, glimpses of the Supreme 

Being, — or, in the case of the pseudo-mystics, other beings 

which they believe to e x i s t . Pseudo-mysticism will be more 

fully discussed in the next section of t h i s chapter. 

Yeats found both these views of Nature. In e a r l i e r 

years he found i t s lovel iness a r e t r e a t . Later, forced by 

oircusistances to l i ve far from natural scenic beauty, he 

found i t possible by recol lec t ion and imagination tc recreate 

a new and cloudier conception of Nature. Final ly , as will 

be shown in the following section in some d e t a i l , he t r i ed 

to achieve a neo-mystic vision which inspired a great deal 

of h i s poetry. 

The building up of an ideal or Romantic love, found 

in rever ie , dream, and i l l u s ion , i s another form of the 

transformation of r e a l i t y now being discussed. I t may have 

as i t s foundation e i the r the Idealizing of a person, or the 

ideal iz ing of the emotion of love i t s e l f . Romantic love i s 

remote, aloof, unat ta inable , and almost always unhappy, - -

par t ly because the ideal i s so lof ty that the real can never 

correspond with i t and possession of the ideal i s therefore 

impossible, par t ly because the achievement of the ideal 

necess i ta tes the lo s s of an idea l , the l o s s of a ralsqn 

A*ctre. 
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What has been said in Chapter I of Teats*s early 

dreame of Romantic love and of his al l but l i fe - long hopeless 

passion for Maud Gonne, a woman so lovely that she was the 

very symbol of beauty, has been sufficient to show that this 

mood was dominant in both l i f e and poetry, A subsequent 

chapter wil l discuss this in greater deta i l . 

With the desire for an ideal love there goes hand in 

hand the yearning for an ideal world, a dream-world that one 

may cal l Utopia, Arcadia, or - - as Yeats does — the Land of 

Heart's Desire. Here the Romantic can find the retreat from 

real i ty which he constantly seeks, escape from the drudgery 

and ugliness of day to day existenoe. He wants a l i f e both 

pastoral and i d y l l i c , simple and enchanted. He may try to 

oreate such a world out of the world he knows by the urging 

of po l i t i ca l and social reform, as did Rousseau and Shelley, 

or by stating and inspiring a cultural ideal, as did Yeats. 

Or again, having imagined such a visionary world, he may be 

content to inhabit i t in imagination, and never attempt to 

translate the ideal into action. The la t t er attitude i s 

probably more typical of the thorough Romantic temper 

Yeats pictured for hi&self just such a world, to be 

created partly out of the past and partly out of the future. 

In i t he envisioned an ivory tower in which he might i so la te 

himself in loneliness and dreams, for day-dream and reverie 
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were an essent ia l par t of the l i f e he longed for . As the 

years went by, in order to achieve h is ideal of nat ional 

cu l tura l greatness , he sumoned both physical and i n t e l l e c t u a l 

ac t iv i ty to h i s ass i s tance . The r e s u l t , s t r ik ingly success­

ful , wil l be discussed within the next few paragraphs. 

Another type off ideal world, the fairy world that 

to Yeats was the Land of Heart ' s Desire, offers another means 

of escape. Such a land Yeats actual ly sought by explora­

tion and experiment, and there I s strong evidence that a t 

l e a s t u n t i l h i s t h i r t i e t h year h is writ ings about fairyland 

were much more than a poetic pose. This wil l be further 

discussed in Section 6 of t h i s chapter. 

Nationalism may, perhaps, be rg.ther an aspect of the 

Romantic's desire for an ideal world, but i t s importance as 

a motive in Yeats 'a l i f e and in his wri t ings meri ts special 

discussion in a special sect ion. Patr io t ism, which has iia 

roots deep in the past but which i s nourished by present 

dreams, culminates in a passionate nationalism. All s t r i f e , 

a l l danger, a l l heroic deeds Just i fy a purpose so lo f ty , A 

country must be served as fa i thful ly as an idea], love . And 

i f the country f a l l s short of the idea l , then i t mu^t be 

imaginatively recreated and g l o r i f i s d . 

Yeats had a deep understanding of and sympathy for 

the Cel t ic s p i r i t and h i s love for the actual and legendary 
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past of Ireland inspired much of his poetry, much of his 

prose and a l l but al l of his plays. His imagination stirred 

to the music of his country's past sorrows and achievements, 

and he hoped to have a part in unifying and freeing an 

Ireland divided by religious s tr i fe and enslaved by po l i t i ca l 

s t r i f e . His ideals of a l i terary and drama t ic renascence 

were at f i r s t simply a means to an end. The poss ibi l i ty 

that they might in practice become ends in themselves must 

in the beginning have been far from his mind. 

Prom the preceding paragraphs i t has been seen that 

the Romantic mind tends to transform real i ty , either by 

recreating nature or enveloping i t in a cloudiness which 

increases i t e charm, by dreaming of an ideal love or an 

ideal world, or by the glorifying of a nation. How far i s 

such a tendency from Matthew Arnold's c lass ical ideal of 

seeing l i f e steadily and seeing i t whole.* 35 

36 Matthew Arnold, in Mfssay on Criticism, 
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6. The Supernatural. 

Darkness surrounds us; seeking, we are l o s t , . , 3 6 

The preceding section has discussed the Romantic's 

transformation of the past, of nature, of love, of l i f e , of 

country, by dreams and imagination. Imagination inspired 

each of these, but i t was imagination which burned with a 

steady flame. But imagination can soar, too, and can 

transcend time and space and every natural barrier. In this 

section some of the fruits of this towering frenzy will be 

considered. 

I t seems probable that the beginning of the quest of 

the supernatural i s found in the desire for heightened 

physical and inte l lectual sensation which comes when ideals 

have either sated or failed the Romantic. The gentle 

dreaminess of the earlier mood has proved insuff ic ient , and 

the pursuit of sensation becomes a fascinating avenue which 

leads to another type of escape that i s almost exaltation. 

Often the sensation sought i s pain, either in sadism or in 

masochism. There i s a strange fascination in suffering, the 

continually unsatisfied search for horrors that echoea the 

Gothic novel formula of experience. 

36 William Wordsworth, in "Uncertainty*. 



ROMANTICISM 74 

Yeats's bent seems to have been largely toward self-

inf l icted suffering. In the strange fascination which Maud 

Gonne exerted over him for so many years, the "La Belle Dame 

Sans Merci" or vampirine type of fascination, this tendency 

i s very obvious. He should have broken away from her spel l , 

and probably could have done so. I t seemed as though he 

relished his pain, for friendly advice and other opportunities 

for love offered a sounder l i f e , but both were continually 

rejected. He squeezed each sensation dry as subject for 

poetry, but in addition he seems to have had practically a 

lus t for destruction. 

from such a passion i t i s an easy step to an obsession 

with the supernatural in the l e s s elevated sense of the term, 

and many of the Romantics were obsessed with the occult and 

with Satanism. Pride and Romantic rebellion supported such 

debased preoccupations, and the odour of brimstone must often 

have been pervasive. 

Yeats had read, and had been permeated with the 

influence of, Blake, who — especially in his la ter poems — 

had been unrestrained in the recording of e v i l . He was 

also in personal or l i terary contact with Swinburne, Rossett i , 

Osoar Wilde, Aubrey Beardeley, Ernest Dowson, and others whose 

interests were spiritual ly and morally unhealthy in varying 

degrees. 
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I t i s poss ib le that Yeats would have delved into occult ism 

even without such contact , but h i s i n t e r e s t i n sp ir i tua l i sm, 

in white and black magic, in e so ter ic r e l i g i o n s must have 

seemed more natural and l e a s proscr ipt ive in such an atmos­

phere. 

To draw away somewhat from the incubus of these 

unsavoury and unhealthy preoccupations, there may be men­

tioned a milder and more playful aspect of the supernatural, 

the i n t e r e s t i n f a i r i e s often shared by Romantics. There are 

f a i r i e s and f a i r i e s , but the f a i r i e s of the romantic wri ter , 

e s p e c i a l l y i f he be a Ce l t , are bewitching and completely 

fa sc ina t ing . 

Yeats, l i k e many another Ce l t i c and Romantic, has 

been in teres ted in the fa iry folk and has written of them 

free ly in h i s poetry, prose, and p lays . The fac t that h i s 

b e l i e f i n f a i r i e s seems more real than that of the average 

writer adds a note of enchantment to what i s no new l i t e r a r y 

theme. 

In the previous sect ion reference was made to the 

mystical or neo-mystical view of nature which many of the 

greater Romantics possessed. Such poets s t r ive de l iberate ly 

for the mystic v i s i o n . I f they are true myst ics , they seek 

God, Most poet -myst ics , however, concern themselves rather 

with a search for the forces or s p i r i t s of nature, a pan-
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theis t lo quest insofar as i t i s a quest for a supreme being 

at a l l . Some are sentimental in approach, others philo­

sophical, and far too few rel igious. In each case, however, 

ecstasy i s sought, a union with the Infinite or some lesser 

aspect of the Infinite* 

Symbolism i s l i t t l e more than a device, at f i r s t , 

for communicating the mystical visions, although i t may later 

become an object in i t s e l f . The Romantio cl ings to sym­

bolism partly because by no other devioe can he convey the 

aura of the mystic vision so well and partly because he loves 

for I t s own sake the remote, half-dreamy, and secretive mode 

of expression. He wishes half to convey, half to hide, his 

vis ion, and symbolism does both for him. 

Blake was the most mystical and most symbolic of 

poets. He was at times very close to the Divine Vision, and 

at times very far from I t . Yeats, with SSdwin E l l i s , edited 

Blake's works; a great part of his mysticism and much of his 

symbolism can be traced to Blake's influence. Later chapters 

wil l analyse this particular phase of Yeats's poetry in more 

detai l . 

Prom a discussion of Romanticism and an historical 

outline of the Romantic sp ir i t and movement, this chapter has 

proceeded to a description of Romantic qual i t ies , grouped 

under the four headings; Romantic Revolt; Solitude, Egotism 
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and Melancholy; Reali ty Transformed; and the Supernatural . 

These topics have been re la ted br ief ly to Yeats*s l i f e and 

to h i s poetry. In the chapters that follow they wi l l 

provide chapter headings for a complete analysis of the 

nature and extent of Romanticitarn as revealed in Yeats ' s 

l y r i c poetry. 



CHAPTER I I I 

ROMANTIC REVOLT 

I carry from my mother 's womb 
A fanatic hea r t . l 

This chapter wi l l describe fully Yeats 'a tendencies 

towards Romantic r evo l t . His autobiographical works, along 

with biographical and c r i t i c a l work, have bMn used quite 

freely as sources of explanation for trends that are high­

l igh ted i n the poetry. Most remarkable i t i s to note tha t 

from e a r l i e r to l a t e r poetry there i s a steady increase both 

in quantity and quali ty of t h i s Romantic r ebe l l ion . This 

g rea te r preoccupation with revol t and greater in tens i ty of 

defiance as the years went on seems conclusive disproof of 

the statements of most c r i t i c s , who claim that Yeats was a t 

f i r s t a complete Romantic who l a t e r became a couplets r e a l i s t . 

Nothing could be far ther from the t r u t h . I t would be more 

accurate to say that he was a Romantic who af te r some years 

of writing began to seek a note of realism in hit? poetry — 

e i ther as a conscious pose or, more probably, as an attempted 

reaction against a RowanticiHUB that seamed unsat isfactory,— 

who gained from i t a more earthy language, grea ter c l a r i t y 

of s ty l e , greater conoreteness of L-aage, and somewhat 

1 W. B. Yeats, Collected Poems, p . 288. 
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greater preoccupation with th* world around him, but who — 

by virtue both of this perpetual feeling of revolt and by 

of h is attempts to pierce the ve i l of real ity — was from 

f i r s t to l a s t a Romantic poet. A rea l i s t accepts real i ty: 

Yeats never accepted i t . 

As has been mentioned already,2 Yeats rebelled 

against tradition and authority in theme and s ty le . But 

in his poetry there appears as well a strong defiance of 

real i ty and actuality, against the ugliness of l i f e , against 

i t s ooxtmonness, against i t s frustrations, against the 

thoughts of old age and death which more and more tormented 

him as the years put their weight upon him. These two main 

types of revolt will be discussed in that order in the pages 

which follow. 

2 See Chapter I I , pp. 60-61. 
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1 . Revolt Against Tradition and Authority. 

At seventeen years eld I *as already an old-
fashioned brass cannon ful l of shot, and 
nothing had kept me from going off but a 
doubt as to my capacity to shoot s t r a i g h t , 3 

Despite the gentleness and laelaneholy of the youthful 

Teats , passionate and rebel l ious blood ran in h is ve ins . 

Sp i r i tua l ly and emotionally he was not so far removed from 

h i s grandfather, that " s i l en t and f ierce old man*4, as he 

believed, sunk in boyhood's t imidity and inep t i tude . The 

old man, a r e t i r ed sea-captain, "who waa always i r r i t a t e d 

with the pas t and the future"^, kept a hatchet beside Ms 

bed in case of burglars , would ra ther knock a man down than 

go to law, and even hunted a group of men with a horsewhip.6 

In l a t e r l i f e he f e l t t h i s kinship more strongly, and claimed 

i t with de l igh t . His mind went back often to those "old 

f a t h e r s " . 7 

. . . Although my wits have gone 
On a fan tas t i c r i d e , my horse ' s flanks are spurred 
By ch i ld i sh memories of an old cross Pol 1 exf e n . s 

I t was h i s boast tha t he had "inheri ted a vigorous mind*.9 

3 Autobiography, p . 102. 7 Collected Poems, p . 113. 

4 Collected Poems, p . 113. 8 Op. c i t . . p . 202. 

5 Je f fa res , OP. c l t . . p . 10. 9 Op. o i t . . p , 228, 

6 Autobiography, p . 4 . 
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There i s no doubt t h i s mental vigour came to him pa r t ly 

from h i s fa ther , whose own turn of mind was forceful and 

aggressive. He had domineered over h i s son, la rgely in 

i n t e l l e c t u a l mat ters , and W. B, *e react ion crane with manhood. 

His revulsion against h is f a t h e r ' s scepticism and the empti­

ness of Protes tant doctrines caused h is i n t e r e s t in Buddhism 

and in Theosephy, There was revol t , as well , in his i n s i s ­

tence on personal poetry when his father declared the 

superior i ty of dramatic poetry. I t was in opposition to h i s 

f a t h e r ' s wishes that he had become in te res ted in mysticism 

and psychical research. Sometimes the i r differences of 

opinion became physical . 

The poet had f i r s t broken away from h i s father by 
taking up occult science, and now the i r oonfl iots 
of opinion were frequent. One night at Bedford 
Park W. B. expressed an appreciation of Ruskinfs 
Unto t h i s Las t . He was put out of the room »o 
v io lent ly that he broke the glass of a p ic ture 
with the back of h i s head. Another night when 
they had been in some similar argument, J . B, Y. 
squared up and wanted to box, and, when Willie 
said that he could not f ight h is own fa ther , 
rep l ied , *I don ' t se« why you should not , "10 

Jus t as defcp and as vigorous wa« Yeats 'a r«action 

a<sain»t pacificm. On her f i r s t v i s i t to the Yeats home 

Maud Gonne had defended war as a mean* of securing I r i s h 

l i b e r t y , and tf. B. had offended hi a father by supporting 

her v iews. 1 1 If he had not thought much about revolution 

10 Hone, OP. o i t . . p . 63. 11 Loc. c i t . . pp. 70-71. 
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before that eventful meeting, i t was inevitable that he 

should find i t often in his thoughts thereafter. The theme 

began to appear in his poetry. *The Rose of Battle", written 

before 18»3tfinds beauty in warfare* even in war's defeats. 

Rose of e l l Roses, Rose of a l l the World.' 

Turn i f you may from battles never done. 

Danger no refuge holds, and war no peace, 
for him who hears love sing and never cease 
Beside her clean-swept hearth, her quiet shade: 
But gather a l l for whom no love hath made 
A woven silence . • . 
And wage God's batt les in the long grey ships. 
And when at l a s t , defeated in His wars, 
They have gone down under the same white stars, 
'Ye shall no longer hear the l i t t l e cry 

Of our sad hearts, that may not l i v e nor d i e . 1 2 

Through Maud Gonne, John O'Leary, and other patriots 

of the Young Ireland groups and the Irish Republican Brother­

hood, and from his readings of Irish history and contemporary 

Irish l i terature , Yeats got at once a picture of the Ireland 

of the past and her possible future freedom became more 

desirable. The Ireland of his time, 

That country where a man can be so crossed; 

Can be so battered, badgered and destroyed,1 3 

c a l l s aloud for freedom: "we and our bitterness"!3 recal ls 

the sorrowful past. 

12 Collected Poems, pp. 42-43, 

13 OP. o i t . . p. 51. 
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Yeats gradually beoame b i t t e r and f u l l of hatred, not 

repe l led only by Bri ta in where Edward VII had ascended the 

throne — 

. . . new commonness 
Upon the throne and crying about the s t r e e t s 

And hanging i t s paper flowers from post to p o s t , 1 4 

— but also by many of the I r i s h people whose jea lousy and 

quarrels weakened the ir own cause. Ireland was "this b l ind 

bit ter land";1 5 the Ir ish people were "dolt and knave*,18 

•ignorant men*10 who lacked "courage equal to des ire*; 1 5 

Dublin's reaction to Synge's and Yeats's own plays was "The 

daily spite of this unmannerly town*.17 Such instances might 

be multiplied, and they date from approximately 1902 to 1930. 

These and similar references are rea l i s t i c in tone, but Yeats 

has not resigned himself to the gulf between his ideal Ire­

land and hie ideal Ir ish and the real i ty . His passionate 

revulsion evidences so much. Therefore they are to be accepted 

as further evidence of Romantic revolt . 

When the Easter Rising of 1916 took place, Yeats 

was appalled and yet encouraged. No longer could i t be 

said that the " l i t t l e streets'1 lacked courage equal to 

desire. Now came a sense of exaltation, the sort that the 

1 4 P o l l u t e d Poems, p. 85. 16 pp. o i t . . p. 104, 

* 8 OP* c l t . . p. 101. 17 OP. o i t . . p. 169. 
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Irish airman. Major Robert Gregory, felt while fighting for 

England—a country he considered not his own. 

A lonely impulse of delight 
Drove to this tumult in the clouds; 
I balanced all, brought ail to mind, 
The years to come seemed waste of breath, 
A waste of breath the years behind 
In balance with this life, this death.ia 

The Irish hpd always known that freedom oould come at last 

only through bloodshed, and repeatedly they had shown their 

willingness to shed their blood. Yeats showed that in his 

play, Cathleen nl Houlihan, and in such a poem as "The Rose 

Tree". 

There's nothing but our own red blood 
Can make a r igh t Rose T r e e . 1 ' 

Now the blood had been shed, in vain and yet not in 

vain, for courage i s a conflagration. Many were k i l l e d in 

the f ight ing, f ighting as hopeless as Cuchulain's warfare 

with the waves. Many were imprisoned, including Countess 

Markiewicz. Sixteen of the rebels were shot. The peasant-

poet , Padxaic Pearse, Connolly, and John MacBride who had 

won Maud Gonne from Yeats ,—all were dead. "A t e r r i b l e 

beauty i s born," Yeate wrote. 

I have met them at close of day 
Cooing with vivid faces 

1 8 Collected Poems, p . 152. 20 Op. c i t . . p . 203. 
1 9

 OP. P i t . , p . 208. 



ROMANTIC REVOLT 85 

Prom counter or desk among grey 
Eighteenth century houses. 
I have passed with a nod of the head 
Or p o l i t e meaningless words. 

Being certa in that they and 1 
But l i v e d where motley i s worn: 
All changed, changed u t t e r l y : 
A terrible beauty i s born. *!• 

Of John MacBride he wrote, 

This other man I had dreamed 
A drunken, vainglorious lout . 
He had done most b i t ter wrong 
To some who are near my heart. 
Yet I number him in the song; 
He, too, has resigned his part 
In the casual comedy; 
He, too, has been changed in his turn, 
Transformed utterly; 

A terrible beauty i s born.*1 

Yeats did not fight, himself. He did not know of the pro­

jected rising; probably he had been purposely kept ignorant, 

for he was notoriously unable to keep a secret. But h i s 

sympathy was with them, and — proof that he understood, and 

therefore possessed, the heart of a rebel — he f e l t and 

knew what had led them to such action. 

Too long a sacrif ice 
Can make a stone of the heart. 
0 when may i t suffice? 
• • • • 

Was i t needless death after e l l? 
Por England may keep fai th 
for a l l that i s done and said. 
We know their dream; enough 
To know they dreamed and are dead; 
And what i f excess of love 
Bewildered them t i l l they died?21 

2 1 Collected Poems, pp. 202-205. 
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Before turning from 5Teats's revol t againet t r ad i t i on 

and authori ty to h i s revulsion from the r o d i t i e s of l i f e , a 

few paragraphs wil l serve to describe h i s react ion against 

authori ty in h is themes and a ty le . 

Like Wordsworth, he praised the common man, l iv ing 

close to nature , idea l ized , Ellman quotes Yeats as wri t ing, 

In Ireland alone among the nations tha t I know 
you wil l find, away on the western seaboard, under 
broken roefe, a race of gentlemen, keeping a l ive 
the idea ls of a grea t time when men sang the heroic l i f e 
with drawn swords In t he i r hands . 2 2 

And the same thought appears in his poetry. He had v i s i t ed 

the Aran Is lands In 1896 and had been s t i r r e d by the simplici ty 

and dignity of the people, and of the i r un-English idiom. He 

had some years l a t e r urged J , M. Synge to go to these i s Wan da 

so that he might capture that idlon, j u s t as he had encouraged 

Lady Gregory to co l l ec t the expressions of her peasantry. 

And tha t enquiring man John Synge comes next, 
That dying chose the l iv ing world for text 
And n^r^r could have rested in the tomb 
But tha t , long t r ave l l ing , he had come 
Towards n igh t f a l l upon cer ta in se t apart 
In a most desolate stony place, 
Towards n igh t fa l l upon a race 
Passionate and simple l i k e h i s h e a r t . 2 3 

Prom sources such as these a new and di f ferent l i t e r a ­

ture would come, one that would uni te the re l ig ious groups 

and the dif ferent c lasses in Ireland, one that would not be 

22 Ellman, ou. o i t . . p . 113. 

23 Collected Poems, p , 149 
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merely and weakly imi ta t ive but that would l i v e by v ir tue of 

i t s own excellence. Such a l i terature could not, however, 

be easily achieved: the roots of sentiment and verbiage and 

ornament had gone too deed. Yeats wrote before 1925, 

. . . The Irish form of Victorian rhetoric . . . 
had declined into a patriotio extravagance that 
offended al l educated minds. • • Victor Hugo and 
Swinburne had so delighted our school days that 
we distrusted our habitual thoughts. I tried 
after the publication of The Wanderings of Oisin 
to write of nothing but emotion, and in the 
simplest language, and now I have had to go 
through i t a l l , cutting out or altering passages 
that are sentimental from lack of thought. 24 

Yeats*s Romanticism i s excellently revealed in his constant 

dissat isfact ion with his own poems, and his innumerable 

revisions which attempt to make each poem say exactly what he 

meant in words that he considered most apt at the time of the 

revision. An unpublished poem, quoted by Henn, well expresses 

the reason for the revisions. 

The friends that have i t I do wrong 
Whenever I remake a song, 
Should know what issue i s at stake: 
I t i s myaelf that I remake.26 

In s ty le , then, just as in theme, Yeats was a rebel. 

Suoa early poems as Mosada and The Wanderings of Oisin were 

strongly reminiscent of Romantic end Pre-Raphaelite poetry, 

24 W. B. Yeats, in Dedication to Early Poems and 
Stories, quoted by Henn, op. o i t . . p. 100, 

25 W. B. Yeats, unpublished verse, quoted by Henn, 
op. o i t . . p. 101. 
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by these frequent revis ions he strove for a s ty le that would 

be simpler, more expressive, more I r i s h . Although h i s s ty le 

became eventually more Yeatsian than I r i s h , h is precepts were 

more effect ive in such associates as Lady Gregory and in 

such l i t e r a r y d isc ip les as Padralc Colum who followed ra ther 

h i s ideal than h is example. 

Ie there , then, no hope for the de-Anglic!sing 
of our people? Can we not build up a national 
t r a d i t i o n , a national l i t e r a t u r e , which shall be 
none the l e s s I r i s h in s p i r i t from being English 
in language? Can we not keep the continuity of 
the na t ion ' s l i f e by t rans la t ing or r e t e l l i n g in 
English which shal l have an indefinable I r i s h 
quality of rhythm and s ty l e , a l l tha t i s best of 
the ancient l i t e ra ture? 2 ® 

I t was suoh an insp i ra t ion that l i t and kept a l igh t the twin 

torches of the I r i s h Li terary Revival and the I r i s h Dramatic 

Movement. 

Yeats ' s Romantic revol t against t r ad i t ion and authori ty 

has been seen to be fundamental in and cha rac t e r i s t i c of the 

man, i t s seeds sown in soi l made f e r t i l e by the influences 

of heredity and nourished both by the needs of h i s age and 

the contacts he made. I t was strong and effioaoious i a the 

f i e lds of subject-matter and s ty l e , l e s s tangible but quite 

as effective in the struggle for I r i s h freedom. 

26 W. B. Yeats in the December, 1392, issue of 
United I re land, quoted by Jeff a res , OP. o i t . . p . 92, 
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Yeats ' s trend towards the changes he advocated in 

subject and s t y l e may be observed in "The Ballad of Father 

0*Hart"27 , "The Ballad of the Poxhunter*28f ^ a *The Ballad 

of Moll Magee*29. A few verses from the l a t t e r poem w i l l 

i l l u s t r a t e the changes c l e a r l y . 

Come round me, l i t t l e ohi lder; 
There, don't f l i n g stones at me 
Because I mutter as I go; 
But p i ty Moll Magee. 

My man was a poor f i sher 
With shore l i n e s in the say; 
My work was s a l t i n * herrings 
The whole of the long day.*50 

The same extreme s impl ic i ty i s shown i n the un-English 

I w i l l ar i se and go now, and go to Inniafree . . . 3 1 

In l a t e r poetry equal s impl ic i ty and avoidance of 

poetioism i s found, but i t i s i n t r i n s i c and not a pose. 

Better go down upon your marrow-bones 
And scrub a kitchen pavement, or break atones 
Like an old pauper, in a l l kinds of weather, 32 
They had hands l i k e claws, and their knees 
Were twisted l i k e the old thorn-trees 
By the w a t e r s . 3 3 

But was there ever dog that praised h i s f leas?34 

Sometimes, s t i l l l a t e r , a del iberate coarseness i s sought, 

as in "The Three Beggars*** and "The Three Hermits"36, 

f i n a l l y Yeats achieved a spontaneous harmony of word and 

thought, natural and e f f e c t i v e . 

27 Col lected Poems, p . 23, 32 Op. o i t . . p. 89 
28 OP. o i t . . p . 27 33 Op. o i t . . p . 91 
29 Op. c l t . . p . 25 34 OP. o i t . . p . 105 
30 Loo, o i t . . 35 OP. o i t . . p . 124 
31 OP. o i t . . p . 44. 36 Op. o i t . , p . 127, 
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2. Revolt against Actuality. 

I cry continually against my l i f e . 

The reader of Yeats's poetry finds in i t many a 

protest against l i f e in general and against his own l i f e in 

particular, the sort of protest that i s typical of the 

Romantic mind and that runs the gamut of emotions from the 

early petulant fretfulness to the la ter raging hatred. 

The autobiographical poem, "The Man who Dreamed of 

fairyland*, explains much of the background of this type of 

revolt. The man whose "heart hung a l l upon a silken dress*,21 

whose *»ind ran a l l on money cares and fears* , 2 8 learned of a 

land where the troubles of this world are unknown. 

He mused upon his mockers: without^afall 
His sudden vengeance were a country tale , 
When earthy night had drunk his body in; 
But one small knot-grass growing by the pool 
Sang where—unnecessary cruel voice/* 
Old silence bids i t s ohosen race rejoice, 
Whatever ravelled waters rise and f e l l 
Or stormy s l iver fret the gold of day. 
And midnight there enfold them l ike a f leece 
And lover there by lover be at peace. 
The tale drove his fine angry mood away. 

• • • 

The man has found no comfort in the grave. 

27 W. B. Yeats, Dramatis Personae. 1896-1902. 
Estrangement, The Bounty of Sweden, London, Macmillan, 1936,p. 150 

28 W. B, Yeats, Collected Poems, pp. 49-50, 
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Yeats was troubled almost a l l h i s l i f e by h i s unhappy 

love a f fa i r ye t , for reasons which will be more fully d i s ­

cussed in a l a t e r chapter, he never attempted a permanent — 

and scarcely ever a temporary — revol t against t h i s t h r a l l -

dom. Yet much of t h i s revol t against ac tua l i ty was closely 

associated with h i s love for Maud Gonne. His Romantic 

revulsion against ugl iness , for example, i s so strong because 

i t i s an offence against her beauty. He i s s t i r r e d by the 

Romantic and unavailing desire to remake the world to harmony 

with her image. In "The Lover Tel ls of the Rose in h i s Heart* 

he wr i tes : 

All things uncomely and broken, a l l things worn out and 
old, 

The cry of a chi ld by the roadway, the creak of a lum­
bering c a r t , 

The heavy steps of the ploughman, splashing the wintry 
mould. 

Are wronging your image tha t blossomB a rose in the 
deeps of my hea r t . 

The wrong of unshapely things i s a wrong too grea t to 
be told; 

I hunger to build them anew and s i t on a green knoll 
apart , 

With the ear th and the sky and the water, re-made, 
l i k e a casket of gold 

for my dreams of your image that blossoms a rose in 
the deeps of my h e a r t . 2 9 

He raged much, too, against p e o p l e ^ — especial ly 

those who have harmed Maud Gonne, The "dolt and knave" s l 

29 Collected Poems, p . 62. 31 Collected Poems, p.104. 

30 See Ch. I l l , p . 83. 
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who misunderstood and maligned her, the "drunken, vain­

g lor ious l o u t * 4 2 who married her, — a l l are condemned. But 

he raged, as we l l , against those I r i s h who showed lack of 

foresight and lack of desire for culture by their indifferenoe 

to the offer of Sir Hugh Lane to give h i s famous co l lect ion 

of paintings to Ireland i f by municipal and public subscrip­

tion a new National Gallery were bui l t on a s i t e he had sug­

ges ted . 4 3 He again cr i t i c i sed the mob when they took part in 

the Playboy controversy44, and condemned the government's 

land policy which was designed to reduce such estates as 

that of Coole.4 6 

He fretted at the restrict ions of his l i f e caused by 

h is busy and constraining theatrical a c t i v i t i e s . The note 

of rebellion i s strongly sounded hm, 

. . . My curse on plays 
That have to be set up in f i f ty ways, 
On the day's war with mvvy knave and dolt. 
Theatre business, management of men. 
I swear before the dawn comes round again 
1*11 find the stable and pull out the b©lt.*6 

4 2 09J4cPticd Pooflf, p . 203. 

43 See "To a Wealthy Man who Promised a Second 
Subscription te the Dublin Municipal Gallery i f i t were 
Proved the People Wanted Pictures", Collected Poems, p, 119. 
also *To a Shade*, QPT o i t . . p. 123, 

44 See •On those that Hated *The Playboy of the 
Western World*, 1907*, ©j^_eJLi., p . 124. 

45 See pp. 106, 107, OP. o i t . 
4 6 OP. c l t . . p. 104. See also pp. 107, 135. 
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Since fate has denied him fulfilment of his love, the 

occupation of his l i f e should be his poetry, but both 

p o l i t i c s and the theatre compete with verse . 4 7 Now, "out of 

heart with government*43 and plagued by imitators, he rebels 

ag&lnst h i s rebell ion. Life must replace mythology as theme, 

I made my eoag a coat 
Covered with embroideries 
Out of old mythologies 
from heel to throat; 
But the fools caught i t , 
Wore i t in the world's eyes 
As though, they'd wrought i t . 
Song, l e t them take i t , 
for there's more enterprise 
In walking naked,49 

3o he wrote near the end of Responsibil it ies , published in 

1914, and thereafter the personal note i s louder and l e s s 

disguised in symbol. 

Occasionally the misery of his long courtship and 

i t s disappointing close creeps into a poem written after 

Maud Sonne's marriage in 1903. There appears d e a r l y his 

bitterness and dis i l lus ion over thies "barren passion"00" 

Never give a l l the heart, for love 
Will hardly seem worth thinking of 
To passionate women i f i t seem 
Certain . . . 
He that made this knows a l l the cost, 
for he gave his heart and l o s t . 5 1 

4 7 ColiPCted Poems, p. 109. 50 Op. o i t . . p. 113 

4 8 SM±-2*£»» P» 1 4 1 51 Op. o i t . . p. 87 

49 fft». P i t . , p. 142 
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Sweetheart, do not love too long: 
X loved long and long . 
And grew to be out of fashion 
Like an o ld song. 51 

One of the most i n s i s t e n t aspects of Yeats'a Romantic 

revol t i s that against the passing of time, against old age 

i n general , and against h i s own increasing age in par t i cu lar . 

I t i s a passionate revo l t , and one which appears even in h i s 

e a r l i e s t . I t s urgency i s in d ireot proportion to i t s use-

l e s s n e s s . The i n e v i t a b i l i t y and urgency of the passage of 

the years oppresses him, and no matter who i s the subject of 

the poem, the theme most c l o s e l y touches the poet himself . 

Yeats was not twenty-f ive years o ld when he wrote 

"The Meditation of the Old Fisherman*02 and not twenty-eight 

when "The Lamentation of the Old Pensioner* 5 3 was published, 

ye t both breathe the dependence upon memory that so poignantly 

accompanies o ld age with a sympathy and understanding that 

the young seldom posses* . 

In the Junes that were warmer than these are, the waves 
were more gay, 

When I was a boy with never a crack in my heart . 

The herring are not in the t ide« as they were of old; 
My sorrow! for many a creak gave the creel in the cart 
That carried the take to S l igo town to be so ld , 
When I was a boy with never a crack in my h e a r t . 5 2 

6 1 QVt C*t., P. °3 53 Op. o i t . . p . 52 
0 2 0P« P i t . , p . 23 
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The second of these two poems reveals as well the 

ear l ies t example In Yeats*s lyr ic verse of the rage against 

age that appears so often in la ter poems. 

I spi t into the faoe of Time 
That has transfigured me. 0 4 

The poems of The Tower repeat this rage, but by 1928 i t was 

an openly personal rage. 

An aged man i s but a paltry thing, 
A tattered coat upon a stick, unless 
Soul,clap i t s hands and sing, and louder sing 
for every tatter in i t s mortal dress. 

. . . Consume my heart away; sick with desire 
And fastened to a dying animal 
I t knows not what i t i s . . . 0 0 

Age does not weaken imagination, nor does i t bring an end to 

dream or hope or longing. 

Never had I more 
Excited, passionate, fantastical 
Imagination, nor an ear and eye . 
That more expected the impossible — o e 

But Yeats found a solution to his problem of leaden &ge<, 

Rather than defy i t , he wil l ignore i t and wil l refuse to 

acknowledge the handicaps that came in i t s wake. 

Now shall I make my soul, 
Compelling i t to study 
In a learned school 
T i l l the wreck of body, 
Slow decay of blood, 

54 Op. P i t . , p. 52 56 Op. p i t . , p . 218 

5 5 OP. P i t . . P P . 217-218 
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Testy delirium 
Or dul l decrepitude, 
Ox what worse e v i l come—-
The death of fr iends , or death 
Of every b r i l l i a n t eye 
That made a catch in the b r e a t h -
Seam but the clouds of the sky 
when the horizon fades; 
Or a bird*a sleepy cry 
Among the deepening shades . 5 7 

And even when, death comes i t w i l l be met with defiance and 

be mastered by courage. 

A great man in h i s pride 
Confronting murderous <aen 
Casts der is ion upon 
Supersession of breath; 
He knows death to the bone*-
Man has created death. 

Yeats, as t h i s chapter has shown, has throughout h i s 

poetry a strong and s t i r r i n g note of revo l t against t rad i t ion , 

authority , r e a l i t y ; a note that echoes the song of the re­

b e l l i o u s heart beating in h i s breast . Like PerguB, he would 

throw away the troubles and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of h i s l i f e , but 

too many cords t i e him to l i f e ' s t r e a d m i l l . 5 9 Unable to f l e e 

l i f e ' s burden, he carr ies i t with a def iant a ir ; l i k e the 

heroic Cuchulain he w i l l die i f he must in unceasing, i f vain, 

c o n f l i c t . 6 0 

57 pp. C i t . . p . 224 59 Op. o i t . . pp. 36-37, 
5 8 0P« P i t . , p . 264 60 Op. c i t . . pp 37-40, 
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His f ight may bring him the wisdom that now seems 

the best of l i v i n g , an "old man's eagle mind*, 5 1 Out of 

that passionate defiance something of worth must surely come. 

Grant me an old nan's frenzy 
Myself must I remake 
T i l l I am Tlmon and Lear 
Or that William Blake 
Who beat upon the wall 
T i l l Truth obeyed h i s e a l l . 6 2 

At the l e a s t , perhaps defiance w i l l be i t s own reward, 

. . . I may seem, though I . d i e o ld , 
A f o o l i s h , passionate man. 6 3 

And how l i t t l e i t seems to matter, af ter a l l , whether he has 

some reward other than defiance at a l l . In at l e a e t one poem 

he shows that revo l t never r e a l l y succeeds, a poem that serves 

as f i t t i n g epilogue for h i s l i f e and h i s poetry of f r u i t l e s s 

r e b e l l i o n . 

•The Pour Ages of Man* 

He with body waged a f i g h t . 
But body won; i t walks upright. 

Then he struggled with the heart; 
Innocence and peace depart. 

Then he struggled with the mind; 
His proud heart he l e f t behind. 

Now h i s wars on God begin; 
At stroke of midnight God shal l w i n . 6 4 

61 OP. C i t . . p . 347 63 OP. o i t . . p . 326 

62 Loc. P i t . 64 Op. C i t . , p . 332 
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30LITUDB, EGOTISM, AND MELANCHOLY 

I came on a great house in the middle of the night, 
I t s open lighted doorway and i t s windows al l a l ight . 
And a l l my friends were there and made me welcome too; 
But I woke in an old ruin that the winds howled through.1 

following the discussion in Chapter III of Romantic 

revolt as a factor in Yeats*s poetry, i t i s necessary to turn 

to those other Romantic aspects which colour so much of his 

lyr ic output. All these aspects, i t has been pointed out2 , 

go to make up the f l ight from reality that i s the essence of 

Romanticism. They have been grouped into three divisions: 

the f i r s t included the three moods — solitude, egotism, and 

melancholy, — which are to be discussed in this chapter; the 

second included a l l the means of transformation of real i ty; 

the third detailed a l l the aspects of the supernatural. 

There i s much overlapping of the moods of solitude 

and egotism and melancholy, an overlapping almost inevitable 

because of their close relationship, but for the purpose of 

analysis in this chapter the three wil l be considered 

separately even at the risk of doing violence to some of the 

poetry by a scrutiny that seizes one feature and ignores others. 

1 W, B. Yeats, Collected Poems, p, 351, 

2 See Chapter I I , pp. 51-52. 
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1 , Sol i tude, 

. . . the proud and apart . . . 3 

Yeats had from early boyhood a nature that was 

essen t ia l ly so l i t a ry , although in l a t e r l i f e he was often 

forced in to human contact . His dreams of leadership made i t 

necessary for him to come into contact with those whom he 

wished to i n s p i r e . His fro ward heart made him seek the 

oompanionbhip of women, while h is love for one woman drove 

him headlong into into national and p o l i t i c a l contac ts . His 

growing fame made i t necessary for him to l i v e in contact 

with h i s public and with admirers whose i n t e l l e c t u a l ftimulun 

he found helpful . His marriage made him a family man with 

a family man's obl igat ions to society. Throughout h is l i f e 

i t must have seemed to him often that he had been trapped in 

a world he had wished to escape. But, l i k e the prisoner of 

Chillon, he found the prison at l a s t a home. 

In a sense, Yeats was able to carry h i s sol i tude with 

him even among a throng of people. Biographers have recorded 

h i s tendency to abstract ion and reverie a t times when he 

was surrounded by company. His mind made of h is dreams and 

preoccupations an i n t e l l e c t u a l so l i tude . His rebuilding of 

the Tower for a home was most s ign i f ican t ; i t was to be a 

3 Collected Poems, p . 23. 
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solitary*s refuge as well a>» a home, the same sort of escape 

he had found years before in the thicket or on the island. 

Yeats*s Reveries over Childhood and Youth gives the 

story for his early longing for solitude. Of his grand­

father *s house he wrote, "The house was so big that there was 

always a room to hide in , and I had . . . a garden where I 

oould wander." When v i s i tors arrived, he hid in the hay­

l o f t and lay l i s tening to a servant call ing him,5 At other 

times he often sought reg\tge in the l ibrary,6 

Much more significant was his account of the thickets 

in which he loved to hide. He discovered one of them while 

v i s i t ing his father*s aunt, Miss Mary Yeats. "Under one gable 

a dark thicket of small trees made a shut-in mysterious place, 

where one played and believed that something was going to 

happen.*7 Hone describes another thicket near Howth, one 

between three roads, * a region into which one might wander 

from the cares of l i f e * , and peopled by shadows.8 

Important, too, i s his account of the refuge he hoped 

to find on the I s l e of Innisfree, an island later celebrated 

4 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth. 

N. Y«, Macmillan, 1916, p. 2 

8 OP* P i t . , p. 17 7 Op. c i t . . p . 18 

6 0P« o i t . . p. 26 8 Hone, op. c i t . . p, 38 
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in the well-known and well- l iked poem, "The Lake I s l e of 

Innisfree*. Stirred by h is father's reading aloud of 

Thoreau'a Walden. he determined to l i v e in a l i t t l e cottage 

on the isaand and, having set aside love, to seek wisdom 

alone.9 frequently he slept out of doors at night, in Slish 

Wood or some other hoary grove, or in a cave which he had been 

told was haunted,10 He coaxed his cousin to take him out in 

his boat at night so that he might learn the cries of the 

birds at dawning.11 

Among his schoolmates he found himself a stranger, 

set apart in London by h is nationality and in Dublin by h is 

own aloof manner. This sense of i solat ion remained with him 

well into manhood, and perhaps a l l h i s l i f e . Painfully self-

conscious in society, he exaggerated his social blunders. He 

wrote about this time, *I was l ike a man in nightmare who 

longs to move and cannot,*12 and again, * Some times the barrier 

between myself and other people f i l l e d me with terror.W13 I t 

was only by determined self-schooling that he achieved social 

poise. 

9 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth. 
pp. 83-84. 

1Q OP- Pit*, pp. 29, 72-73, 84. 
1 1 pP*_Pil.. PP* 80-86, 
IB W, B. Yeats, unpublished f i r s t Draft of Autobio­

graphy, quoted by Ellman, op. o i t . . p. 76 
i » W. B, Yeata, Letters to the New Island. Cambridge, 

University Press. 1934, p. 12 x i i , quoted by Ellman, OP. c i t . . 
P# 78. 
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Even in his love for Maud Gonne, Yeats was lonely. 

Despite the depth of his loverfor her, she never completely 

understood him. But she spoiled any hope of h is finding 

true understanding and companionship in any other woman, at 

l eas t until h is marriage. There i s a curious and interesting 

sidel ight on his sense of i solat ion after his meeting with 

Maud Gonne in the plot of Phoya. published in 1892. Yeats 

put much of himself into the novel, subtly identifying him­

se l f with the chief character. Dhoya had been a slave from 

ehildhood, subject to violent f i t s of passion. His masters 

set him free, and he made his home in a cave* He grew more 

mad, raging against his own shadow.14 His furies stop when 

he f a l l s in love with a woman from the fairy world. But she 

wishes not to love, only to be loved. She i s taken from him, 

and in despair he mounts a black steed and dashes over the 

c l i f f to his death. I t Is unnecessary to explain the paral le l . 

During the course of his love for Maud Gonne, Yeats 

dreamed that he might share a solitude with her, a solitude 

that was in vivid contrast to her busy public l i f e and h i s . 

That dream was unfulf i l led, but after his marriage to Miss 

Lees in 1917 a somewhat similar hope came true. He and his 

wife shared an intel lectual seclusion built partly on mutual 

understanding out largely upon the 'system' of philosophy 

14 I t should be noted here that the shadow i s an 
important feature of Yeats's theory of the Mask, to be die-
cussed l a t er . 
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developed through her automatic writing and h i s pat i ent 

expos i t ion . Their rebuilding of the Tower as a home was 

e spec ia l l y s i g n i f i c a n t , i t s strength, i t s i s o l a t i o n , i t s 

symbolism as the study of the sage, a l l adding importance to 

i t s cho ice . 

from a survey of the mood of so l i tude in the p o e t ' s 

l i f e , a foundation has been l a i d which explains and makes 

more meaningful the same mood in the poetry. 

The e a r l i e r poetry s t re saes , as might be expected, 

the notion of an ac t ive escape or a f l i g h t into s o l i t u d e . 

The Yeats who wrote the early poems was, perforce, part of 

the busy world that he scarcely understood or l i k e d . The 

young man in "The Indian to h i s Love" promises h i s beloved 

that they w i l l f ind a lone ly home for the ir love and murmur 

How we alone of mortals are 
Hid under quiet boughs a p a r t . 1 5 

I t i s perhaps Yeats himself , a Yeats who dreams of a love 

that has not y e t come to him, who sees h i s beloved, shy and 

apart, and promises himself in *To an I s l e in the Water* — 

To an i s l e in the water 
With her would I f l y . 1 6 

I t was quite poss ib ly Innis free that h i s mind had reca l l ed : 

15 W. B, Yeats, Col lected Poems, p. 15 . 

16 Op. c i t . . p . 22. 
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i t was obviously so in *The Lake I s l e of Inn i s free* . I t 

was written in London soon a f ter a fa in t t r i ck l ing of water 

in a shop window in the Strand reca l led the boyish dream. 

He had written of the moment in John Shermanf a novel pub­

l i s h e d with Dhoya in 1892, 

• • • Often when l i f e and i t s d i f f i c u l t i e s had 
seemed to him l i k e the l e s s o n s of some e lder boy 
given to a younger by mistake, i t had seemed good 
to dream of going away to that i s l e t and building 
a wooden hut there and burning a few years o u t . 1 * 

Now the longing sang p l a i n t i v e l y in poet ic rhythm. 

I w i l l ar i se and go now, and go to Inn i s f ree , 
And a small cabin bui ld there, of clay and wat t l e s made: 
Nine bean-rows w i l l I have there, a hive for the honey-bee. 
And l i v e alone in the bee-loud g l a d e . i 8 

When h i s heart had been s t i rred by h i s dream love 

become rea l , h i s dreatxs of escape became more shadowy, She 

was beauti ful as he bel ieved the women of fairyland to be, 

and an escape to the C e l t i c I s l e s of the Young or toe fa iry -

land i t s e l f seemed more f i t t i n g than the very real Inn i s free , 

I am haunted by numberless i s l a n d s , and many a Danaan 
shore. 

Where Time would surely forget us , and Sorrow come 
near us no more; 

Soon far from the rose and the l i l y and f r e t of the 
flames would we be, 

Were we only white b irds , my beloved, buoyed out on 
the foam of the s e a l 1 9 

17 Hone, op. o i t . . p . 82, quoting W, B. Yeats , Dhpyj. 

18 Yeats , Col looted Poems, p. 44. 

1 9 OP. c i t . . p . 47. An ancient I r i s h name for the 
f a i r i e s was the Tuatha de Danaan. 
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Maud Gonne re jec ted the p o e t ' s l o v e , and he f inds 

himself alone in a heart-sore i so lat ion that brings more of 

despair than hope. In his obsession with her he finds no 

consolation in woman or man or nature. Wandering 

. . . by the edge 
Of this desolate lake 
Where wind cries in the sedge,2 0 

he fee l s a certainty that she wil l never be h i s . He bids 

his •trembling heart" ^ to have courage, although i t 

. . . has no part 

With the lonely, majestieal multitude.2^ 

When any sign of hope was crushed by her marriage to John 

MacBride, Yeats was thrown into an exi le of utter desolation. 

There was nothing l e f t for him but a despair that forbade 

expression. The personal utterance was a l l but silenced: no 

volume of poetry appeared between 1904 and 1910, 

. . . since you were gone, 

My barren thoughts have chil led me to the bone,2 2 

The years of lonely and bitter aloofness ended with 

hie marriage. Wisdom and love came together, and brought 

new warmth and comfort in their wake. 
Said Solomon to Sheba, 
And kissed her Arab eyes, 
•There's not a man or woman 
Born under the skies 

20 Collected Poems, p. 75 22 Op. c i t . . p. 102 

21 Op. c i t . . p» 71 
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Dare match in learning with us two, 
And a l l day long we have found 
There's not a thing but love can make 
The world a narrow pound. 2 2 

Now, sometimes together, sometimes along, the ir minds 

soar and weave in a strange so l i tude into which none can 

fo l low, Mrs. Yeats, ha l f unwil l ing, l e t h e r s e l f be swept 

along, but Yeats ' s f l i g h t was del iberate and hopeful to the 

point of madness or ecs tasy . 

Malaohi S t i l t -Jack am I , whatever I learned has run wi ld , 
from collar to collar, from s t i l t to s t i l t , from father 

to child. 
All metaphor, Malachi, s t i l t s and a l l . A barnacle goose 
far up in the stretches of night; night sp l i t s and the 

dawn breaks loose; 
I , through the terrible novelty of l i ght , stalk on, stalk 

on; 
Those great sea-horses bare their teeth and laugh at the 

dawn»23 

And on a more earthy and human note the search ends, 

I have found nothing half so good 
As my long-planned half solitude 
Where I can s i t up half the night 
With some friend that has the wit 
Not to allow his looks to t e l l 
When I am u n i n t e l l i g i b l e , 2 4 

So the quest for Romantic solitude has been traced, 

both in l i f e and in poetry, with one explaining and enlarging 

the other. Personal, sincere, meaningful beyond the surface 

g loss , the quest i t s e l f i s thoroughly Romantio as well . 

2 2 OoiiPPted Poems, p. 155 34 Op. c i t . . p. 387 
2 3 OP. c i t . . p. 386. 
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2 . Egotism. 

I w i l l my heavy s to ry t e l l . 2 5 

Most of the poems d i scussed i n the p rev ious s e c t i o n 

have revea led persona l emotions or o p i n i o n s . That i s not 

s t r ange , indeed, for approximately f o u r - f i f t h s of Yeats*s 

l y r i c poetry i s d l r e o t l y p e r s o n a l , while the remaining f i f t h 

i s l a r g e l y made persona l as i t s themes a re transformed by 

the p o e t ' s mind. Persona l emotions, moodB, and thoughts a r e 

not always e g o t i s t i c a l i n the sense in which the word i s 

used i n t h i s cnap te r — t h a t of s e l f - c o n c e i t , se l f -p reoccupa­

t i o n , the tendency to t a l k over-much of s e l f . In t h a t sense 

Yeats Yeats had a l i t t l e more than h i s share of egot ism. 

Not s e l f i s h , he was s t i l l s t rong ly and perhaps engagingly 

s e l f - c e n t r e d . Having made h i s imaginary world, he most 

n a t u r a l l y caused i t to revolve around him: he was the moat 

important f i gu re i n i t . 

In chi ldhood he had more than a touch of o s t e n t a t i o n . 

This was accen tua ted i n the posing of young manhood, and 

exaggerated s t i l l f u r t h e r as fame g radua l ly came to him. The 

s tages i n i t s development, f i r s t i n l i f e and then in p o e t r y , 

w i l l be e t u d i . d h e r e . I n t h e m i o w l n g M e U o a l t w i i i t h s n 

b . .hown how melancholy w a 8 . n a t u m „ 8 u l t o f 

25 W, B. Ye»t&, Col lec ted Pnftma, p„ 9, 
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Even as a very young ohild, Yeats appears to have a 

tendency to show off. In Reveries over Childhood and Youth 

he describes several events, some of them amusing, which bear 

out t h i s statement. An aunt accused him of reining in h is 

pony and s t r ik ing i t a t the same time as he rode through the 

town so tha t he might show i t of f . 2 6 Given a l i t t l e whiskey 

to avoid a ch i l l caused by a wetting when a wave broke over 

the boat in which he was sa i l ing , a very young Willie reacted 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y . 

. . . I drove home with the uncle on an outside car 
and was so pleased with the strange s t a t e in which 
I found myself that for a l l my uncle could do, I 
cr ied to every passer-by that I was drunk, and went on 
crying i t through the town and everywhere un t i l I was 
put to bed by my grandmother . . . and so fe l l asleep.27 

As a school-boy, young Yeats offset h i s physical weakness by 

determined attempts at excellence in the few things he found 

he could do. Having fa l len from a spring-board that was five 

or s ix feet above the surface of a swimming pool, he l o s t hio 

early fear of diving. 

• • • After that I would dive from a grea ter height 
than the others and I pract ised swimming under water 
and pretending not to be out of breath when I came 
up. And then i f I ran a race, I took care not to 
pant or show any sign of s t r a i n . 2 8 

He understood h i s own reasons for the growing i n t e r e s t he 

26 W. B, Yeats, Reveries over Chllhood and Youth, p , 9. 
2 7 QP» P i t . , pp. 17-18 28 Op. o i t . . pp. 42-43. 
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took i n a t h l e t i c s and in champion a t h l e t e s : 

. . . I was nursing my own dream, my form of the 
common school-boy dream, . . . Often, instead of 
learning my l e s son , I covered the white squares 
of the chessboard on my l i t t l e table with pen and 
ink p ic tures of myself, doing a l l kinds of 
courageous th ings . «S 

Dream and ideal catae to be more important than ac t , 

When he l i s t e n e d eagerly to the legends - - "grotesque or 

tragic or romantic"30 — of the well-known fami l i es in S l igo , 

he thought to himself, 

, . , how t err ib l e i t would be to go away and die where 
nobody would know my story . 30 

I t i s in t ere s t ing to speculate how much of Yeats ' s written 

work, poetry and prose, i s no more than e f for t tc Insure that 

h i s story would indeed be known. 

With t h i s longing for h i s own achievement and remem­

brance came pride in h i s own r e l a t i v e s and ancestors . He 

dwelt with increasing pleasure on the e x p l o i t s and adventures 

of Middletons, Po l l ex fens , Yeatses and But lers , and wrote, "I 

am del ighted with a l l that j o i n s my l i f e to those who had 

power in Ireland or with those anywhere that were good ser­

vants and poor bargainers," 31 A story i s to ld that during 

h i s early assoc ia t ion with Lady Gregory he was heard mutter-

2& 0P» P i t . , p . 43 . 31 OP. c i t . . pp. 21-22 

30 OP. P i t . , p . 17 



80LITUDB, EGOTISM, MELANCHOLY 110 

ing that i f he had h i s r i gh t s he would be Duke of Ormonde, 

and that AE said, "In any case, Will ie , you are overlooking 

your f a t h e r * . i 2 

from early youth Yeats found h i s thoughts more 

fascinating than rea l th ings , and a l l but uncontrol lable . 

"My thoughts were a great excitement, but when I t r i e d to 

do anything with them, i t was l i k e trying to pack a balloon 

into a shed in a high wind.*52 *I • . l ad found i t hard to 

attend to anything l e s s in te res t ing than my thoughts."34 

These thoughts were uaually about himself and h i s future, and 

were ra ther lof ty than commonplace. The following may serve 

as a sample. 

I have climbed to the top of a t ree by the edge of 
the playing f i e ld , and am looking at my school­
fellows and am as proud of myself as a March cock 
when i t crows to i t s f i r s t sunrise, I am saying 
to myself, *if when I grow up I ata as clever among 
grown-up men as I am among these boys, I shall be 
a famous man," I remind myself how they think a l l 
the same things and cover the school walls a t 
e lec t ion times with the opinions the i r fa thers 
find in the newspapers. I remind myself that I am 
an a r t i s t ' s son and must take some work as the 
whole end of l i f e and not think as the others do 
of becoming well off and l iv ing pleasantly.0*1 

He long remembered h is f a the r ' s def ini t ion of a gentleman 

32 Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats. p« 293, quoting George 
Moore in Hail and farewel l . 

33 W. B. Yeatc, Reveries over Childhood and Youth. 
p . 4b. 

34 OP. P i t . , p . 23 

36 Op. P i t . , pp. 46-47 
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as a mar* who was not wholly occupied in g e t t i n g on.36 

In early canhood Yeats continued to dramatise him­

s e l f and to pose as he had done in childhood.317 "Sometimes 

I to ld myself very adventurous l o v e - s t o r i e s with myself for 

hero, and at other times I planned out a l i f e of lonely 

a u s t e r i t y . * 3 a He was the hero of a l l that he read and a l l 

that he wrote: he always read aloud and dramatised h i s 

poetry, arouatng the laughter of some neighbours who could 

observe hiin. His pose became Byronie. 

. . . sometimes walking with an a r t i f i c i a l s tr ide 
in memory of Hamlet and stopping at shop windows to 
look at my t i e gathered into a loose sailor-know 
and to regret that i t could not always be blown out 
by the wind l i k e Byron's t i e in the p i c t u r e . 2 * 

In l a t e r l i f e the tendency to dramatise himself 

never l e f t him, although he kept i t under bet ter control and 

was l e s s l i k e l y , because of h i s growing fame, to be mocked 

by any except perhaps the irreverent George Moore. He was 

in general taken at h i s own valuat ion, which was high, and 

was surrounded by admirers who were oontent to l i s t e n or to 

be ignored j u s t as the mood Beized the poet . Hi a poetry was 

personal: BO wae h i s conversation. 

36 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth, p. 106. 

37 See Chapter I , pp. 10-11 . 

33 W, B, Yeats, Autobiography, p. 134 

39 W. B, Yeats, Reveries over Chilhood and Youth, p. 97 
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I t may well be affirmed that Yeats ' s egotism was most 

d e a r l y evidenced in h i s love for Maud Gonne and in h i s 

n a t i o n a l i s t i c alms. Only a man with great pr ide would have 

dared to love a woman whose beauty was so astounding: only 

one with s t i l l more pride and innate self-confidence would 

have proposed marriage again and again despite her repeated 

r e fusa l s . Maud Gonne was so outstanding in beauty and 

breeding, in wealth and character , that only a supreme ego t i s t 

could have thought himself capable of sharing her l i f e and 

winning her hea r t . Yeats was that ego t i s t . Similarly h i s 

confidence in h i s ab i l i ty to shape a nation, a nation*s 

oul ture and a na t ion ' s dest iny, i s shown in h i s plans for 

I re land . His dreams were lof ty and sublime, and perhaps in 

tha t sense every man may resemble him, but i t took arrogance 

and almost super-human purposefulnees to attempt to put them 

into aotion. His success proves, i t must be admitted, that 

h i s self-confidence was j u s t i f i e d . 

In h i s poetry Yeats shows the expression of the ego­

tism that was fundamental in h i s l i f e . At f i r s t i t was 

somewhat disguised, a l i t t l e timid, Yeats was sens i t ive to 

or i t i c i sm in h is early years of poet iz ing, and not even an 

ego t i s t (perhaps especial ly not an egot i s t ) r e l i she s mockery. 

Yeats himself was both happy shepherd and Bad shepherd. 

The former declared with authority that 
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. . . there i s no truth 
Save i n thine own heart , 40 

and followed t h i s r id iculous ly assured statement by a warning 

to seek no learning from scholars . His "glad s ing ing* 4 0 had 

in i t more of mirth than wisdom. The sad shepherd, l i k e 

Yeats, sang h i s song over and over, but found none to l i s t e n 

to h i s s tory ,41 Yeats himself i s the Indian youth, beloved 

of a p r i e s t e s s , in*Anashuya and Vljaya*, the Indian who medi­

t a t e s upon Cod, the Indian who s ings h i s song of l o v e ' s 

s o l i t u d e . 4 2 He i s King Goll , driven mad by "a whirling and 

a wandering f i r e " ; 4 , 2 King Fergus, who wishes to learn the 

"dreaming wisdom"44 of the Druid; Cuohulain, who d ies 

g lor ious ly f ighing insuperable odds i n ba t t l ing with "the 
45 invulnerable t i d e . I t would be f r u i t l e s s to quote further 

ins tances , but i t may be pointed out that Yeats i d e n t i f i e d 

himself always with someone who, by v ir tue of rank or race, 

was d i f ferent from the general i ty of men, — s ign i f i cant of 

h i s own sense of d i f ference . 

40 W. B, Yeats, Col lected Poems, p. 8. 

41 &U_cjui», p . 9 

42 "Anashuya and Vljaya*, "The Indian upon God", 
•The Indian to h i s Love", OP. o i t . , pp, 10-16, 

43 Oftp. flit,, pp. 17-20 
4 4 OP. o i t . . pp. 36-37 

45 Qp. o i t . . pp. 37-40 
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In the poems of The Rose (1893) there i s found a 

freer acknowledgement of personal i ty , side by side with a 

growing use of symbolism. 

I would that we were, my beloved, white birds on the foam 
of the sea.* 4 6 

I dreamed that one had died in a strange piace ,47 

While s t i l l I may, I write for you 
The love I l i v e d , the dream I knew, 4 8 

• . , Love f l ed 
And paced upon the mountains overhead 
And hid h i s face amid a crowd of s t a r s . 4 9 

But in the f ina l quotation, as in the f i r s t three, i t i s 

Yiats himself who speaks. 

The Wind amonK the Reeds (1899) combines a l l three 

elements—the sense of di f ference , personal expression, and 

symbolism. In "The Song of Wandering Aengus", for example, 

Yeats symbol!zes.ihimself as the god of love and Maud as the 

l i t t l e s i l v e r trout which turned into a love ly g i r l who 

s t i l l eluded him. And 

Though I am o ld with wandering 
Through hollow lands and ho l ly lands , 
I w i l l f ind out where she has gone • . , °° 

His disappointment at h i s re jec t ions seems to him keener than 

i t would to another man, h i s b i t t e r n e s s correspondingly 

4 6 OP* P i t . , p.46 49 Op. c i t . . p . 46 

4 7 Pjfcf-Cit., P. 4 ? 60 Op. c i t . . pp. 66-67 

48 Op. o i t . . p . 57 
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greater , h i s heart-break at her marriage to mother beyond 

a l l tragedy. 

At the same time, too, he shows a confidence in the 

power of the well-ohosen and wel l -wri t ten poet ic word both 

to f i l l the mind and to achieve immortality. His poems w i l l 

d isplace thoughts of prayer and w i l l make Maud Gonne*s beauty 

e terna l . The thought i s not new, but there i s no doubt that 

Yeats meant what he said exactly and in a completely personal. 

way. 

0 women, kneeling ty your a l t a r - r a i l s long hence, 
When songs 1 wove for my beloved hide the prayer, 
And smoke from th i s dead heart d r i f t s through the 

v i o l e t a i r 
And covers away the smoke of myrrh and frankincense: 
Bend down and pray for a l l that s in I wove in song pi 

. . . dream about the great and the i r pride; 
They have spoken against you everywhere. 
But weigh t h i s song with the great and their pride; 
1 made i t out of a mouthful of a i r , 

Their ch i ldren ' s children shal l say they have l i e d . 52 

In The Green Helmet and Other Poems (1910) there 

appears a f launting of persona l i ty , a grating r e p e t i t i o n of 

*I*, 'my*, 'me*. Defiance has been added to egotism; t h i s 

new Yeats cares naught for mockery, but savagely returns i t . 

His dreams are f i l l e d , l i k e h i s poetry, with tragedy and 

pascion. There I s no further v e i l i n g of emotion in symbolism 

or in circumlocution. Such a poem as "His Dream", for 

51 Col leoted Poems, p . 79, 

52 OP. c i t * . p, 75. 
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example, shows h is consciousness of being once again the 

master of h i s own dest iny. 

I swayed upon the gaudy stern 
The butt-end of a steering oar, 
And saw wherever I could turn 
A crowd upon a s h o r e . 0 3 

And h i s l o s t love appears now as a woman ra ther than as a 

dream-like fairy queen, 

* I had t h i s thought a while ago, 
*My darl ing cannot understand 
What I have done, or what would do 
In t h i s blind b i t t e r land, *&4 

Why should I blame her that she f i l l e d my days 
with misery? 0i> 

There i s a blunt admission of the change that has been forced 

upon him. 

Though leaves are many, the root i s one; 
Through a l l the lying days of my youth 
I swayed my leaves and flowers in the sun; 
Now I may wither into the t ru th . 56 

He i s undergoing the change symbolised by the image of the 

naked beggar in various poems of Responsib i l i t ies (1914).67 

a fceggar who f launts h i s nakedness and g lo r i e s in i t . 

53 Collected Poems, p . 99 55 Op. o i t . . p . 101 

64 OP. c i t . . p . 100-101 56 Op. c i t . . p . 105 

57 OP. c i t . . "The Three Beggars", pp. 124-126; 
"Beggar to Beggar Cried", p . 128; *Runnlng to Paradise", p . 
129; "The Hour Before Dawn*, pp. 130-134. 



SOLITUDE, EGOTISM, MELANCHOLY 117 

Marriage somewhat softened Yeats*a strong egotism, 

as i t has a way of doing. He became more aware of the 

p e r s o n a l i t i e s of others , l i v i n g and dead. I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t 

that the second poem in The Wild Swans a t Coole (1919) c a l l s 

to mind such deceased friends as Major Robert Gregory, Lionel 

Johnson, John Synge, and George Pol l exf en are r e c a l l e d . ° 8 

In The Tower (1922) Yeats in "All Soul 's Night* r e c a l l s W. T. 

Horton, vis ionary a r t i s t , Florence Emery, ac t re s s , and the 

•Magician* MaoGregor Mathers. o S Long dead Pol lexfens are 

r e c o l l e c t e d in "In Memory of Alfred Pol iexfen" 6 0 Dead and 

l i v i n g are l inked in the poems "Upon a Dying Lady* written 

about Mabel Beardsley, s i s t e r of Aubrey Beardaley.®1 More 

and more, too, does he write of people other than himself , 

Maud Gonne MaeBride s t i l l holds a prominent part i n the poetry, 

but now h i s wife appears almost as o f ten , and I s e u l t Gonne 

and lady Gregory as w e l l . His son and daughter are commemorated 

in *A Prayer for ray Daughter*62 and "A Prayer for my Son*. 63 

But in these poems one wonders whether to Yeats the chi ldren 

are important in themselves or whether he sees them only as 
64 

project ions of himself . 

58 OP* P i t . , p . 148 6J Op. p i t . , pp, 211-214 

59 PP. P*t . , pp. 256-259 63 Op. o i t . . pp. 238-239 

60 Ogff Q i t , , pp. 175-177 64 Op. p i t . , pp. 228-229 

61 Op. P i t . , pp. 177-180 
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There appears i n the poetry written af ter 1917 an 

increasing tendency to hide egotism and purely personal 

expression behind, a mask and behind the doctrine of the Se l f 

and an t i - S e l f . Yeats had already used the mask of the beggar, 

and t h i s i s continued in "Under the Round Tower".65 Later 

Yeats assumes the mask of the Fool.66 There i s a s e r i e s of 

d i f f erent aspects of the Self and Anti-Self . He had already 

used Michael Robartee and Owen Ahearne to represent the man 

of act ion and the dreamer, and they appear part icu lar ly in 

the l a t e r poetry surrounding the philosophical (7) system 

of A V i s i o n . 6 7 *be Shepherd and the Goatherd represent the 

younger and the older Yeats.68 The sp ir i tua l and the physical 

Yeats are represented by the Saint and the Hunchback,69 

Yeats* s an t i - S e l f i s — in one phase - - the Fisherman. 70 

He and bus wife appear as Solomon and Sheba.71 The dialogue 

between body and soul appears as between Hie and I l l e . 72 and 

l a t e r as between Man and Echo.73Under these g u i s e s Yeats speaks 

out as free ly as ever, but the thin disguise tends to deceive 

65 9Pt Pj,t», pp. 154-155 70 pp. C j t . . pp. 166-167 

66 Op. P i t . , pp. 190-191 7 1 QD> o l U . pp. 155, 164, 199 

67 OP. o i t . . pp. 192-194, 197-198, 183-188 

68 OP. C i t . . pp. 169-163 ? 2 S * - 2 i ± " • PP" 180-182 
«9 TJESSa* pp. 188-190 ? 3 Qp> . ^ ^ ^Z95 
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the casual reader. 

There may s t i l l be found many personal ut terances 

that are not ve i led : in them the old Yeats speaks out, and 

i t i s obvious that personal i ty has not changed great ly through 

the y e a r s . He i s s t i l l conscious of h i s uniqueness, s t i l l 

g rea t ly absorbed in himself, but more than ever anxious to 

achieve immortality in some way. 

I am worn out with dreams; 
A weather-worn, marble t r l t o n 
Among the s t reams. 7 4 

With a soul as cold and durable as marble, he finds i t appro­

p r i a t e to bai ld in Thoor Ballylee something that will be 

almost as durable. 

I , the poet William Yeats, 
With old mil l boards and sea-green s l a t e s . 
And smithy work from the Gort forge, 
Restored t h i s tower for ray wife George; 
Arid may these characters remain 
When a l l i s ruin once again.75 

Pride of race i s s t i l l strong as old age comes on. 
76 

In a poet ic wil l he leaves h is pride to "upstanding men* 
who resemble him. 

, , . I declare 
They shal l i n h e r i t my p r ide . 
The pr ide of people that were 
Bound ne i ther to Cause nor to s t a t e , 
Neither to slaves tha t were spat on, 
Nor to the tyrants that spat, 

74 Collected Poems, p . 152 

75 OP. P i t . , p . 214 

76 Op. c i t . . p . 222 
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The people of Burke and of Grattan 
That gave, though free to r e f u s e — 7 7 

He joys in the "vigorous mind* 7s which he has inher i ted 

from h i s ancestors , and hopes that i t has been passed on to 

h i s descendants. Yet there i s d isquiet in h i s mind l e s t in 

some way he has f a i l e d the family tradi t ion and achieved l e s s 

than he planned in h i s boyish dreame. Perhaps those dreams 

had been too l o f t y ever to be captured in ac t ion . 

Have I , that put i t Into words. 
Spo i l t what o ld l o i n s have sent? 
Eyes s p i r i t u a l i s e d by death can judge, 
I cannot, but I am not c o n t e n t . 7 ' 

Even t h i s se l f -doubt i s proof of egotism, for the e g o t i s t 

dare not face a gap between the ideal and the rea l , between 

s e l f - s e t standard and accomplishment. Yeats in h i s l a t e r 

poetry rather frequently g i v e s expression to such a mood. 

Things said or done long years ago, 
Or things I did not do or say 
But thought that I might say or do, 
Weigh me down, and not a day 
But something i s reca l l ed , 
My conscience or my vanity appa l l ed , 3 0 

But pride r i s e s strong even out of f rus tra t ion . 

Some stupid thing that I had done 
Made my at tent ion s tray . 

Repentance keeps my heart impure; 
But what am I that dare 

77 OP. C i t . . pp. 222-223 78 Op. c i t . f p . 284 

78 to>. P i t . , p, 228 80 Op. P i t . , p . 284 
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Fancy that I can 
Better Conduct myself or have more 
Sense than a common raan?*& 

Even in s e l f - d i s t r u s t (or i s i t not rather mock humility?) 

the poet f e e l s that he i s not a common man. Much the same 

f e e l i n g i s underlined in the 'song's sake* of the next l i n e s . 

0 what am I that I should not seem 
For the song*s sake a foo l? a 2 

Up u n t i l the l a s t poems Yeats knows that h i s song i s 

the echo of h i s own heart, and that h i s heart i s no common 

heart , no base-born heart , 

I sought a theme and sought for i t in vain , 
I sought i t dai ly for s i x weeks or so . 
Maybe at l a s t , being but a broken man, 
I must be s a t i s f i e d with my heart .63 

I r i s h poet s , learn your trade, 
Sing whatever i s well made, 
Scorn the sort now growing up 
All out of shape from toe to top. 
Their unremembering hearts and heads 
Base-born products of base beds . 8 * 

In t h i s sec t ion there has been described the egotism 

which was so charac ter i s t i c of Yeats both as man and as poe t . 

I t was s e l f - p r i d e , s e l f - l o v e , and self -preoccupation beyond 

the ordinary, i t s i n t e n s i t y pointed by h i s d i s t r e s s and pain 

at defect ions from h i s s e l f - s e t standard. 

8 1 °P* o i t . . PP« 288-289 83 Op. c i t . . p . 391 

82 Pp, P i t . , p . 326 84 Op. c i t . . p. 400 
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3. Melancholy. 

the soul cannot , l ive without sorrow, 8 5 

Romantic melancholy i s closely connected with sol i tude 

and egotism, and in fact r i s e s from them. I t i s only possible 

to feel pure melancholy in so l i tude , and then only for an 

ego t i s t who oannot remake himself or the world to correspond 

with h is personal b lue -pr in t . I t i s f i t t i n g , then, tha t the 

topic of melancholy should be considered side by side with 

two moods so closely r e l a t ed . 

Melancholy i s an essent ia l and almost al l-pervading mood, 

and often a theme, of Yeats ' s poetry, both early and l a t e . 

The only r ea l difference between early and l a t e r verse i s not 

tha t of mood but ra ther of treatment. The young Yeats 

s l igh t ly disguised himself, e i the r behind another face or in 

symbolism, and then was not ashamed to weep in publ ic . The 

elder Yeats had more r e s t r a i n t and somewhat l e s s camouflage, 

and h i s verse had in i t more passionate res is tance to fa te 

than the e a r l i e r doleful acceptance. 

The very rea l melancholy that was so much a par t of 

Yeats*a l i f e i s the melancholy that glowed so coldly through 

the poetry. The melancholy of the verse i s by no means merely 

S 5 The Cel t ic Twilight f London, Lawrence and Bull en, 
1893, p . i i i . 
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a mere l i t e r a r y affeotat ion: i t breathes through the pages of 

the Autobiography. A servant*s staement that a uniformed 

telegraph boy was going to blow up the town caused Yeats as 

a ch i ld to have a night of s leepless t e r ro r , A mastless and 

scratched toy boat f i l l e d him with melancholy. Vague alarms 

and miser ies haunted the ch i ld . An early memory confirmed 

t h i s . 

Then one day at dinner my great-uncle William Middle-
ton says, *we Bhould not make l i g h t of the troubles of 
chi ldren . They are worse than ours, because we oan see 
the end of our trouble and they car* n^Y«x see any end, • 
and I feel gra teful for I know that I am very unhappy 
and have often said to myself, *when you grow up, never 
ta lk as grown-up people do of the happiness of chi ld­
hood.* I may already have had the night of misery 
when, having prayed for several days that I might d ie , 
I had begun to be afraid that I was dying and prayed 
that I might l i v e . There was no reason for my unhap­
p iness . Nobody was unkind. . , a e 

Yeats l a t e r f e l t that much of h is unhappiness was 

associated with h i s grandfather. 

Some of my misery was lonel iness and some of i t fear 
of old William Pollexf&n, my grandfather. He was 
never unkind, and I cannot remember that he ever 
spoke harshly to me, but I t was the custom to fear 
and admire him. . • 

I think I confused my grandfather with God, for 
I remember in one of my at tacks of melancholy praying 
that he might punish me for my s ins . fl7 

Other r e l a t i ve s had some s l igh t share im the c h i l d ' s unhap-

86 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youtht 
p. 2. 

8 7 OP. P i t . , pp. 2-3 . 
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p iness — the aunt who accused him of reining and s tr ik ing 

h i s pony at the same time to show off and caused him to spend 

a night of misery, or even h i s gent le grandmother who i n s i s t e d 

that he attend church even against h i s i n c l i n a t i o n . 

I was often devout, my eyes f i l l i n g with tears at the 
thought of God and of my own e i n s , but I hated church , 8 8 

Indeed I remember l i t t l e of childhood but i t s pain . 
I have grown happier with every year of l i f e as thought 
gradually conquering something in myself, for oerta in ly 
my miser ie s were not made by others but were a part of 
my own mind.a* 

As he grew older he found no escape from h i s misery, 

for i t oame to him again from the s tudies that i n f l i c t e d 

themselves on him and from which he was constantly being 

d is tracted by h i s wandering thoughts. As a schoolboy i n 

London he suffered from lonesomeness for Sl igo as well as 

from h i s l e s s o n s . "I had always a l e s son to learn before 

night and that was a continual misery, for I could very rare ly , 

with so much to remember, set my thoughts upon i t and then 

only in fear , * 9 0 

When he began to write he must have found some r e l i e f 

in recording h i s unhappiness, although when he wan writing 

h i s Reveries over Childhood and Youth he could s t i l l be upset 

by h i s memories, *I am sorrowful and disturbed,*91 I t I s , 

however, s i g n i f i c a n t that in youth and early manhood he tended 

8 8 OP. o i t . . p. 24 90 Op. o i t . . p . 30 

89 Op. P i t . , p. 9 91 Op. c i t . . p . 130 
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in h i a numerous day-dreams to identify himself with some 

Roman t i o t ragic hero—Hamlet, Manfred, Athanase, Alan t o r , — 

longing to share the i r melancholy. This tendency indica tes 

a natural inc l ina t ion towards melanoholy that was stronger 

than the accustomed buoyancy of youth. 

Later l i f e did l i t t l e to re l ieve Yeats*8 unhappiness. 

His unfortunate love a f fa i r ra ther in tens i f i ed h i s deject ion, 

which was associated with other fa i lu res as wel l . His i d e a l s , 

as was s ta ted in the previous section,, were so lof ty that 

they could scarcely be humanly poss ib le . When plan af te r 

plan fa i led , or only par t ly succeeded, Yeats came close to 

despair . Even marriage did not bring him the consolation 

that i t might, for i t had to combat his own nature — at 

a l l times a formidable foe. Poem af ter poem in l a t e r years 

reveals a melancholy as strong as that of childhood, only 

more b i t t e r . 

Jus t such a brooding melancholy and d i s i l l u s ion as 

has been described i s diffused through the early poems. In 

pros sways there i s not a poem which sounds a cheerful no te . 

All are damp with I r e l and ' s tears and with Yeats*s own. Both 

"The Song of the Happy Shepherd" and "The Song of the Sad 

Shepherd" are i n s t i no t with sadnese. In the former the poet 

regre t s the joy that has passed from the world, the dreary 

changes that have be%n wrought by the coming of "grey t r u t h " . 
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Only words and dreams are worth the having,9*? As the sad 

shepherd, however, Yeats best describes himself . 

There was a man whom Sorrow named h i s fr iend. 
And he, of h i s high Comrade Sorrow dreaming, 
Went walking with slow steps . . . 93 

and ca l l ed In vain to s tars and see and dewdrops and she l l to 

hear h i s s tory. But at l a s t the s h e l l , 

, . , sad dweller by the sea-ways lone 
Changed a l l he sang to i n a r t i c u l a t e moan 
Among her wildering whir ls , forgett ing h i m . 9 3 

Sorrow i s a recurring theme in these poems. The poet 

creates for sorrow *The Cloak, the Boat, and the Shoes*. 

•I a a \ e the cloak of Sorrow: 
0 l o v e l y to see i n a l l men's s ight 
Shall be the cloak of Sorrow . , . 
•I bui ld a boat for Sorrow: 
0 swift on the seas a l l day and night 
S a i l e t h the rover Sorrow , , . 

*I weave the shoes of Sorrow: 
Soundless sha l l be the f o o t f a l l l i g h t 
In a l l men's ears of Sorrow. . .94 

The tears for the sadness of things are un iversa l . 

*Anashuya and Vljaya* has i t s s e t t ing in India . I t s heroine, 

a p r i e s t e s s , s ings "A sad, sad thought went by me s lowly . "95 

The flamingoes in the temple wander deviously, compelled "To 

wander by the ir melancholy minds,*96 The s tars "drop many 

92 Col lected Poems, p. 7 95 Op. c i t . . p . 11 

93 fiEaJSit*. P. » 96 Op. c i t . . p . 12 

94 pp. c i t . , p. 10 
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an azure t e a r * , 9 7 and the p i l o t s of the s tars — 

Their faces are e l l worn, and in the ir eyes 
f l a s h e s the f i r e of sadness,98 — 

see , a l l the while , "The phantom, Beauty, in a mist of t e a r s . * 

The world i t s e l f i s always seen by the poet as f u l l 

of trouble and sorrows. The poem c a l l e d "The Stolen Child" 

i s a fa iry song which w i l l lure mankind from earthly unhappi­

ness to the ever las t ing gladness of fa iryland. 

Por the world*s more f u l l of weeping than you can under­
s t a n d . ^ 

. , . the world i s f u l l of troubles and i s anxious in 
i t s s l e e p . 1 0 0 

in "The Host of the Air* a bride i s s to len from the world's 

troubles by the fa iry horde. The fa iry p iper ' s music i s 

heard. 

And never was piping so »»d» n 
And nerex was piping so g a y , i U i 

Love always i s associated in Yeats*s mind with sad­

ness , even before h i s meeting with the woman who brought so 

deep an unhappiness into h i s own l i f e . "Down by the Sal ley 

Gardens" i s based on an old folk song, but i t , too, has Yeats* 

charac ter i s t i c note of melancholy. His love t e l l s the youth 

that he au3t take love easy. He i s heedless of her warning 

97 OP. c i t . . p . 13 100 Op. o i t . . pp. 20-21 

9 8 OP. P i t . , p . 12 101 Op. c i t . . p . 63 

99 OP. P i t . , p . 13 
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and the sadness i s i nev i t ab le . 

She bid me take love easy, as the grass grows en the weirs; 
But I was young and fool ish, and now am full of t e a r s , 1 0 2 

*The Pal l ing of the Leaves* i03 and "Ephemera* 1 0 4 also 

breathe the sorrow of love that i s dying or dead. 

The sadness of old age i s described in "The Lamenta­

t ion of the Old Pensioner*1 0 6 and in *The Meditation of the 

Old Fisherman*106 D e»th has spread i t s vei l of sorrow in 

•The Ballad of Pather 0*Hart*107, "The Ballad of Moll Hagee*1 0 8 , 

and *The Ballad of the foxhunter*1 0 9 . 

The poems of The Rose volume are scarcely l e s s con­

cerned with melancholy, but i t i s be t t e r hidden than before 

for symbolism clouds i t s pages. Yeats i s no l e s s unhappy, 

but s l igh t ly more r e t i c e n t . The Rose, among other things, i s 

the symbol of beauty, but i t i s not quite the Platonic idea 

of beauty. Rather i s i t pictured as suffering with, and 

sharing the sorrows of, mankind. Hence i t i s addressed as 

•Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of a l l my days ,* 1 1 0 i t i s 

•The Rose of the World* 11X» *»* *«*11 of essent ia l tragedy. 

102 OP. cit.. p. 23 

103 OP. cit.. p. 16 

104 OP. cit.. p. 16 

105 Op. cit.. p. 52 

106 OP. oit.. p. 23 

1 0 7
 OP, Pit., p. 23 

1 0 8
 OP. Pit., p. 25 

1 0 9
 OP* Pit., p. 27 

1 1 0 0P» Pit., p. 35 

111 OP. Pit., p, 41 
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Tor these red l i p s , with a l l the ir mournful pride , 
Mournful that no new wonder may bet ide , 
Troy passed away in one nigh funeral gleam, 
And Usna's chi ldren d i e d . 1 1 * 

A g i r l arose that had red mournful l i p s 

And seemed the greatness of the world in t e a r s , 1 1 3 

Not only does Yeats f ind sorrow in abstract beauty, 

but a l so i n individual beauty — part icu lar ly that of Maud 

Gonne. He t e l l s that he *loved the sorrows* 1 1 4 of her 

•changing f a c e " 1 1 4 . In h i s heart and hers there i s "a sadness 

that may not d i e * 1 1 0 . The Countess Cathleen, i d e n t i f i e d with 

Maud Oenne, has a "mournful beauty * H 6 , Yeats , himself , i s 

i d e n t i f i e d with Pergus who attempts to cast away h i s sorrow 

with hi8 crown and, hoping to l o s e melancholy forever in 

dreams, f inds h i s soul s t i l l caught in *great webs of sorrow*H70 

So, too , i s the poet represented by Cuchulain who, even among 

h i s g lor ious f eas t ing , i s noted for "the mournful wonder of 

h i s eyes* 1 . Both Yeats and Maud are among "the sad, the 

l o n e l y , the i n s a t i a b l e * 1 1 * who are lured by the Rose of B a t t l e , 

The sadness of Ireland and the I r i s h i s c l o s e l y 

l inked with the Rose of B a t t l e . The I r i s h people who are 

perennial ly hopeful and perennial ly as c lose to tears as they 

i i S OP. P i t . , p. 41 116 Op. c i t , . p, 48 

113 Pjfca^Pil., P. 46 117 OP. P i t . , p. 37 

i i 4 OP. P i t . , p . 46 118 OP. o i t . f p. 39 

115 OP. P i t . , p. 47 119 OP. c i t . . p. 43 
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are i n s p i r i t to t h e i r nat ive land, are 

• • . planning, p l o t t i n g always that some morrow 
Kay se t a stone upon ancestral Sorrow,1«° 

Yet there I s a t tract ion even in th i s sorrow for the Irishman 

s t i l l best enjoys the saddest thought and saddest t a l e s : 

And y e t the saddest chimes are best e n j o y e d . 1 ^ 

In the volumes that fol low The Rose Yeats becomes 

l e s s a r t i c u l a t e about sadness and melancholy. The poems 

re ta in melancholy as a theme or as a method of treatment, but 

the words themselves appear l e s s o f ten , and quotation i s 

thereby rendered more d i f f i c u l t . 

The world i s s t i l l seen as pierced by unhappiness, 

and s t i l l the fa iry host would woo man from care . Through 

the "desolate winds*6 of the world the fa iry throng s t i l l 

s ing . 

And i f any gaze on our rushing band, 
We come between him and the hope of h i s heart . 

We come between him and the deed of h i s h a n d . 1 2 2 

Some enchantment, he f e e l s , has come between him and the hope 

of h i s heart , for love escapes him as he reaches to catch 

i t — f i r s t the love of Maud Gonne and then that of Diana Vernon. 
He has endured the "Travail of Passion*, 

120 OP. c i t . . p. 51 122 OP. c i t . . p. 61 

121 Op. c i t . , p . 65 
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When an immortal passion breathes in mortal c lay: 
Our hearts endure the scourge, the p l a i t e d thorns, 

the way 
Crowded with b i t t e r faces , the wounds i n palm and 

s ide . 
The vinegar-heavy sponge, the flowers by Kedron 

s tream. 1 * 3 

When he seeks an antidote to love in h i s poetry of 

f a i r y - l o r e and mythology, he f inds no l e s s unhappiness. But 

act ion may, he hopes, bring a dul l ing of the pain eventua l ly , 
I bade my heart bui ld these poor rhymes: 
I t worked at them, day out, day i n . 
Building a sorrowful l o v e l i n e s s 
Out of the b a t t l e s of o ld t i m e s . 1 2 4 

I have drunk a l e from the Country of the Young 
And weep because 1 know a l l things now.1 25 

The volume In the Seven Woods was published in the 

year fol lowing Maud Gonne's marriage. The increasing note of 

b i t t e r n e s s as h i s frequent re jec t ions had taken the ir t o l l 

was i n t e n s i f i e d in th i s book: he had been shocked into a 

colder r e t i c e n c e . The vocal melancholy of the previous poetry 

i s chastened i n t h i s and i n immediately fol lowing volumes. 

In love of nature's beauty he has attempted to 

. . . put away 
The unavail ing outcr ie s and the old b i t t ernes s 

That empty the h e a r t . 1 * 0 

But s t i l l memories crowd hack* accompanied by a wide range 

of emotions. Time makes i t no eas ier to forget her, for 

1 2 3 OP. P i t . , p . 79 125 OP. c i t . . p . 81 

124 Op. c i t . . p. 71 126 Qp. o i t . . p. 85 
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Time can but make her beauty over again: 
• • • 
0 hearty 0 heartJ i f she*d but turn her head. 
You'd know the f o l l y of being comforted.1 27 

There i s b i t t e r n e s s in "Never Give a l l the Heart* 1 2 8 and "0 

Do not Love Too Long"-1^9, regretful remembrance in "The 

Ragged Wood*1,50, agony in *Under the Moon#13! f a calmer 

despair in "The Withering of the Boughs"1 3 2 , and forgiveness 

at l a s t in "Old Memory*133. But the pain nevx d i e s . 

To dream of women whose beauty was folded in dismay. 
Even in an old story, i s a burden not to be borne,*34 

In The Green Helmet (1910) there i s no l e s s pain. 

Now a Cathol ic , Maud Gonne can look forward to happiness in 

a world that w i l l r ight the wrongs of t h i s , Yeats has no 

such anchor. 

And I that have not your f a i t h , how shal l I know 
That in the blinding l i g h t beyond the grave 

We'll find so good a thing as that we have l o s t ? 1 3 5 

His only refuge i s the theatre with i t s a c t i v i t i e s at which 

he chafes , but which f i l l h i s days. His pain i s as de l iberate ­

l y crushed in h i s poetry l e s t he rage l i k e a madman. 

• , . imagination and heart were driven 

127 OP. c i t . . p. 86 132 Op. c i t . . p . 87 
1 2 8 OP* P i t . , p . 87 133 OP. c i t . . p . 86 

129 OP. P i t . , p. 93 134 OP. c i t . . p . 92 

1 3 0 OP* P i t . , p. 92 135 OP. c i t . . p . 102 

1 3 1 Op. P i t . , p . 91 
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So wild that every casual thought of that and t h i s 
Vanished, and l e f t but memories, that should be out 

of season 
With the hot blood of youth, of love crossed long ago; 
And I took a l l the blame out of a l l sense and reason, 
Unti l I cr ied and trembled and rocked to and fro , 
Riddled with l i g h t , li>ti 

As o ld age comes upon him Yeats in h i s sadder moods 

broods upon four themes. His thoughts wander back, as the 

thoughts of the old always do, to the pas t . He compares h i s 

i d e a l s with h i s achievements, and f inds that the l a t t e r f a l l 

far short . He i s d i s t re s sed , as the old almost always are, 

by the s t a t e of the world. Pinal ly with a fury that i s 

surely not charac ter i s t i c of the old he rages against o ld 

age i t s e l f . These w i l l be discussed in that order. 

His memories centre around l o s t f r i ends , Lady Gregory, 

J . M. Synge, Pol lexfens and Middletons, those long dead — 

the famous or the e c c e n t r i c . He f e e l s for the " lonel iness 

and p a i n " 1 3 7 of the I r i s h p a t r i o t s of o ld , for Parnell who 

•had enough of sorrow before death*1 i 8 , for "that most l one ly 

thing* — the beauty of Maud Gonne. 1 3 9 The swans at Coole 

seem to possess the immortality he has longed for; "Their 

hearts have not grown o l d " 1 4 0 while he grows old among 

dreams. 1 4 1 His heart holds "vague memories, nothing but 

136 Op. c i t . . p . 140 139 Op. o i t . . p. 172 

i37 OP. o i t . . p . 121 140 Op. c i t . . p . 147 

138 Op. P i t . , p, 123 141 Op. c i t . . p. 153 
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memories*1 4 2! b i s l i f e seems empty. 

In youth he had dreams, but they were dreams of the 

future, l o f t y dreams which he had attempted to trans late into 

achievement. In retrospect , i t often seems to him that he 

has fa i led , 

I was one of those doomed to imperfect achievement, 
under a curse as i t were. 1 4 3 

I have attempted many things 
And not a thing i s done, 
Por every hand i s lunatic 
That travels on the moon.144 

. . . I am not content,14t> 

He i s tormented at the thought of his possible responsibil ity 

for such events as the 1916 Easter Rising by the presentation 

cf Cathleen ni Houlihan and other lesser personal and sooial 

tragedies. 

All that I have said or done. 
Now that I am old and ill, 
Turns into a question till 
I lie awake night after night 
And never get the answers right. 
• • # 

And al l seems evil until I 
Sleepless would l i e down and d ie* 1 4 6 

The f i r s t World War caused extreme distress to Yeats, 

not merely because of specific incidents during i t s four years 

142 OP. c i t . . p . 174 145 Op, c i t . . p, 371 

143 Autobiography, p. 145 146 Op. o i t . . p. 393 

144 Collected Poems, p. 249 
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but because i t seems to him the beginning of an age of world 

destruct ion and d i s in tegra t ion . The p o e t ' s sick dismay 

appears in several poems, and in the exposition of h i s cycl ic 

theory of history in A Vision. 

Things f a l l apart ; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy i s loosed upon the world.1 4? 

Greater d i s t r e s s came to him with the 1919 Troubles in I re land 

and with the Civil War. These events were nearer to him, and 

a personal and dismayed revulsion appeared in his verse . The 

Black and Tan a t r o c i t i e s destroyed any objec t iv i ty he had 

laboriously achieved. 

Now days are dragon-ridden; the nightmare r ides upon 
s l e e p . 1 4 8 

Yet I r i s h r e t a l i a t i o n was never condoned, and many a blunt 

word i 9 speeoh or poem made h i s a t t i t ude c l ea r . 

But Yeats ' s g rea te s t enemy, h i s most deadly opponent, 

was old age. Aagainst i t he raged with furious words. In a 

l e t t e r wri t ten to *irs. Shakespeare in 1922 he expressed h i s 

feel ings f ree ly . 

I am t i red & in a rage at being old, I am a l l I ever 
was ft much more but an enemy has bound me & twisted 
me so I can plan & think as I never could but no 
longer achieve a l l I plan and t h i n k . 1 4 9 

The grea tes t l o s s he has suffered i s h i s impaired power of 

1 4 7 OP. c i t . . p . 211 
1 4 8

 OP. P i t . , p . 233 

149 W. B. Yeats, In l e t t e r to Mrs. Shakespeare, June, 
1922, quoted by Ellman, OP. c i t . . p . 241 
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producing poetry (so he f e e l s , at l e a s t , although c r i t i c s do 

not agree ) . But there were other l o s s e s as we l l , for instance 

the progressive decl ine of h i s sense of harmony with beauty. 

Peeling himself now *a comfortable kind of o ld scarecrow*, 150 

he acknowledges the real tragedy, the ageing of the h e a r t . 

. . . 0 heart , we are old; 
The l i v i n g beauty i s for younger men: 
We cannot pay i t s tr ibute of wild t e a r s . 1 5 1 

Yet the tears are there j u s t the same, despite h i s courage. 

Pray I w i l l and sing I must, 
And y e t I weep» l o a 

On such a note of pain and acceptance of fa te does 

the d iscuss ion of Yeats ' s love of so l i tude , h i s egotism, and 

h i s melancholy, c l o s e . As lone ly in old age as i s boyhood, 

h ie was the s o l i t a r i n e s s of the sou l . Prom such a s p i r i t u a l 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l s o l i t u d e , h i s egotism sprang natura l ly . And 

because h i s dreams so far exceeded p o s s i b i l i t y , the extremes 

of melancholy resu l ted . Yet, in sp i t e of a l l , he has produced 

much that the world w i l l not w i l l i n g l y l e t d i e . 

. , . h i s l i f e shows remarkable consistency and tenac i ty . 
Prom the boy who dreamed of contro l l ing the world by a 
magician*a wand to the old man who cr ied out, 'I make the 
truth ,* he laboured to s ta te with growing maturity themes 
which he developed in adolescence. 

His physical and temperamental weaknesses as a c h i l d , 
h i s t imidity as a young man, encouraged him to nourish 

150 W, B. Yeats, Col lected Poems, p. 243 

1 5 1 OP* P i t . , p. 166 

152 Op. c i t . . p. 315 
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h i s imagination on heroic se l f -projec t ions u n t i l h i s 
dreams far exceeded r e a l i t y . Then, with grea t courage 
and w i l l , he t r i ed to become the hero of whom he had 
dreamed and to i n s t i l l in to Ireland a heroic atmos­
phere. His amazing achievement was to succeed par­
t i a l l y in both ambi t ions . 1 5 3 

The poet himself, in *A Dialogue of Self and Soul", surveys 

h i s l i f e , i t s pain and i t s shame, and with vision made c lear 

by the years he sees i t a l l a t l a s t in i t s true perspect ive . 

What matter i f I l i v e i t a l l once more? 
Endure that t o i l of growing up; 
The ignominy of boyhood; the d i s t r e s s 
Of boyhood changing into man; 
The unfinished man and h is pain 
Brought face to face with h i s own clumsiness; 

The finished man among h i s enemies? 
• • • 
The fol ly man does 
Or must suffer , i f he woos 
A proud woman not kindred of h i s soul . 

• • • 
I am content to l i v e i t a l l again 
And ye t aga in . 1 0 4 

153 Ellman, op. c i t . . p . 282 

154 W, B. Yeats, Collected Poems, pp. 266-267 



CHAPTER V 

REALITY TRANSFORMED 

I ' ve b u i l t a dreaming palace 
With stone from out the old 

And singing days, within the i r graves 
Mow lying calm and cold. 

There among the p i l l a r s 
Are many s ta tues f a i r 

Made of the dreamland marble. 
Cut by the dreamer's c a r e . 1 

The preceding chapter has described three closely 

re la ted elements of Yeats ' s l i f e and poetry, — so l i tude , 

egotism, and melancholy, — a l l of which are evidences of the 

poet*B f l i gh t from r e a l i t y . As has been shown in the d i s ­

cussion of Romantic qua l i t i e s in Chapter I I 2 , another way of 

escaping r ea l i t y i s possible — lay transforming i t . When 

actual i ty does not appeal, i t may be r e b u i l t to correspond 

with an i d e a l . So i t was that Yeats created for himself a 

dream- beauty and a dream love, a dream world, an ideal ized 

past , an ideal ized na ture . Thoroughly Romantic, made so l i t a ry 

and melancholy by the troubles of l i f e , conscious of M B 

abi l i ty to re -crea te and glamourize by poetic imagination, 

he b u i l t h i s dreaming palace and peopled i t with dream figurea0 

1 W. B, Yeats, unpublished verse, quoted by Ellman, 
PP. P i t . , pp. 33-34, 

2 See Chapter I I , pp, 66-72, 
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He had long been fascinated by h i s ch i ld i sh image of 

the magician who could transform and create a t w i l l . He 

wrote in early manhood, 

. . . I have quaffed ful l deep 
The glor ious cup of magic, t i l l in drinking 
That dred £sio3 wine that once I dreamed 
And read of only my soul gros (sic) 

The image of the mighty viewless o n e s , 3 

Like the magician, he could transmute the rea l by using a 

wand of h i s own. 

And BO i t was that he sought in the past the perfec­

t ion that was lacking in the present , select ing and a l t e r ing 

as he wished. So he cas t over nature a cloudy charm and 

enchantment i t did not possess. So he fashioned for himself 

an ideal world and a visionary beloved, so lovely that h i s 

heart went mad when the vision was found incarnate in a l iv ing 

woman. 

Because Yeats was not equally preoccupied with a l l 

these fea tures , t h i s chapter wil l unavoidably tend to be one­

sided, for i t must emphasize the one that the poet himself 

emphasized — the ideal, beauty and ideal love . This wil l be 

considered f i r s t , the others in the i r turn . 

3 W. B. Yeats, from an unpublished play, quoted by 
Ellman, OP. c i t . . p . 34. 
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1 . Ideal Beauty and Love. 

Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of a l l my d a y s , 4 

. . . what cared I that se t him on to r ide , 
I , starved for the bosom of h i s faery bride? ° 

Yeats*s a t t i tude to love already has been discussed, 

although b r i e f l y , in Chapter I 6 , Reference was made, a l s o , 

i a the following chapter, to the importance of the part love 

played in both early and l a t e r poe try . 7 In the present 

ohapter the subject w i l l be f u l l y analysed and discussed. 

I t may be stated as a general introduction that h i s 

early ideas of love were completely Romantic and that the 

l a t e r a t t i tude to l ove , although more r e a l i s t i c in treatment, 

was no l e s s e s s e n t i a l l y toman t i c in insp ira t ion and concept. 

His ideal of beauty was always Romantic, i n o ld age as in 

youth. 

This sect ion w i l l pass from a discuss ion of Yeats*s 

boyishly Romantic notions of beauty and l ove , through the 

period of c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n of h i s youthful theories when he 

met Maud Gonne, through the years of h i s abiding love for 

her, to h i s l a t e r obsession with her or with h i s idea of her 

while he attempted to forget her in marriage with Miss 

4 W. B. Yeats, Col lected Poems, p. 15 
5 OP. c i t . . p, 391 
6 See Chapter I , p . 19 
7 See Chapter I I , pp. 69-70 
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Georgie Hyde-Lees. I t may be poss ib le at the end of such a 

survey to attempt to answer a question which a r i s e s i n the 

mind of one who reads h i s poetry and h i s biography s ide by 

s ide , namely whether h i s happiness in marriage has been 

over-rated by his biographers or whether — as h i s poetry 

seems to indicate — not even marriage made him forget his 

love for Maud Gonne. If the former i s true, then i t must 

be assumed that his poetry in la ter years was l i t t l e more 

than a pose, the reworking of a theme formerly fruitful in 

poetic inspiration. If the la t t er i s true, then his l i f e was 

indeed a mask, and his poetry the true expression of heart­

f e l t emotion. 

Does the imagination dwell the most 
Upon a woman won or woman l o s t t 8 

In quantity of l ines at l eas t the love motif i s the 

most important single theme in Yeats's poetry. Approxi­

mately half of his lyr ic poetry directly concerns i t s e l f 

with love in one or other of i t s aspects. Most of his 

narrative poetry and many of his plays are also based upon 

love* Almost always, especially in the earl ier poetry, i s 

the love of the kind that i s called Romantic, ideal , remote, 

aloof, unattainable. Later disappointment and d i s i l lus ion 

brought more of passion and hatred into the love poetry, a 

8 OP. c i t . . p. 222, 
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mood l e s s attractive but closer to rea l i ty . I t i s the 

contention of this thesis , although not commented upon by 

c r i t i c s , that this passion by i t s fury and intensity soon 

tended away from cold reality towards another emotion as 

Romantic in i t s vigour as the earlier mood had been Romantic 

in i t s gentleness. 

Yeats's early ideas of love are most interesting and 

they lay the foundation for an understanding of the love 

poetry both early and l a t e . I t must be remembered that the 

youthful Yeats had been strongly influenced by the poets of 

the Romantic movement and of the pre-Raphaelite group. These 

could not, of course, have influenced him so strongly had not 

his own nature been i t s e l f strongly Romantic and impressionable. 

His own writings make his early ideas of beauty and love 

expl i c i t . 

I was a Romantic, my head ful l of the mysterious 
woman of Rossetti , and those hesitating faces in the 
art of Burne-Jones seemed always awaiting for some 
Alas tor at the end of a long journey *9 

When I thought of women they were modelled on 
those in my favourite poets and loved in brief tragedy, 
or l ike the g i r l in the Revolt of Islam, accompanied 
their lovers through al l manner of wild places, 
lawless women without homes and without chi ldren. 1 0 

8 W. B. Yeats, unpublished material, quoted by 
Jeffares, OP. o i t . . p. 57 

9, f. B. Yeats, Autobiography, p, 79, quoted by 
Jeffares, opn c i t . . p. 57 
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Yeats passed his whole life in a state of acute 

awareness of women. It was the idea of women that first 

intrigued him. His love for Maud Gonne, who long seemed an 

ideal woman, set the tone of interest 1B supremely lovely 

women that lasted for many years. When he at last ceased 

to be preoccupied with her personally and exclusively, he 

still retained the idea of perfection in woman that he had 

associated with her. T. R. Henn describes the progress of 

his ideas. 

Hie experience and knowledge followed the pattern 
of development that appears normal in the l i f e of a 
Romantic poet; adoration, the taking f ire of the mind 
at women's beauty; the recoil from disappointment and 
frustration into affairs that were unsatisfactory in 
varying degrees; a return to his idealised portrait , 
and a desperate attempt to rediscover i t in the next 
generation; his marriage, and i t s overwhelming con­
sequences in his philosophy; parenthood, and a certain 
s tabi l i ty ; then (after the pattern of the l i v e s of the 
poets) , a growing excitement and intensity as the 
imagination seized new significance in the elements 
which i t could now combine. For as the physical 
r e a l i t i e s receded, the images took on a continually 
sharpening edge: the gap between the extremes of 
sensuality and the spiritual , 'the intercourse of 
angels' , widened as both became emphasised in the 
•passionate coldness' that marks the later thought,10 

The early Yeats has what amounts almost to a mis­

trust of human love. Some of the early l yr i c s portray love ' s 

gentle and simple tenderness. More often there i s a tone of 

lament for the sadness and the swift passing of love. This 

10 T. R. Henn, The Lonely Tower, p. 51. 



REALITY TRANSFORMED 144 

develops s l ightly la ter into a note of ecstasy and spiritual 

longing that human love cannot satisfy, a desire for a divine 

beauty that i s unstained by the world and nerfix to be possessed 

in the world. Woman i s then but the symbol of a perfeot 

beauty, an intermediary between man and the spiri tual . Love 

in real i ty i s love of lovel iness and eternal beauty. Pursuing 

such a love, the lover i s ever rest less and unsatisfied; he 

grows old and weary in his quest. His search by i t s intensity 

and singleness of purpose sets him off from other men and from 

a l l that most men consider worth possessing in the world. 

The quest i s the Platonic quest for beauty, of course, with 

the single exception that the ideal beauty i s frequently 

considered as suffering with man. 

There are two basic reasons underlying Yeats'a ideas 

of love: his Celtic temperament and his own Romantic nature. 

Of these, the former i s perhaps the stronger. Horatio 

Krans writes: 

The quest of the ideal in al l i t s forms, fa i th in 
the unseen l i f e , the passion for romance and mystery, 
the pursuit of the intangible and evanescent, a vague 
melancholy and a vague unrest, the shrinking from the 
tumult of the world, characteristic of a race that has 
not greatly succeeded in dealing with the actual i t ies 
of l i f e — these are Celtic t ra i t s , and a l l of them are 
v i ta l in the creation of Mr. Yeats's art . 1 1 

11 Horatio Krans, William Butler Yeats and the Irish 
Literary Revival, p. 189. 
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The second reason i s h i s own innate Romanticism, evidenced 

i n h i s early dreams of l o v e , i n h i s hopeless love for Maud 

Gonne despi te her refusal e i ther to marry him or to break 

completely with him, in his own refusal to accept his rejec­

tions &s f inal , and in his holding fast to her image year 

after year unti l death. 

Yeats's early women are dream women, fragi le and 

delioate, gentle, nostalgic, altogether unreal, doomed to 

tragedy. Niamh, for instance, in the narrative poem ent i t led 

The Wanderings of Oisin. may be considered as typical. She 

was the fairy daughter of Aengus, King of the Young, and his 

wife, Srtain. 3he had come from the far-off Kingdom of the 

Young, Tir-na-n'Og, to Ireland to enchant the Red Branch hero, 

Oisin. 

A pearl-pale, high-born lady, who rode 
On a horse with bridle of findrinny; 
And l ike a sunset were her l i p s , 
A stormy sunset on doomed ships; 
A citron colour gloomed in her hair. 
But down to her feet white vesture flowed, 
And with the glimmering crimson glowed 
Of many a figured embroidery; 
And i t was bound with a pearl-pale shell 
That wavered l ike the summer streams, 
As her soft bosom rose and f e l l , 1 2 

Oisin f e l l under her spell just as Yeats f e l l under Maud 

Gonne*s spe l l , both enslaved by unearthly beauty. 

12 W. B. Yeats, Collected Poems, p. 410, 
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The description of Niamh i s ia i t s e l f Romantic, redolent of 

the poetry of Keats and Shelley and Rossett i . Part La Belle 

Dame sans Merei, part the enchantress Lamia, part the Blessed 

Damosel, Niamh i s as beautiful, as ethereal, as unearthly as 

they. She i s the type of Romantic beauty and Romantic woman, 

a tapestry rather than f lesh and blood, vague, fanciful, 

remote and melancholy. She was the type, then and always, of 

Yeats'a ideal woman; in imx service men would die, but her 

spell they could never escape. Such an enchantment seemed 

the ideal love to young Yeats: i t seems l ike ly that his ideas 

changed l i t t l e as age came to him* 

The Indian poems of Crossways also describe a love 

that was remote and inaccessible, this time because of time 

and distance. Anashuya, the heroine of "Anashuya and Vljaya*, 

was a pr ies tess . The lovers in *The Indian to his Love* will 

withdraw far from men to enjoy their lonely love . 

Yeats broods often on the sorrow of dying love and 

of a love that has died, the poetically languishing lament 

of one who — without ever having known love — bids i t fare­

well. Love fades as the leaves f a l l , and almost as imper­

sonally. The dead leaves symbolize a love that i s dead. 

The hour of the waning of love has beset us, 
And weary and worn are our sad souls now.1 3 

13 On. c i t . . p. 16 
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•Ah, do not mourn,' he said , 
That we are t i r e d , for other l o v e s await us; 
Hate on and love on through unrepining hours. 
Before us l i e s eternity; our souls 
Are love, and a continual farewel l . 1 3 

Yeats's meeting with Maud Gonne took place in 1889. 

He wrote many years la ter , *I was twenty-three years old 

when the trouble of my l i f e began,*14 The extremely beauti­

ful young woman had come to his father's house, ostensibly 

to v i s i t the ar t i s t but in real i ty to meet the young poet 

whose wanderings of Oisin had recently been published. 

I t Is not too d i f f i cu l t to estimate the impact she 

made on the impressionable Yeats, Jeffares quotes Yeats as 

writing, "I had gathered from Shelley and the Romantic poets 

an idea of perfect love. Perhaps I should never marry in 

church but I would love one woman a l l ay l i f e , * 1 6 Jeffares 

continues: 

. . . h i s thoughts turned to beautiful women; and 
they were modelled on the wild Shelley an heroines. 
His was an unusual character, and his ideal love 
was shaped by two of the dominant tra i ts , , . h i s 
sense of difference and his abi l i ty to suppress or 
accentuate aspects of his personality; he idealised 
h is love, yet i t i s easy to see some of the reasons 
which induced him to do so. 

In love with love , he had a desire for an exciting 
and unusual woman to love. Because he was different 

1 3
 OP* oit.. p. 17 

14 W. B, Yeats, Unpublished autobiography, quoted 
by Jeffares, P. 29, 

16 Jeffares, OP. cit.. p. 58 
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himself, his love should add to his dis t inct ion. 
She was to have some of the qual i t ies of those wild 
women, heroic and lawless . And because he was s t i l l 
a boy there was an air of unreality about h i s ideas, 
for he would sing his imagined mistress's charms with 
a l l the tragedy and hopelessness of one of Morris's 
heroes, and a l l would be for her approval, a l l in her 
service. She must have beauty f i t for a poet to sing. 
I t was to be a great l o v e . 1 7 

With Yeats's mind so prepared for love, i t was inevitable 

that Maud Gonne*s lovel iness and her fiery nationalism 

should lay powerful hold on him. I t was her beauty that 

f i r s t captured him, making him more susceptible to any of 

her enthusiasms. His f i r s t necessity was to ensure her 

understanding of those things which he considered so impor­

tant. 

I had never thought to see in a l iv ing woman so 
great beauty. I t belonged to famous pictures, to 
poetry, to some legendary past. A complexion l ike 
the bloom of apples and yet face and body had the 
beauty of lineaments which Blake ca l l s the highest 
beauty because i t changes l eas t from youth to age, 
and stature so great she seemed of a divine race. 
Her movements were works of grace and I understood 
at l a s t why the poets of antiquity, where we would 
but speak of face and form, sing, loving some lady, 
that she seems l ike a goddess, , , . she too was 
fu l l of the Romantic movement. 1 8 

I spoke much of my spiritual philosophy. Row impor­
tant i t a l l seems to me. How much would I have 
given so that she might think exactly right on a l l these 
great questions. And today a l l i s faint to me beside a 
moment when she passed before a window dressed in 

17 OP. P i t . , p. 59 

18 Yeats, unpublished autobiography, quoted by 
Jeffares, p. 59 
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white and rearranged a spray of flowers in a v a s e . 1 9 

Years l a t e r he wrote a poem which tr i ed to express the 

exeitement and enchantment of that moment. I t seems, though, 

that he had as wel l a sense of impending d i s a s t e r . He was, 

he l a t e r wrote, 

. . . incurably Romantic. I was in love but had not 
spoken of love and never meant to speak of l ove and 
as the months passed I gained a mastery of myself 
again. What wife would she make, I thought, what 
share could she have in the l i f e of a s tudent? 1 9 

Yet she was i n h i s dreams, day and n i g h t . Her 

inf luence shaped h i s whole l i f e . He became more ac t ive ly 

n a t i o n a l i s t i c because of her influence and example, knowing 

that the man of act ion would appeal to her more than would 

the dreamer. He wrote plays for her; h i s poetry was f u l l of 

her. At l a s t , feeling that her need for protection and peace 

was greater than the awe in which he stood of her, he asked 

her to marry him. She refused, but asked for his friendship. 

And so the long years of frustration and attempted renun­

ciation began. Yeats alternated between hope and despair, 

and seemed both unwilling and unable to throw off her spe l l . 

Her beauty was a l l he had ever dreamed of, and more. 

I t shared of the perfection of the Rose, of Helen of Troy, 

of Deirdre. She i s described by these three symbols, and i s 

la ter used as the symbol of beauty herself. Over and over 

19 W. B. Yeats, unpublished autobiography, quoted 
by Jeffares.OP. c i t . . p. 60 
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again tha t beauty i s recorded in poetry. She i s the 

•Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of a l l my days?**0 There i s 

always sadness associated with the thought of euch l o v e l i ­

ness , the sadness of impending doom. 

Who dreamed tha t beauty passes l i k e a dreamt 
For these red l i p s , with a l l the i r mournful pr ide , 
Mournful that no new wonder may bet ide , 
Troy passed away in one high funeral gleam, 
And Usna's chi ldren died. 

We and the labouring world are passing by: 
Amid men*s souls , tha t waver and give place 
Like the pale waters in the i r wintry race, 
Under the passing s t a r s , foam of the sky, 
Lives on t h i s lonely f a c e . 2 1 

And then you came with those red mournful l i p s , 
And with you came the whole of the world's t ea r s , 
And a l l the trouble of her labouring ships, 
And a l l the trouble of her myriad y e a r s . * 2 

Since love had become personal, l e s s vague and shadowy, i t 

brought with i t worries about i t s object . Maud Gonne l ived 

an act ive l i f e , a woman who defended violence and movedby 

among violent menP Nature and man a l ike seem to menace her, 

A p i ty beyond a l l t e l l i ng 
I s hid in the hear t of love: 
The folk who are buying and se l l ing , 
The clouds on the i r journey above, 
The cold wet winds ever blowing, 
And the shadowy hazel grove 
Where mouse-grey waters are flowing, 
Threaten the head that I l o v e , 2 3 

20 Collected Poems, p . 35 

21 OP. o i t . . p . 40 
2 2

 OP. c i t . . p . 46 
2 3 Oa. o i t . . p . 45 
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The thought of death in connection with her brought its own 

pain, and his imagination frequently beoame morbid. When 

she was threatened by consumption as a result of her relief 

work among the starving Donegal peasants, she spent some 

time on the continent. He sent her this poem, which explains 

itself, 

I dreamed that one had died in a strange place 
Sear no accustomed hand; 
And they had nailed the boards above her face, 
The peasants of that land, 
Wondering to lay her in that s o l i t u d e . 2 4 

S t i l l grea ter use of symbolism i s made in the poems 

of The Wind Among the Reeds (1899). Yeats ' s love i s no l e s s 

strong, but the waiting has been long. Disappointment and 

a note of b i t t e rnes s appear here and there . He has worked 

for her and with her most fa i th fu l ly , but has received no 

reward for h is fa i thful service . He i s wil l ing to remake the 

world for her i f she will l e t him. 

All things uncomely and broken, a l l things worn out and 
old, 

• • • • 
Are wronging your image tha t blossoms a rose in the deeps 
of my heart. 

The wrong of unshapely things is a wrong too great to be 
told; 

I hunger to build them anew . . . 25 

2 4
 OP* Pit., p. 47 

2& ftPt...PlU.* P* 62 
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But Maud Gonne was, i n many ways, be t ter able to face the 

r e a l i t i e s of l i f e than was Yeats himself. Her nat ional is t ic 

a c t i v i t i e s f i l l e d her l i f e , and took her from the poet as 

surely as the fairy host stole Bridget from her young husband 

in *The Hosting of the Sidhe*.26 The one-act play, The Land 

of Heart's De si rer which t e l l s how Mai re Bruin was stolen 

from the real world by her longing for the vague and impossible 

fairy world, was written with Maud Sonne's nature in mind. 

All Yeats could do under such circumstances was wait and hope, 

l i k e 

• . . him who sold t i l l age , and house, and goods, 
And sought through lands and islands numberless years. 
Until he found, with laughter and with tears, 
A woman of so shining lovel iness 
That men threshed oorn at midnight by a tress , 
A l i t t l e stolen tress . I , too, await 

The hour of thy great wind of love and hate.27 

His duty was that of willing and faithful service. 

But meanwhile, his love must be hidden alike from 

the pity or the laughter of man. And since i t s intensity 

required expression in poetry at l eas t , i t must be expressed 

In symbol and metaphor. Frequently he used the beautiful 

yet elusive trout as a symbol of the beautiful but evasive 

woman. In *The Fish - and in •The Song of Wandering Aengus* 

the symbolism was ef fect ive . 

2 6 OP. c l t . r p. 63 

27 OP. P i t . , p. 78 
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Although you hide i n the ebb and flow 
Of the pale t ide when the moon has s e t , 
The people of coming days wi l l know 
About the cast ing out of ay net , 
And how you have leaped times out of mind 
Over the l i t t l e s i lver cords. 
And think that you were hard and unkind, 
And blame you with many bi t ter words . . . 2 8 

I went out to the hasel wood. 
Because a f ire was in my head. 
And cut and peeled a hazel wand, 
And hooked a berry to a thread; 
And when white moths were on the wing, 
And moth-like stars were flickering out, 
I dropped the berry in a stream 
And caught a l i t t l e s i lver trout. • • 

When I had la id i t on the floor 
I went to blow the f ire aflame, 
But something rustled on the floor, 
And someone called me lay my name: 
I t had become a glimmering g ir l 
With apple blossom in her hair 
Who called me by my name and ran 
And faded through the brightening a ir . 

Though I am old with wandering 
Through hollow lands and h i l ly lands 
If will find out where she has gone . . , 2 9 

An ancient Irish symbol i s used in "He Mourns for the Change 

that has Come upon Him and His Beloved, and Longs for the 

End of the World*. The pursuit of the white, hornless deer 

by the hound symbolizes the chase of the elusive woman by 

the hunter, man. Lust, carefully disguised, has begun to 

replace the former Romantic wooing. This poem, incidentally, 

28 Op. Cit . . pp. 64-65 

29 OP. o i t . . pp. 66-67 
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belongs to the pe r iod of the un fo r tuna te l i a i s o n wi th the 

lady whom Yeats c a l l e d Diana Vernon, 

Do you no t hear me c a l l i n g , white dear wi th no horns? 
I have been changed to a hound wi th one red e a r ; 
I have been i n the Bath of Stones and the Wood of Thorns, 
For somebody h id ha t r ed and hope and d e s i r e and f e a r 
Under my f e e t t h a t they follow you n i g h t and day, 
A man wi th a hazel wand came without sound; 

He changed me suddenly: I was looking another way , 3 0 

The poems of the Diana Vernon pe r iod ( i t l a s t e d l e s s 

than a y e a r ) have a s t ronge r tendency towards the p h y s i c a l , 

bu t even they a re s t i l l f u l l of the Romantic languour and 

shadowiness of Kea t s , She l ley , or R o s s e t t i a t t h e i r wors t . 

Such express ions as *pale dew**, " roses of crimson f i r e * , 

" lonely hour # , "deep t w i l i g h t " , "wandering t r e s s " , " p e a r l -

p a l e hand*, "shadowy l o v e l i n e s s * 3 2 exemplify the vapoury 

Romantic tendency. I t i s s ign i f i can t , t h a t the ea r thy love 

could never , a t t h i s time o r l a t e r , r ep lace the s p i r i t u a l 

love fo r Maud Gonne. 

Pa le brows, s t i l l hands, and dim h a i r , 
I had a b e a u t i f u l tximd 
And dreamed t h a t the o ld d e s p a i r 
Would end i n love i n the end: 
She looked i n my h e a r t one day 
And saw your image was t h e r e ; 
She has gone weeping away . 3 2 

30 Op. c i t . , p . 68 

3 1
 O P . P i t . , p . 69 

3 2
 O P . c i t . . p . 68 



REALITY TRANSFORMED 155 

Meantime he o f f er s to h i s beloved h i s dreams and the 

promise of h i s l a s t i n g and fa i th fu l remembrance. 

I bring you with reverent hands 
The books of my numberless dreams.33 
I have spread my dreams under your f e e t ; 
Tread so f t l y because you tread on my dreams, 34 

Though you are in your shining days. 
Voices among the crowd 

And new friends busy with your pra i se , 
Be not unkind or proud. 
But think about old fr iends the most: 
Time's b i t t e r f lood w i l l r i s e , 
Your beauty perish and be l o s t 
For a l l eyes but these eyes . 35 

Even when he f e e l s the convict ion, recorded i n such poems as 

•He Hears the Cry of the Sedge" and "He Thinks of h i s Past 

Greatness When a Part of the Conste l la t ions of Heaven*36, 

that Maud Gonne w i l l never be h i s except in death, h i s devo­

t ion never f a l t e r s . One wonders whether, by t h i s time, he 

i s in love with a woman or with an idea , 

I became a rush that horses tread: 
I became a man, a hater of the wind. 
Knowing one, out of a l l th ings , alone, that h i s head 
May not l i e on the breast nor h i s l i p s on the hair 
Of the woman that he l o v e s , u n t i l he d i e s , 37 

Were you but ly ing cold and dead, 
And l i g h t s were pal ing out of the West, 
You would come h i ther , and bend your head. 
And I would lay my head on your breast; 

33 OP. c i t . . P.70 36 Op. o i t . . pp. 75, 81 , 

34 OP. c i t . . p . 81 37 Op. c i t . . pp. 81-82 

35 Op. P i t . , p . 79 
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And you would murmur tender words, 
Forgiving me, because you were dead: 
Nor would you r i s e and hasten away, 3 8 

The poems of three volumes published between Maud 

Sonne*s marriage and h i s own marriage (In the Seven Woods in 

1904, The Green Helmet and Other Poems in 1910, and Respon­

s i b i l i t i e s in 1914) reveal three trends in the love poetry/ 

bitterness, agony, and consolation. 

The extent of his disappointment and humiliation can 

scarcely be over-estimated. While he had been pained by 

Maud's frequent rejections of his offers of marriage, he had 

the satisfaction of knowing that his rival was a country, an 

idea of a country. Since he largely shared his beloved's 

nat ional ist ic ideals , he could sympathize fairly well with 

the devotion to a cause that disregarded an individual. If 

she did not spare him, neither did she spare herself. And 

he s t i l l had the solace of hope: when she no longer had a 

country to serve, she might turn to him i f Ireland's freedom 

were won. Now, unexpectedly, he had been replaced by a f lesh 

and blood rival , one considered by almost everyone to be no 

f i t match for a delicately nurtured lady. Patriot and hero 

Joan MacBride was, but even his own relat ives considered the 

match an unsuitable one. Arthur Griffith, friend to both 

3S OP. c i t . . pp. 80-81 
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Maud and MacBride, wrote to dissuade them from the marriage. 

All was, of course, in vain . 

When Yeats had recovered from the shock that rendered 

him almost I n a r t i c u l a t e , the b i t t e r n e s s began to appear. I t 

ranged between the irony of 

Sweetheart, do not love too long: 
I loved long and long, 
And grew to be out of fashion 
Like an old song, 3 9 

the intenBOr b i t t e r n e s s of 

Never give a l l the hear t , for love 
Will hardly seem worth thinking of 
To passionate women i f i t seem 
Certain , , . 
He that made t h i s knows a l l the cos t . 
For he gave a l l h i s hear t and l o s t , 4 0 

and the coarse hatred of an unpublished poem found in h is 

diary, 

My dear i s angry, that of l a t e 
I cry a l l base blood down. 
As i f she had not taught me hate 
By k i s ses to a clown.41 

The agony of soul was largely inward, but occasionally 

i t appears in burning words. The leaves — old symbols of 

dead love or dying love— have withered because he has told 

them h i s dreams. Even the thoughtof other lovely women 

39 OP. o i t . . p , 93 42 Collected Poems. P. 87 

40 OP. P i t . , p . 87 

41 W. B, Yeats, Unpublished material, quoted by 
Jeffares, p. 142 
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brings pain too great to bear, for a l l — l i k e h i s own love 

— have suffered tragedy. Yet her beauty s t i l l holds sway 

over him, regardless of the passing of time. Her hair i s 

greying, but the thought of her growing old brings him no 

comfort. 

. . . Heart cr ies , *Xo, 
I have not a orumb of comfort, not a grain. 
Time can but make her beauty over again: 
Because of that great nobleness of hers 
The f ire that s t i r s about her, when she s t i r s , 
Burns but more clearly. . , 

0 heart.* 0 heart.* i f she'd but turn her head, 
You*d know the fol ly of being comforted.43 

1 thought of your beauty, and this arrow, 
Made out of a wild thought, i s in my marrow. 
There's no man may look upon her, no man, 
As when newly grown to be a woman. 
Tall and noble but with face and bosom 
Delicate in colour as apple blossom. 
This beauty's kinder, yet for a reason 
I could weep that the old i s out of season.44 

Even when Maud Gonne MacBride, for reasons considered 

valid by her confessor, secured a legal saparation from her 

husband, Yeats had no hope of marriage. She had become a 

Catholic, and in her faith she saw future happinesa in Heaven 

at l e a s t . Yeats had no such comfort. The poem "King and No 

King" describes the No King, Sean MacBride, as having become 

King by refusal to understand his unsuitabil i ty. He pre­

vailed by cannon which overcame words. And now he cannot be 

4 3 OP*,, P i $ . , P. 86 44 O p . o i t . . p . 85 
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•Capiatsly dethroned, 

. . . we that had thought 
To have lit upon as clean and sweet a tale 
Have been defeated by that pledge you gave 
In momentary anger long ago; 
And I that have not your faith, how shall I know 
That in the blinding light beyond the grave 
We'll find so good a thing as that we have lost?4*; 

Out of all this pain and agony there came at last 

consolation of a kind. He never resigned himself to his 

loss, but there were some satisfactions just the same. He 

remembered how much of his best work there had been done in 

that long period of apprenticeship. 

I had this thought a while ago, 
'My darling cannot understand 
What I have done, or what would do 
In this blind bitter land,' 

And I grew weary of the sun 
Until my thoughts cleared up again, 
Remembering that the best I have done 
Was done to make it plain. 
• • • 

That had she done so who can say 
What would have shaken from the seivef 
I might have thrown poor words pway 
And been content to l i v e . 46 

One achievement above a l l others does he take pride in: he 

has painted her in his poetry as no ar t i s t could Men in 

the future can say of him 

•He shadowed in a glass 
What thing her body was.'47 

46 OPt, oUt,. P* 1 0 2 47 Op. c i t . T p, 100 

46 OP. c i t . . p, 100 
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What he had achieved, he had achieved for her. Now time had 

brought her peace, and the memory of the ir mutual sympathy 

should bring him peace as w e l l . 

Enough i f the work has seemed 
So did she your strength renew, 
A dream that a l i o n had dreamed 
Til l the wilderness cried aloud, 
A secret between you two. 
Between the proud and the proud.48 

Her beauty and simplicity would always be her j u s t i ­

f icat ion, although they carried with them as well their own 

doom, their own fa ta l i ty . I t was unnecessary to admire her; 

i t would be frui t less to blame her. 

For she had fiery blood 
When I was young. 
And trod so sweetly proud 
As 'twere upon a Ployd,, 
A woman Homer sung. 

Why should I blame her that she f i l l e d my days 
With misery? . . . 
What could have made her peaceful with a mind 
That nobleness made simple as a f i re , 
With beauty l ike a tightened bow, a kind 
That i s not natural in an age l ike this , 
Being high and solitary and most stern? 
Why, what could she have done, being what she is? 
Was there another Troy for her to burn?00 

He sought comfort in s t i l l another way, in the theory 

of the Mask, He had believed her beauty of form to be the 

image of a soul as beautiful, one that was the mate of hi a 

4 8 OP* P i t . , p. 104 50 Op. P i t . , p . 101 

49 QP. P i t . , p. 100 
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own soul. But was the beauty that had a t t r ac ted him ra ther 

a disguise? And i f i t was indeed a disguise , what then did 

i t conceal? Perhaps the woman he had so long sought to win 

had not, a f ter a l l , been worth the winning. 

'Put off that mask of burning gold 
With emerald e y e s . ' 
•0 no, my dear, you make so bold 
To find i f hear ts be wild and wise, 
And yet not oold. ' 

•I would but find what's there to find, 
Love or decei t , • 
' I t was the mask engaged your mind. 
And af te r raet your heart to beat . 
Not what 's behind. ' 

•But l e s t you are my enemy, 
I must enquie.' 
•0 no, my dear, let all that be; 
What matter, so there is but fire 

In you, in me,*&1 

The question was neY&x answered d i rec t ly in words, The answer 

may, however, be assumed from the l a t e r verse . He, too, by 

th i s time had assumed a mask, worn for protec t ion , to hide 

whatever in h is feel ings might arouse the p i ty or the r i d i ­

cule of the crowd. But l y r i c poetry cannot wear a mask for 

long, or i t ceases to be l y r i c ; Yeats ' s l y r i c note remained 

as strong and true as ever. 

There opened to him in 1916, a f te r Maud Gonne's 

f inal re jec t ion of h is offer of marriage, s t i l l another 

avenue of consolation. I t seems at l e a s t probable that t h i s 

8 1
 OP* c i t . . p . 106 
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l a s t proposal of Yeats's was made primarily out of a sense of 

duty, and that his interest was even then strongly centred 

upon Iseult Gonne, Maud's lovely adopted daughter, who seemed 

to him the recreation of her foster-mother's lovel iness 

without the opinionated mind"52 and the idealism so extreme 

that i t amounted to fanaticism — both of which had repelled 

him for many years. Iseult had been largely responsible, 

herself, for that momentary transferring of affection. She 

had herself proposed marriage to Yeats when she was f i f teen, 

and had been repulsed. But Yeats was beauty's fool , and she 

was extremely beautiful. She was also extremely clever, well-

educated, and inte l lectual ly sympathetic. She was flattered 

by the attention of such a famous man, one whose l i f e had for 

years closely paralleled her mother's l i f e . When Yeats pro­

posed to her in 1917, she rejected the marriage after much 

heart-searching, thus giving pain both to the poet and to 

herself. Yeats had been touched more deeply than he at f i r s t 

realised, and although his marriage to Miss Hyde-Lees followed 

soon, the early weeks of that marriage were far from serenely 

happy. 

. . .0 heart, we are old; 
The living beauty is for younger men: 
We cannot pay its tribute of wild tears.S3 

52 OP. cit.. p. 213 53 OP. cit.. p. 156 
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A s t r ange th ing sure ly t h a t my Heart , when love had come 
unsought 

•Jpon the Norman upland or in t h a t popla r shade 
Should f ind no burden but i t s e l f and y e t should be worn 

out . 
I t could not bear that burden and therefore i t went mad. 

The south wind brought i t longing, and the eas t wind 
despair . 

The west wind made i t p i t i f u l , and the north wind a f ra id . 
I t feared to give i t s love a hurt with a l l the tempest 

there; 
I t feared the hurt tha t she could give and therefore i t 

went mad. 

The Heart behind i t s r i b laughed out , 'You have cal led 
me mad, ' i t said, 

'Because I made you turn away and run from that young 
chi ld ; 

How could she mate with f i f ty years that was so wildly 
bred? 

Let the cage bird and the cage bird mate and the wild 
bird mate in the wild. • 

•You but imagine l i e s a l l day, 0 murderer,* I rep l ied , 
'And a l l those l i e s have but one end, poor wretches to 

betray; 
I did not find in any cage the woman a t my s ide . 
0 but her heart would break to learn my thoughts are far 

away. ' 5 4 

Yeats ' s marriage made no complete break with h is past 

l i f e and h i s past love, although he obviously intended that 

i t should. His choice was wise, and there i s no doubt that 

marriage brought him much comfort and some oonsolation. But 

Yeats 's hunger was ra ther of the soul than of the body, and 

i t was the sp i r i t ua l hunger that Mrs, Yeats, despite her sym-

54 Op. C i t , , pp. 247-248 
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pathy and under standing, despi te the automatic writing with 

which she occupied the would-be phi losopher's mind, could not 

completely s a t i s f y . Yeats had f a l l e n in love with l o v e , then 

with an i d e a l l y beautiful woman who, as ho thought, was a lso 

h i s i d e a l . He had found the r e a l i t y l ove ly enough, but had 

transformed even that r e a l i t y . He had b u i l t up a legend, and 

was in love with that legend. What chance did a woman of 

f l e s h and blood have to win him completely. 

I t was not ignorance of h i s debt to Mrs. Yeats that 

kept him enslaved. Rather he paid conscious tr ibute to her. 

. . . a l l day long I look 
Upon t h i s l a d y ' s beauty 
As though I had found in a book 
A pictured b e a u t y . 0 0 

Do not because th i s day I have grown saturnine 
Imagine that l o s t l o v e , inseparable from my thought 
Because I have no other youth, can make me pine; 
For how should I forget the wisdom that you brought. 
The comfort that you made?00 

She was the Sheba to h i s Solomon: he saw in her a beauty that 

equalled her wisdom. Yet there was an agony of regret in 

many of h i s poems, even those written soon af ter the marriage. 

In *The Collar-Bone of a Hare" there i s a sneer at *the o ld 

b i t t e r world where they marry in churches*, 5 7 In*Solomon and 

55 OP. o i t . . pp. 152-153 

56 OP. o i t . . p . 202 

57 OP. o i t . . p. 163 
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the Witch* there are found some s i g n i f i c a n t l i n e s . 

Maybe the bride-bed brings despair, 
For each an imagined image brings 
And f inds a real image t h e r e . ° 8 

His dreams are s t i l l f i l l e d with her image, the real image of o ld , 

. . . always when I look death in the face . 
When I clamber to the heights of s l e e p . 
Or when I grow exci ted with wine, 
Suddenly I meet your face . 59 

I t seems painful ly l i k e l y that Mrs. Yeats knew of the power 

Madame MacBride s t i l l exercised over the poe t ' s mind. "An 

Image from a Past Life" recounts such an experience. Among 

the natural beaut ies of night , s t a r l i g h t on a dark stream, 

a vision appears, 

Hju Why have you la id your hands upon my eyes? 
What can have suddenly alarmed you 
Whereon 'twere best 
My eyes should never rest? 
. . . 

She. A sweetheart from another life floats there 
As though she had been forced to linger 
From vague distress 
Or arrogant loveliness, 
Merely to loosen out a tress 
Among the starry eddies of her,hair 
Upon the paleness of a finger. 

The poet nn^x denied the presence of this image. 

Even when he and Maud had been separated by quarrels and 

mutual misunderstandings, her idealized form floated nearby 

58 OP. cit.. p. 199 60 OP. cit.. p. 201 

59
 OP. cit.. p. 174 
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and h i s memories of the ideal brought him a l l the old-t ime 

Romantic agonies . She was h i s phoenix 6 l ; old age brought 

only renewal of beauty. S t i l l she had 

• . . the s impl ic i ty of a oh i ld . 
And that proud look as though she had gazed into the 

burning Bun, 
And a l l the shapely body no t i t t l e gone astray . 
I mourn for that most lonely t h x n g . 0 2 

Lika the moon her kindness i s , 
I f kindness I may v a i l 
What has no comprehension in't. 
But i s the same for a l l 
As though my sorrow were a scene 
Upon a painted wal l . 

So l i k e a b i t of stone I l i e 
Under a broken tree . 
I could recover i f I shrieked 
My heart ' s agony 
To passing bird, but I am dumb 
From human d i g n i t y . 0 3 

'She w i l l change,' I cr ied , 
•Into a withered crone,* 
The heart in ay s ide . 
That so s t i l l had l a i n , 
In noble rage repl ied 
And beat upon the bone: 

'Upl i f t those eyes and throw 
Those g lances unafraid: 
She would as bravely show 
Did a l l the fabric fade; 
No withered crone I saw 
Before the world was made.64 

When he thought of death, h i s terror and dismay were l essened 

61 Qp. flit., PP. 170-172 

6 2 OP* c i t . . p. 172 

<53 °P» P i t . T p . 250 

* 4 OP. c i t . . pp. 296-297 
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by the cer ta in ty that i t would bring him again the joy of 

f i r s t love, then complete union and understanding denied in 

l i f e . 

But in the grave a l l , a l l shal l be renewed. 
The cer ta in ty that I shall see that lady 
Leaning or standing or walking 
In the f i r s t lovel iness of womanhood. 
And with the fervour of my youthful eyes. 
Has se t me muttering l i k e a fool . 6 5 

In summary, i t may be s ta ted with assurance tha t Yeats, 

both in h i s concept of beauty and h i s concept of love, 

remained from f i r s t to l a s t a Romantic poet . There has been 

found d i s i l l u s ion here and there in the poetry, but i t would 

have been impossible for any but a Romantic made wretched by 

disappointment. Notes of realism merely strengthen the 

contras t with the fundamental Romanticism. The Romanticism 

i t s e l f changed from the dim and shadowy type found in the 

ea r l i e r poems to the vigorous and passionate in tens i ty of the 

l a t e r poetry. His eyes stayed always fixed on the s t a r s , 

and h i s aspir ing song rang deep and t rue . 

Hi3 ideas of beauty underwent few changes throughout 

the yea r s . I t began with the Platonic ideal - - an in tangible 

and dreamy concept of the perfect beauty of the Rose, a beauty 

that man r eco l l ec t s and sees but seldom, a beauty that suffers 

with man. Then the dream became centred upon a l iv ing woman 

0 5 P J U _ 2 U . , p. 173 
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who was, in her l o v e l i n e s s , herse l f c lose to the i d e a l . But 

i t was s t i l l true that 

I t was the dream i t s e l f enchanted me.66 

Ti l l the end of his l i f e he held to the dream, and longed to 

recapture i t again after death. 

His ideas of love were alike fundamentally unchanged 

throughout his l i f e . From youth he oraved the unusual and 

the d is t inct ive . He found i t easier to love the evanescent 

than the tangible, the soul than the body. 

Man i s in love and loves what vanishes. 
What more i s there to say?07 

He was ready to remind himself of 

The fol ly that man does 
Or must suffer, i f he woos 
A proud woman not kindred of his soul,68 

but he oould not alter the nature that drove him to such a 

fo l ly . This love he hoped to find recreated beyond the grave. 

Regardless of the opposite views of most c r i t i c s , i t i s the 

contention of this thesis that his idea of love as well as 

that of beauty are thoroughly Romantic. 

66 OP. P i t . , p, 392 

67 OP* P i t . , p . 234 

68 OP. P i t . , p . 267 
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2. An Ideal World. 

I sing the ancient ways.39 

I am of I re land, 
And the Holy Land of Ireland,70 

The preceding pages of th i s chapter have shown that w. 

B. Yeats in true Romantic fashion f i r s t created for himself 

concepts of an ideal beauty and an ideal love and then, par t ly 

by chance but largely by h is own imaginative power and force, 

compelled h i s actual l i f e experiences to correspond very 

olosely to tha t i d e a l . In Maud Gonne he found both an ideal 

beauty and an ideal love, but he transformed even these to 

correspond with h is f i r s t dream. When the r ea l i t y fa i led to 

correspond with the idea l , he largely ignored the r ea l i t y and 

glor i f ied the dream s t i l l more. Such Romantic idealism and 

intensi ty continued throughout his l i f e , actual ly increasing 

with the yea r s . In j u s t such a way he created an ideal world, 

building i t l a rge ly upon the pas t , and compelling the actual 

pattern of events to correspond with h is i dea l . When the 

rea l i ty f e l l short of the idea l , he had moments of d i s i l l u s ion , 

but the dream in tens i f ied also as the years went on, up un t i l 

the end of l i f e . Even confronted with death, he s t i l l sand 

his song a of the ideal which might yet become the r e a l . His 

69 Collected Poems, p . 35 70 Op. c i t . . p . 303 
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dreams were l arge ly achieved, indeed a proof of the driving 

force that lay behind them. 

This sect ion w i l l pass from a survey of what he had 

planned to do to a discussion of h i s i n t e r e s t i n and trans­

formation of the past and to an account of the nationalism 

which planned the dreams and helped make them come true. 

Yeats went to Ire land's past to f ind an ideal which 

would underl ie h i s plans for present and future. Both mytho­

logy and his tory contributed to the blueprint for a new 

Ireland. He was inspired by h i s love of the country's beauty 

and by John O'Leazy's precepts and example. The resul t ing 

idea of Ireland was p a t r i o t i c and myst ical , but also pract i ­

c a l . I t bore f r u i t i n the I r i s h Literary Renascence and the 

I r i s h Dramatic Revival , and almost certa inly also in the 

founding of the I r i s h Free State i t s e l f , Yeats 's three 

i n t e r e s t s were poetry, magical philosophy, and Ireland: a l l 

three were inseparably interwoven. The following pages w i l l 

trace the steps from love of country through pride in country, 

hunger for l i b e r t y , to ardent and i d e a l i s t i c national!am. 

Mention has already been made in Chapter I to the 

remarkably strong love Yeats had for h i s native S l i g o * ' 1 

His e a r l i e s t memories were of S l igo 'B old homes, her lakes 

71 See Chapter I , p . 8 
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and groves and h i l l s . Even af ter he had moved to London with 

h i s family he remembered h i s former home with longing and 

a f f ec t ion , emotions kept a l i v e by h i s BIO there s t o r i e s and by 

her own love for the hone of her youth. In Reveries over 

Childhood and Youth he described, many years l a t e r , t h i s 

passionate hunger of h i s childhood for S l i g o . 

A poignant memory came upon me the other day 
while I was passing the drinking-fountain near Holland 
Park, for there I and my s i s t e r had spoken together 
of our longing for Sl igo and our hatred of London, I 
know we were both very c lose to tears and remember 
with wonder, for I had never known anyone that cared 
for such momentoes 0» i c3 that I longed for a sod of 
earth from some f i e l d I knew, something of Sl igo to 
hold in my hand. I t was some old race i n s t i n c t l i k e 
that of a savage , 7 g 

Years afterwards, when I was ten or twelve years 
o ld and i n London, I would remember Sl igo with tears , 
and when I began tp write , i t was there I hoped to 
f ind my audience,"* 

His holiday t r ips to Ireland became more s i g n i f i c a n t 

as he grew up. He l i s t e n e d eagerly to legends about t h i s 

place or that , legends f u l l of fo lk - lore and the supernatu­

r a l . Every spot began to have i t s assoc ia t ions and i t s 

memories. He began to develop the Romantic love for moun­

ta ins , the ir magnificence, the i r so l i tude . He loved the 

old homes and ruined c a s t l e s , any spot enriched by story 

and legend. 

72 W. B. Yeats , ReverieB over Childhood and Youth. 
P. 33 

73 OP. o i t . . p . 17 
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The l i t t l e towns and v i l l a g e s , the lakes and h i l l s 

and mountains of S l igo appear often in h i s e a r l i e r poetry. 

Sleuth Wood, Rosses, "the h i l l s above Glen-Car*74 , are a l l 

mentioned in *The Stolen Child".75 "The Ballad of Father 

O'Hart* o f f er s a l i t a n y of I r i s h place-names. 

. . . weeping score by score, 
People oame in to Celooney; 
For he'd died at n inety-four . 

There was no human keening; 
The birds from Knopknarea 
And the world round Knooknashee 
Came keening In that day. 

The young birds and old birds 
Came f l y i n g , heavy and sad; 
Keening in from Tiraragh, 
Keening from Ball inafad; 

Keeing from Iniahmurray • . .76 

Yeats himself was the man who dreamed of faery land in the 

poem of the same name. Here more of the l i l t i n g place-names 

appear. 

He stood among a crowd at Dromahair . . . 

He wandered by the sands of Lissadell. , , 

He mused beside the well of Scanavin . . , 

He Blept under the hill of Lugnagall . . ,77 

In "The Hosting of the Sidhe" the fairy band sweeps across 

the country* 

74 OP. c i t . . pp. 20-21 76 OP. c i t . . pp. 24-25 

76 OP. c i t . . PP. 80-21 77 OP. C i t . . pp. 49-50 
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The host i s riding from Knocknarea 
And over the grave of CioothnaBare;78 

while i n "The Host of the Air* they f l y madly over 

. , , the drear Hart Lake.79 

The place-names in "The Fiddler of Dooney* have the gay and 

l iqu id melody of the v i o l i n . 

When I play on my f iddle in Dooney, 
Folk dance l i k e a wave of the sea; 
My brother i s p r i e s t in KilYarnet, 
My cousin in Hocharabuiee.30 

Then there i s Inn i s free , the refuge of h i s boyhood, a place 

immortalized through the nos ta lg ic poem of the same name by 

which Yeats i s probably best known. 

Yeats in h i s l a t e r poetry i s occasional ly freer with 

description than he was in the e a r l i e r poems, but i t i s 

largely descr ipt ion of the area around Coole and B a l l y l e e . 

But in general there are fewer attempts to accent any one 

place. The p o e t ' s i n t e r e s t s had turned long before from the 

part icular to the general . Ireland herse l f Should be exalted, 

he f e l t , rather than a part icular spot. This change had 

begun when Yeats was about twenty, and I t was a s h i f t in h i s 

whole way of thought. 

Yeats had begun to be a pa tr io t ear ly . When he waB 

a schoolboy i n London he had been taunted by h i s school-mates 

78 OP. c i t . . p. 61 80 Cp. c i t . . p. 82 

79 OP. o i t . . p. 63 
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with h i s n a t i o n a l i t y , and i n h i s r e a c t i o n to t h e i r i n v e c t i v e 

there may be seen the r o o t s of h i s l a t e r Romantic a t t i t u d e 

to h i s coun t ry . 

A n t i - I r i s h f e e l i n g was running h igh , fo r the Land 
League had been founded and l a n d l o r d s had been sho t , 
and I , who had no p o l i t i c s , was y e t f u l l of p r i d e , fo r 
i t i s romantic to l i v e i n a dangerous coun t ry ,81 

With h i s f a t h e r , h imsel f a p a t r i o t and a rden t advocate of 

Home Rule, Yeats began to a t t e n d meet ings of a Home Rule 

League and the Contemporary Club when he was about twenty. 

At the l a t t e r c l u b , he met John O'Leary, r e c e n t l y re tu rned 

to I r e l a n d from e x i l e i n P a r i s , O'Leary, one of the l e a d e r s 

of a Fenian conspiracy in the I 8 6 0 ' a , had been sentenced to 

twenty y e a r s penal s e rv i t ude but a f t e r serv ing f ive y e a r s of 

the sentence he had been r e l e a s e d on cond i t ion thp.t he should 

not r e t u r n to I r e l a n d u n t i l the remaining f i f t e e n y e a r s had 

passed . An extremely handsome old man, he s t i l l r e t a i n e d the 

generous impulses of h i s you th . He had ga the red round him 

a group of p a t r i o t s who were he ld toge the r by the s t r e n g t h 

of h i s c h a r a c t e r and the force of h i s i d e a l s . His l i t e r a r y 

s tandards were as high as those of Yea ts , and the l a t t e r was 

ready to admire and to be inf luenced by the o ld p a t r i o t . 

I t was O'Leary who in t roduced Yeats to the s t rongly C e l t i c 

poe t , Samuel Ferguson, whose ve rse r e c r e a t e d the I r i s h mytho-

81 W. B. Yea t s , Rever ies over Childhood and Youthf 

P* 38. 
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l o g i c a l and legendary t a l e s , and to Davis, Allingham and 

Kane an. From them Yeats caught a spark that l a t e r flamed 

into the I r i s h Literary Revival . His dream had begun to 

shape i t s e l f . 

The dream was that of a free and united Ireland, If 

the two halves of Ireland, Catholio and Protestant, could 

be brought together by "a national l i terature that made Ire­

land beautiful in the memory"a2, an important f i r s t step 

would have been taken. He planned, as Thomas Davis had planned 

before, a new and glorious Irish culture which would have i t s 

roots in Gaelic tradition and which would flower in the heart 

of every Irishman. He was already well-versed in folk-lore, 

but he now began to read deeply in Irish history, Irish 

mythology, both in translation. I t was a challenge which the 

young poet faced: he could either write for England or for 

Ireland, for money or for an ideal . There was no choice; he 

followed his heart. He had written when a mexe boy, "The 

greatest on earth often have but two aims, two linked and 

ardoureua thoughts, fatherland and song.* Q3 Now his 

patriotism became more conscious and more urgent. He wrote, 

"Our Irish Romantic movement • • . should make Ireland, as 

Ireland and a l l other lands were in ancient times, a holy 

82 Joseph Hone, B> B. Yeats, p. 57 

83 Joseph Hone, Wff B. Yeats, (smaller volume), p. 37 
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land to i t s own people.*0* There was no doubt in the p o e t ' s 

mind tha t he waB to be the creator of th i s new world. In 

his own words, 

I have desired, l i k e every a r t i s t , to create a l i t t l e 
world out of the beaut i fu l , pleasant , and s igni f icant 
things of t h i s marred and clumsy world, and to show 
them In a vision something of the face of Ireland, 
to any of my own people who would look where I bid 
them.«° 

In s ty le and language the new l i t e r a t u r e would, he hoped, 

adopt the best from both Gaelic and English and transmute 

i t into a new language. 

Can we not bui ld up a nat ional t r ad i t i on , a national 
l i t e r a t u r e , which shal l be none the l e s s I r i s h in 
s p i r i t from being English in language . . , u n t i l 
there has been made a golden bridge from the old 
to the new.8 6 

I f somebody could make a s tyle which would not be 
an English s ty le and ye t would be musical and ful l 
of colour, many others would catch f i r e from him, 
and we would have a_ re a l ly grea t school of bal lad 
poetry in I r e l a n d . 6 7 

I t was under the impulse of t h i s emotion that he 

wrote The Wanderings of Oisin. The ta le came from mythology, 

and told the story of Oisin, a mighty hero of the Red Branch, 

He was lured by Niamh, daughter of Aengus who was King of the 

Young, taken away to the Kingdom of the Young, Tir-no-n 'og, 

85 W. B. Yeats, The Cel t ic Twilight, p . 1 . 

86 W, B. Teats , in an a r t i c l e wri t ten for The 
United Irishman. December, 1892, quoted by Jef fa res , op. c i t . . 
P. 92 

87 Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, (smaller volume), p . 39 
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and the re he l i v e d for th ree hundred y e a r s t h a t passed aa 

th ree days . Troubled a t l a s t by vague memories of e a r t h , he 

longed to leave the c e a s e l e s s joy© of T i r - n a - n ' o g for a t ime . 

Niamh warned him t h a t he must not touoh the e a r t h during h i s 

v i s i t , bu t he a c c i d e n t a l l y did s o . The weight of yea re came 

upon him a t once, and he could never r e t u r n to Niamh aga in . 

The s to ry has p a r a l l e l s i n many l i t e r a t u r e s , but Yeats 

managed to i n v e s t i t with a magic and an enchantment t h a t was 

p e c u l i a r l y I r i s h . 

Yeats made use of the myths of the Red Branch cycle 

i n two o t h e r e a r l y poems. "Fergus and the Druid" i s a s l i g h t 

v a r i a n t of the o ld myth. Fergus in the o ld t a l e l o s t h i s 

throne to Conchubar through the w i l l n e s s of Nessa, Conchubar 's 

mother, whom Fergus had mar r i ed . Yeats transfoxms the t a l e 

and make8 Fergus v o l u n t a r i l y sur render the throne and i t s 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s to seek wisdom. The s tory of Cuchulain i s 

the s tory of the he ro i c w a r r i o r ' s a c c i d e n t a l k i l l i n g of h i s 

own son, and h i s de spa i r i ng y e t v a l i a n t warring on the waves. 

Yeats l a t e r i d e n t i f i e d himself wi th both Fergus and Cuchulain: 

the l a t t e r i s , i n f a c t , one of the most p e r s i s t a n t and e f f ec ­

t i v e of h i s symbols to i n d i c a t e courage in the face of i nau r -
88 oiountable odds . 

88 See pages 36-40, 395-396, Co l l ec t ed Poems. 
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S t i l l o t h e r mythologica l t a l e s were used e f f e c t i v e l y 

by Yea t s , "The Madness of King Gol l " i s based on an o ld 

l e g e n d 8 9 , t ransformed by the p o e t ' s l y r i c g i f t . In poem as 

well aB i n p l a y , the s tory of Ba i l e and A i l l i n has been t o l d , 

« a s to ry of a love so s t rong i t survived the g r a v e . 9 ° 

Another t a l e of a love t h a t g r e a t l y s t i r r e d Yeats has been 

comaemorated i n the p o e t i c drama ' D e i r d r e ' and i n severa l 

poems. Dei rdre was the I r i s h Helen, of beauty so g r e a t t h a t 

i t c a r r i e d i t s own doom with i t . Yeats f requent ly r e f e r r e d 

to Maud Oonne as De i rd r e , the symbol of t r a g i c beau ty .91 

The C e l t i c mythology suppl ied the poet wi th o the r p l o t s for 

p l ays , and a l so a r i c h s t o r e of symbolical r e f e r e n c e s . In 

f a c t , much of the a l l eged obscu r i t y of Yea ta ' a poe t ry of the 

middle pe r i od i s due to h i s use of C e l t i c symbol. No c r i t i c 

who does no t know the background of myth can unders tand o r 

expla in the v e r s e . 

But Yeats d id no t depend wholly on legend or on myth 

for a p i c t u r e of the g l o r i o u s p a s t which would i n s p i r e a 

g l o r i o u s f u t u r e . Many of h i s poems, p a r t i c u l a r l y those of 

the l a t e r volumes, r e f e r r e d to famous character*? in I r i s h 

89 W. B. Yea t s , Co l l ec t ed Poems, pp. 17-20 

90 Op. o i t . . pp . 327-328, 459-465. 

91 O P . c i t . . "The Rose of the World", p . 4 1 ; "Under 
the Moon", pp . 91-92 . Any and a l l of these t a l e s may be 
found i n Lady Gregory, Cuchulain of Mulrthemne. 
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h i s tory . He praised Lord Edward Fi tzgerald , Robert Emmet, 

and Wolfe Tone, a l l those who faced death so that Ireland*s 

freedom might be won,* The p a t r i o t , Roger Casement, i s sung 

as w e l l . 9 3 But i t i s e s p e c i a l l y Charles Stuart Parnel l , the 

leader of the I r i s h party in the B r i t i s h parliament, that 

Yeats wr i tes of. The poet was s t irred by the heroic f igure 

of Parne l l , who died a broken and disappointed man in 1891. 

He praised a l l who had served Ireland, holding them up as 

p a t r i o t i c models to be imitated . Among h i s l a s t poema there 

i s one addressed to the new generation of poets in Ire land, 

which urges them to maintain the heroic i d e a l s of former days. 

The past w i l l be the ir model. 

Sing the l ords and l a d i e s gay 
That were beaten into the clay 
Through seven heroic centuries ; 
Cast your mind on other days 
That we i n coming days may be 
S t i l l the indomitable Ir i shry ,96 

In Yeats*s early poetry he put into verse h i s promise 

of f a i th fu l l i t e r a r y service to Mother Ireland, and puts 

himself thereby into the company of poets whose songs were 

oentred about the ir country. 

92 W. B, Yeats, Colleoted Poems, pp. 121, 319, 

93 OjU_PjJL*. P* 351 
9 4 OP* P i t . , pp. 123, 319-320, 355-356, 359 

95 OP. P i t . , p . 400 
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Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways: 
Cuchulain b a t t l i n g with the b i t t e r t i de ; 
The Druid, grey, wood nurtured, quiet-eyed, 
Who cas t round Fergus dreams, and ruin untold; 
• • • 
Come near; I would before my time to go. 
Sing of old Eire and the ancient ways;9 5 

Know, tha t I would accounted be 
True brother of a company 
That sang, to sweetan I r e l a n d ' s wrong. 
Ballad and s tory , rami and song, 9 7 

Like Davis, Hang an, and Ferguson, he used the t a l e s of the 

past to make Ireland heroic in present and fu ture . The joys 

and g l o r i e s of the past were intimately bound up with f ree­

dom. Loss of freedom was the cause of present tragedy. 

There was a green branch hung with many a bel l 
When her own people ruled th i s t ragic i s l e . 9 8 

Through the years r sbe l l ion has often s t i r r e d . In "The 

Lamentation of the Old Pensioner* an old man compares past 

and present . Perhaps i t may be t rue again that 

. . . l ads are making pikes again 
For some conspiracy. 
And crazy rasca l s rage t h e i r f i l l 
At human tyranny . . . 

When Yeats was planning the National Li terary Society 

(founded in London in 1891), the National Li terary Society 

(founded in Dublin in 1893), and the I r i s h National Theatre 

96 Op. c i t . . p . 35 98 Op. o i t . . p . 51 

97 OP. o i t . . p . 56 99 OP. c i t . . p . 52 
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(founded in Dublin 1898) his ideals were lofty and patr io t i c . 

The writers of the two l i terary soc iet ies usually took the 

tone of their writings from *eats*s avowed purpose of g lor i ­

fying Ireland, and shared his devotion to Celtic tradition 

and bel ief in Ireland's lof ty destiny. His assertion was 

their charter: 

We were to forge in Ireland a new sword on our 
old traditional anvil for that great battle that must 
in the end re-establ ish the old confident joyous 
world. i u y 

That batt le may have seemed very far away to Yeata, but i t 

was very real as well . And he was not alone in his bel ief 

that the cultural objective was not the final objeotlve. He 

quotes Standish O'Crady, the eminent Irish Historian and 

writer, as saying, 

We have now a l i terary movement, i t i s not very 
important; i t wil l be followed by a pol i t ica l movement, 
that wi l l not be very important; then must come a 
military movement, that wi l l be important indeed, 1 0 1 

Yeats's poem, "The Rose of Battle", i s i t s e l f a vague and 

mystical ca l l to *wage Cod's b a t t l e s * . 1 0 2 

There was much of the same stirring patriotism in 

the purposeful panning of the Literary Theatre, Hone writes 

that *Yeats was convinced that the Irish people were at that 

100 Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, (smaller volume), p, 43 

101 W. B. Yeats, Dramatis Personaaf p. 42 

102 W, B. Yeats, Collected Poema. p. 42 
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prec ise stage i n the ir h is tory when 'imagination, shaped by 

many stirring events, desires dramatic express ion. '* 1 0 3 

A jo int statement issued by the sponsors of this movement 

stated their wish to show that Ireland was "the home of an 

ancient ideal ism", 1 0 4 while Yeats quotes with approval Lady 

Gregory's statement, *We work to add dignity to Ire land.* 1 0 5 

There i s no doubt that most of the plays presented did achieve 

the standard set by Yeats and Lady Gregory. Such a play as 

Cathleen nl Houlihan, for example, deeply stirred the audiences, 

and probably had some share in bringing about the Easter 

Rising of 1916. Even the disturbance a which surrounded the 

presentation of The Countess Calhleen and Synge's Playboy of 

the Western World proved the intensity of audience reaction, 

and eventually a more tolerant attitude resulted, 

Yeats's own patriotism began to chi l l somewhat about 

the turn of the century as a result of his long and anxious 

wooing, of the disturbances mentioned above which seemed to 

him protff that *The Soul of Ireland has become a vapour and 

her body a stone,* 1 0 ° and of the pedestrian gait of a people 

who, had they willed, might have soared. 

103 Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, (smaller volume), p, 77 

104 Lady Gregory, Journal,, p . 9 

105 W. B. Yeats, Dramatis Peraonae. p, 74 

106 Op. c i t . . p . 106 
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The f i r s t of these three reasons was perhaps the fundamental 

one, the perpetual prick that made other i r r i t a t i o n s unen­

durable. *I thoughtmyself loving ne i ther v ice nor v i r tue ; 

but v ir tue has come upon me and given me a nation instead of 

a home."107 

The change in the p o e t ' s a t t i tude to Ireland and to 

l i t e r a t u r e was complete. The e a r l i e r Romantic ideas of 

oountry had become more r e a l i s t i c . The f i r s t f i ery passion 

of patriot ism had given way to a more reasoned, sometimes a 

more d i s i l l u s i o n e d , calmness. In Dramatis Personae he d i s ­

cusses t h i s change at more l ength . 

When I was twenty-five or twenty-six I planned a 
Legende des S i e c l e s of Ireland that was to se t out with 
my Wanderings of Oisin and show something of every 
century. Lionel Johnson's work and, l a t e r , Lady Ore-
g o r y ' s , carried on the work in a d i f ferent form, and 
I did not s e t , u n t i l Yeats began to wri te , that we 
must renounce the del iberate creat ion of a kind of 
Holy City in the imagination, and express the idea of 
the i n d i v i d u a l . 1 0 4 1 

Davis . . , was concerned with ideas of Ireland, 
with conscious patr iot i sm. His Ireland was a r t i f i c i a l , 
an idea b u i l t up In a couple of generations by a few 
commonplace men. T h i s u a r t i f i c i a l idea has done me 
, . . much harm . . . 

The p o e t ' s d i s i l l u s i o n was further increased by the Lane 

Controversy ana the b i t t e r n e s s i t s t i rred up in 1912 and 

1913. This b i t t e r n e s s was re f l ec ted in the poetry, and was 

1 0 7 OP. o i t . . p. 103 109 OP,, o i t . . pp 89-90 

108 Op. o i t . , p . 
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directed par t i cu lar ly against the average man who seemed to 

lack a l l courage. Maud Gonne had almost started a r i o t of 

the Dubliners in 1397 during ant i -Engl i sh demonstrations, 

Yeats wrott* of the event thus: 

, . , she would of l a t e 
Have taught to ignorant men most v io l en t ways, 
Or hurled the l i t t l e s t r e e t s upon the great , 
Had they but courage equal to d e s i r e . 1 * 0 

The memory of the contempt he had there expressed must have 

come back to him when the Easter Rising took p lace . In 

several poems he paid tr ibute to these 1916 rebe l s , and 

joyed in the i r courage. *A t e r r i b l e beauty i s b o r n . * 1 1 ! 

Thereafter, Yeats gradually regained much of the old 

patr io t i c f i r e , although he saw f o l l i e s and s tupidi ty where-

ever they appeared. They did not spoi l the dream he had by 

th i s time regained, and i t held him to the end of hie l i f e . 

He saw excuses for p o l i t i c a l and soc ia l blundera. 

Out of Ireland have we come, 
Great hatred, l i t t l e room, 
Maimed us at the s t a r t . 
I carry from my mother's womb 
A fanat ic h e a r t . 1 1 - 5 

His verse was perhaps only inc identa l ly p a t r i o t i c , but the 

note of passion was strong j u s t the same. 

110 W. B. Yeats , Collected Poems, p, 101 

111 Op. c i t . . p . 202 

112 OP. c i t . . p . 288 
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I sing what was l o s t and dread what was won, 
I walk in a b a t t l e fought over again, 
My king a l o s t king, and l o s t s o l d i e r s ray men; 
Feet to the Rising and Sett ing may run, 
They always beat on the same small s t o n e . 1 1 3 

S t i l l the poet remembered with exul tat ion the heroes 

who accepted death and e x i l e for Ire land's cause, but there 

i s a b i t i n g eareasm s ide by s ide with the pr ide . Through i t 

a l l , however, there i s a deeply grained knowledge of the 

pers i s tence of a l l that i s hero ic . 

Remember a l l those renowned generat ions . 
They l e f t the i r bodies to fa t ten the wolves, 
They l e f t the ir homesteads to fa t ten the foxes , 
Fled to far countr ies , or sheltered themselves 
In cavern, crev ice , or ho le , 
Defending Ire land' s soul . 

Be s t i l l , be s t i l l , what can be said? 
My father sang that song, 
But time amends old wrong, 
All that i s f in i shed, l e t i t fade. 

Remember a l l those renowned generat ions , 
Remember a l l that have sunk in the ir blood, 
Remember a l l that have died on the scaf fo ld . 
Remember a l l that have f l e d , that have stood, 
Stood, took death l i k e a tune 
On an old tambourine. 

Be s t i l l , be s t i l l . . . 

F a l l , and that h i s tory turns into rubbish. 
All that great past to a trouble of f o o l s ; 
Those that come af ter sha l l mock at O'Donnell, 

Mock at the memory of both O'Nei l l s , 
ock Emmet, mock Parne l l , 

All the renown that f e l l . 

Be s t i l l , be s t i l l . . . l 1 4 

113 Op. c i t . . p . 359 114 OP. c i t . . pp. 377-8 
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There i s par t i cu lar irony in the r e p e t i t i o n of the refrain 

after the l a s t stansa. The need for continuity of s a c r i f i c e 

i s often repeated. Writing as l a t e as 1938 of the 1916 

rebe l s , he sa id . 

Some had no thought of v ictory 
But had gone out to die 
That Ire land' s mind be greater , 
Her heart mount up on bigft; 
And y e t who knows what's y e t to come? 
For Patrick Pearse had said 
That i n every generation 
Must Ireland*s blood be shed .Ho 

In the same year , a very s i g n i f i c a n t year p o l i t i c a l l y , Yeats 

wrote. 

We I r i s h , born into that ancient sect 
But thrown upon t h i s f i l t h y modern t ide 
And by i t s formless spawning fury wrecked, 
Climb to our proper dark • . . i i* 5 

And mere months before h i s death Yeats can consider his tory 

in i t s c y c l i c r e p e t i t i o n . 

Many times man l i v e s and d ies 
Between h i s two e t e r n i t i e s , 
That of race and that of soul . 
And ancient Ireland knew i t a l l , 1 1 7 

The f ina l wish i s that the I r i s h people in days to come may 

remain " s t i l l the indomitable I r i s h r y * . 1 1 8 

115 OP. o i t . . p. 373 117 OP. c i t . . p . 398 

116 Qp. o i t . . p. 398 118 Op. P i t . , p. 400 
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So, then, Yeats had planned h i s ideal world, one that 

was largely of the sp i r i t . I t was built upon an idealised 

past, transformed by the poet's imaginative power into a 

world of dream and perfection, and peopled by idealized crea­

tures that were heroic and al l but immortal. He himself would 

fain share such heroism and immortality, to make him a f i t t e r 

mate for his ideal love, Maud Gonne, who had the heroism and 

a beauty that seemed immortal. He recorded his dream, and 

his monument i s that some of i t was realised in the Literary 

and Dramatic Revivals, and even in the Irish Free State i t s e l f . 
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3. Yeats's Vision of Nature. 

• . . midnight's a l l a glimmer and noon a purple g low, 1 1 9 

Incidental mention has already been made of Yeats's 

cloudy and dreamy vision of nature, and the subject requires 

brief discussion before this chapter c loses . I t has been 

pointed out in the chapter on Romanticism that the typioal 

Romantic frequently invests nature with a blurred and hazy 

charm that comes either from distance of the object or from 

an attitude of mind that transforms what i s clearly seen or 

disregards the clear vision of daylight for the haze of dawn 

or tw i l i gh t . 1 2 0 In this sense no poet could more truly be a 

Romantic than Yeats. All was cloud and shadow in his poetry. 

I t was not through lack of observation that he failed 

to record the exact object, for in his youth he had been 

interested in natural science and his observation was then 

remarkably acute and detailed. Had he wished, he might have 

reproduced this detail in poetry, and therefore we assume 

his usual technique to be a matter of deliberate choice. I t 

has been suggested, as well, that his very poor eyesight in 

later years probably favoured the veiled and misty vis ion. 

Examples of his view of nature wil l clarify these assertions. 

119 W. B. Yeats, Collected Poems, p. 44 

120 See Chapter I I , pp. 52, 69. 
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The poems both ea r ly and l a t e abound i n r e f e r e n c e s 

to the "pale dawn" 1 2 1 , t he "grey t w i l i g h t * 1 2 2 and the mingled 

glimmer and gloom of m i d n i g h t . 1 2 3 There i s the muted co lour 

of the *grey wood*1 2 4 a t evening, the "dim grey s a n d s " 1 2 5 and 
126 

the *dim grey dea* In the moonl ight . The winds blow from 

"dove-grey f a i r y l a n d s * 1 2 7 to shake the yel low l e a v e s of 

autumn,*"0 The "deep wood's woven shade*129 i s sought fo r 

i t s gloom. The shadows and the s t a r l i g h t and the moths oome 

toge the r , 

. . , whi te moths were on the wing, 
And m o t h - l i k e s t a r s were f l i c k e r i n g o u t . 1 5 0 

Upon the dus ty , g l i t t e r i n g windows c l i n g . 
And seem to c l i n g upon the moonl i t s k i e s , 
T o r t o i s e s h e l l b u t t e r f l i e s , peacook b u t t e r f l i e s , 
A couple of n ight -moths a re on the wing.131 

As the moon f a l l s , dreams f a l l , and a t l a s t the poet says , 

I must endure the t imid sun . 1 32 

The m i s t and the dew add t h e i r dim shadows to the 

world and to n a t u r a l o b j e c t s . A3.ways they summon t h e i r own 

dreaming and magical mood. 

121 O P . c i t . . p . 42 

122 O P . P i t . , p . 65 

123 O P . P i t . , p . 44 

124 OP . P i t . , p . 11 

125 O P . c i t . . p . 20 

126 O P . P i t . , p . 43 

127 O P . c i t . . p . 73 

128 On. c i t . . p . 16 

129 On. o i t . . p . 48 

*30 On. c i t . . p . 66 

131 Op. o i t . . p . 269 

132 O P . c i t . . p . 164 
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I climb to the tower-top and lean upon broken stone, 
A mist that i s l i s e blown snow i s sweeping over a l l . 
Val ley , r i ver , and elms, under the l i g h t of a moon 
That seems unlike I t s e l f , that seems unchangeable, 
A g l i t t e r i n g sword out of the eas t , 3 puff of wind 
And those white glimmering fragments of the mist sweep by. 
Frenzies bewilder, rever ies perturb the mind; 
Monstrous famil iar images swim to the mind's e y e , 1 3 3 

In the l a t e poetry natural objec t s are not only 

olouded over in descr ipt ion , but actual ly transformed. The 

mind plays with images captured from childhood, or from ar t , 

or from some v i s i o n . 

Shakespearean f i s h swam the sea, far away from land; 
Romantic f i s h swam in nets coming to the hand; 
What are a l l those f i s h that l i e gasping on the strand?134 
Miracle, bird or golden handiwork, 
More miracle than bird or handiwork. 
Planted on the s t a r - l i t golden bough , 1 0 0 

A tree there i s that from i t s topmost bough 
I s ha l f a l l g l i t t e r i n g flame and hal f a l l green 
Abounding f o l i a g e moistened with the dew; 
And hal f i s half and y e t i s a l l the scene; 
And half and half consume what they renew. . , i , i 0 

The process seems to go in a c i r c l e . The Romantic 

at t i tude of mind lends i t s shadowy gleam to natural o b j e c t s . 

This haziness i t s e l f produces dream and reverie that are 

themselves Romantic, and f i n a l l y v i s ion i s produced out of 

the rever i e . The tendency i s invariably Romantic, 

133 OP. c i t . . p, 231 135 OP. o i t . . p. 280 

1 3 4 OP* P i t . , p. 271 136 Op. o i t . . p . 282 
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Yeats, than, l i k e many another Romantic, found himself 

d i s sa t i s f i ed with the emptiness, the ugl iness , and the res­

t r i c t i ons of the world in which he l ived . By the power of 

his imagination he found himself able to create another world, 

an idea l ly perfect one, which would r igh t the wrongs of the 

world he knew. From an ideal ized past he took some fea tures , 

but most of the ohanges ware h i s own. I t was to be a world 

of the s p i r i t , a place of refuge and peace. I t was to be, as 

well, a n a t i o n a l i s t i c i dea l , and th i s par t of the dream was 

largely rea l i zed . To correspond with such a world, the poet 

pictured an ideal beauty and an ideal love, and recorded them 

in h i s verse . His dream of beauty, exquisi te and undying, 

was f u l f i l l e d in Maud Gonne. The ideal love he hoped they 

might share eluded him, but h i s hope remained strong tha t i t 

might be found again beyond the grave. By h i s Imaginative 

force he transformed nature as well, and caused i t to cor­

respond with the cloudy beauty of h i s imaginary world and 

his ideal love . In th i s form of escape from r e a l i t y , Yeats 

proved himself a complete Romantic, in old age as well as in 

youth. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE SUPERNATURAL 

. . . the wan young Celt haunting the t w i l i g h t , 
and the o c c u l t i s t performing nocturnal incanta­
t i ons . 1 

In the l a s t two chapters two types of Romantic escape 

have been considered, especially as they have affected Yeats 

in his l i f e and in his poetry* the escape into solitude, 

egotism, and melancholy; and the escape into an ideal love 

and an ideal world. There i s yet another avenue of escape 

for the Romantic, and that i s the quest for sensation. In 

Yeats this quest largely took the form ot a f l ight from the 

natural into the supernatural. I t was a search that lasted 

throughout h i s l i f e , although he was more vocal about i t in 

his youth. 

The supernatural i s I t s e l f a broad term. The Concise 

Oxford Dictionary defines the word as *due to or manifesting 

some agency above the forces of nature, outside the ordinary 

operation of cause and effect ." In this sense i t includes 

Yeats's occultism, his spiritualism, and his fairy be l i e f s , 

all of which will be discussed in this chapter. There wi l l , 

however, be discussed as well the poet's preoccupation with 
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death which wat so closely l inked tc h i s i n t e r e s t in sp i r i tua ­

lism, and h i s 'mysticism* which also was closely associated 

with and grew from preoccupation with the supernatural . There 

will be mentioned, as well , the poe t ' s use of symbolism, most 

of which can be considered as the language of mysticism, and 

which i s the only vehicle of expression for the mystic 

vis ion. 

This chapter wil l be divided in to three sec t ions . 

The f i r s t wi l l be en t i t l ed "Bream, Death, and the Sp i r i t " ; 

the second "Fairy Bel iefs"; the th i rd "The Mystic Vision and 

Symbolical Expression". When these topics have been discussed, 

the analysis of Yeats ' s Romanticism wil l be reasonably complete. 

Since the poet was quite r e t i cen t about most of h is ocoult 

be l i e f s , especial ly in h is poetry, both because of solemn vows 

of secrecy and because of h is fear of mockery, the importance 

of t h i s sphere of thought and ac t iv i ty cannot be judged by 

quantity of l i n e s . Next to h is love for Maud Gonne, the 

supernatural was a major i n t e r e s t of h i s l i f e . 
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1 . Draam, Death, and the S p i r i t . 

I t was the dream i t s e l f enchanted m e . 2 

Kan has created d e a t h . 3 

A ghost may come.4 

Reference has frequently been made to Yeats ' s ten­

dency, early and l a t e , to dream and rever i e . He was an 

e g o t i s t , and h i s dreams were about himself . I t was in s o l i ­

tude that he sought and found these dreams, dwelt at w i l l 

upon the idea l l o v e and the ideal world the he required, and 

suffered often the melancholy resu l t ing from disappointment. 

Nor were a l l these day-dreams, for Yeats dwelt with a pecul iar 

i n t e r e s t and fasc inat ion upon the dreams that came to him in 

s l eep . 

The day-dreams were, of course, the more numerous, 

for they could be summoned at w i l l . They began early and 

apparently continued as long as l i f e l a s t e d . Ya&ts cannot 

have been much more than ten years old when he had a part icu­

l a r l y Romantic and heroic dream. 

, . , present ly , when I had begun to dream of my 
future l i f e , I thought I would l i k e to die f ight ing 
the Fenians. I was to build a very f a s t and 

2 W. B. Yeats , Col lected Poems, p . 392 

3 OP. o i t . . p . 264 

4 Op* P i t . , p . 256 
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beautiful ship and to have undo? my command a company 
of young men who were always to be in t ra ining l i k e 
a th l e t e s and so heoome as brave and handsome as the 
young men in the story-books, and there was to be a 
big b a t t l e on the sea-shore near Rosses and I was to 
be k i l l e d . 5 

I t was not a d i f f i c u l t t r ans i t ion from such a dream as t h i s to 

the Castle of the Heroes which he projected in manhood. His 

hope to crea te an Order of Cel t ic Mysteries obsessed him 

about the year 1896. Hone describes the plan thus: 

. . . he dreamed of i n i t i a t i n g Young Ireland in to a 
mystical philosophy which would combine the doctr ines 
of Chr i s t i an i ty with the fa i ths of a more ancient 
world, un i te the perceptions of the s p i r i t with 
those of na tura l beauty. He had a monachal so l i tude , 
a sanctuary for adepts, in mind, the Castle Rock on 
Lough Key. . . To Maud Gonne Yeats apkke of a Castle 
of the Heroes, a shrine of I r i s h t r ad i t i on , where 
only those who had proved the i r devotion to Ireland 
should pene t ra te . 

The pers is tence of the dream may be i l l u s t r a t e d by h i s 

remark to Maud Gonne when she v i s i t ed him in 1938 tha t they 

should have gone on with t he i r p l a n s . 7 

This has been but one example of many that might be 

given of the p o e t ' s absorption in dreams, and M B cleaving 

to such idea l s for yea rs . Similarly h i s plans for Ireland 

arose a t f i r s t from hie imagination, but were put into effect 

by h i s very p rac t i ca l s k i l l in organizat ion. 

5 W. B. Yeata, Reveries over Childhood and Youth, p . 

6 Joseph Hone, W, B. Yeats, p . 140 

7 Op. c i t . . p . 503 
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Simi lar ly , Yeats ' s dependence upon the dreams that 

came during s leep was l i f e l o n g . He was not y e t ten when he 

screamed i n h i s s l e ep , and when awakened he described the 

wreck of a ship i n which h i s grandfather was s a i l i n g . His 

grandfather returned home next day with the news of the actual 

wreck.6 

Many of h i s dreams were l a t e r reoorded in poetry, 

probably more than he acknowledged. In the epi logue to The 

Rose he claimed kinship with other I r i s h poets such as Davis , 

Maagan, and Ferguson, despi te the deeper s igni f icance of h i s 

poetry. 

. . . to him that ponders w e l l . 
My rhymes more than the ir rhyming t e l l 
Of things discovered i n the deep, 
Where only body's l a i d asleep.® 

There was, for example, the poem which recorded h i s dream of 

Maud Sonne*s death, 

I dreamed that one had died In a strange l a n d , 1 0 

There was the poem, "The Cap and B e l l s * , which came to him 

in a dream, iA *His Dream* i s an account of one of the 

troubled dreams which came te him af ter Maud Sonne's marriage. 

8 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth, p. 

9 W. B. Yeats, Col lected Poema. p . 57 

10 OP. c i t . . p . 47 

11 Op- q i t . r p . 71 . See also Je f fares , W. B. Yeats . 
p. 96 
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I t was also a dream of death, now a welcome thought. 

I t had such d ign i ty , 
By the sweet name of d e a t h , 1 2 

Yeats looked back with de l ight to a time when, long 

ago, *the world on dreaming f e d , * i 3 and gladly s ings h i s 

•songs of old ear th ' s dreamy y o u t h * . 1 4 He sometimes Bought 

forget fulness in dreams10 , and sometimes with a melancholy 

pleasure he dreamed of sorrow, or of f a i r y l a n d . 1 6 

Always h i s dreams tended eventually to look towards 

the future, however. He would remake the world according to 

h i s dreams that i t might be a f i t t i n g she l ter fvr Maud Gonne*s 
1 7 T a 

beauty. He offered h i s dreams to h i s b e l o v e d , 1 8 and found 

in them, too, the beginning of r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 9 Nor do 

they l e s s e n as the years go on, for he wrote as l a t e as 1927, 

*I must nourish dreams.*2 0 

Death was sometimes a terror to Yeats, but oftener 

the passing of a barrier and the opening of a new door that 

offered new hopes of wisdom and perfect v i s i o n . Mention has 

been made already of h i s prayers for death in early childhood. 

12 OP. c i t . . p. 99 17 OP. c i t . . p . 62 

1 3 OP* P i t . . P. 7 18 OP. P i t . , pp. 70 , 81 

14 CP. o i t . . p . 8 19 OP. o i t . . p. 112 

16 Co. P i t . , p . 94 20 Op. o i t . . p . 228 

1 , 5 OP. c i t . . pp. 9, 49 
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Maud Sonne*s marriage and h i s natural ly melancholy d i s ­

pos i t i on made him welcome the thought of death for a time, 

but f i n a l l y he gained control of t h i s acute depression. He 

found himself able to write o b j e c t i v e l y , 

I waste ay breath 
Pretending there can be passion 
That has more l i f e in i t than d e a t h . 2 1 

He was powerfully af fected by Mabel Beardsley*s courage in 

the face of a painful and l inger ing death in 1913, and 

thereafter speaks of death sometimes with serene acceptance 

and sometimes almost with exu l ta t ion . 

Death and l i f e were not 
T i l l man made up the whole.22 
. . . what disturbs our blood 
I s but our longing for the tomb. 2 3 

Delight becomes death-longing i f a l l longing e l s e be 
v a i n . * 4 

Begin the preparation for your death 
And from the f o r t i e t h winter by that thought 
Test every work of i n t e l l e c t or f a i t h . 
And everything that your own hands have wrought. 
And c a l l those works extravagance of breath 
That are not suited for such men as come 
Proud, open-eyed and laughing to the tomb. 2 o 

There appears in the poetry at l a s t a strong thought 

ae to that One whom he w i l l meet beyond the grave. An i l l n e s s 

21 OP. o i t . . p. 116 24 Op. c i t . . p . 255 

22 OP. c i t . . p . 223 25 Op. o i t . . p . 283 

2 3 OP. P i t . . P. 237 
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in 1928 brought him cogent meditation upon death and i t s 

aftermath. 

Greater glory in the sun, 
An evening c h i l l upon the a i r . 
Bid Imagination run 
Much on the Great Questioner; 
What he can question, what i f questioned I 
Can with a f i t t ing confidence reply,26 

By 1934 the longing for the tomb was becoming stronger. 

Almost seventy, a man who had l ived a stirring and eventful 

l i f e and had known so many people and so many types of people, 

he f e l t that he had seen i t a l l before, and rings out in a 

refrain: 

'Who'd care to dig 'em,' said the old, old man, 
•Those six feet marked in chalk? 
Much I talk, more I walk; 
Time I were buried,* said the old, old man,27 

The spiritual world was at a l l times close to Yeats, 

this was due partly to his early associations and experiences, 

partly to his natural inclination and temperament, and partly 

to his occult and psychical research, practice of magic, and 

spiritualism. His interest began in early childhood with 

oertain apparently supernatural events, and i t was fostered 

by the s tories of the servants, the Sligo peasants, the 

fisherman, his mother and his mother's friends. I t developed 

26 OP. c i t . . P. 278 

27 OP. c i t . . p . 323 
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through his curiosity into the occult researches and spiritua­

lism of manhood. Although he claimed that he was not credu­

lous, and some facts tend to prove that hewas not over-gull ible , 

s t i l l his quest for the cryptic was l i f e - long , 

Yeats had been told that as a small boy he saw a 

supernatural bird in a corner of a room.28 I t was a family 

belief, strangely enough universal in the family, that the 

appearance of a white sea-bird in a dream or a vision indica­

ted the death of a member of the family,2 9 They shared a 

common Ir ish bel ief in the banshee as a messenger of death. 3 0 

Yeats, as a boy, was fascinated by tales of supernatural 

events associated with houses he knew, and was thri l led when 

on a v i s i t to the Middletons at Rosses he heard three super­

natural knocks and found that others had frequently heard 

similar sounds. One of the Middletons was said to have the 

second-sight, as was Mary Battle, his ancle Geerge Pollexfen's 

servant. I t i s small wonder that the child was later so 

sensitive to every type of experience that might support or 

give reasons for these early experiences and be l i e f s . 

In young manhood his be l ie fs were strengthened by 

fairy lore and by further experiences he had. These wil l be 

• j n a ^ B i a , M M * w » * * M * > » * i M W M * M H | B I * 

28 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth. 
p. 10 

29 OP. Pit., pp. 8, 118 

30 OP. oit.. p. 28 
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discussed more ful ly in the next section of th is chapter, 

I t was in quest of further experiences and greater enlighten­

ment that he turned to esoteric Buddhism, Theosophy, psychical 

research, magic, and spiritualism. Yeats's whole l i f e was 

largely centred aroxind this quest. There was a question mark 

always before his eyes, some new v i s ta that beckoned, some 

final significant discovery just around the corner. His 

attitude was in this thoroughly Romantic, a blending of 

perpetual doubt and perpetual hope. He was assuredly search­

ing for God and for truth, although by devious and errant 

ways. The search at l eas t was to his credit, and the reader 

must pity his fai lures as well as deplore his methods. He 

explains his reasons oiearly. 

I had not taken up these subjects wilful ly , nor 
through love of strangeness, nor love of excitement, 
nor because I found myself in some experimental 
c i rc l e , but because unaccountable things had happened 
even in my childhood, and because of an ungovernable 
craving. When supernatural events begin, a man f i r s t 
doubts his own testimony, but when they repeats 
themnelves^flgain and again, he doubts a l l human 
testimony.3 1 

And Richard Ellman explains s t i l l furthers 

. . . Yeats deliberately magnified his sense of 
se l f -d iv is ion , so that he could be alternately one 
part ox the other and not merely a bad medley. On 
one side he developed his dreams, corroborating 
them by the support of fairy ta les which, being 
the l i terature of the peasantry, were untainted by 
the doubt which a f f l i c t s urban l i f e ; then by the 

31 W. B. Yeats, Autobiography, page 226 
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support of Blake, then by occult research, then by 
d l reo t v is ion , especial ly group vision whioh gave him 
more witnesses; eventually he went on to psychic 
research, to philosophy, and to Eastern r e l i g ion . 
All these proved to h i s sa t i s fac t ion the power of 
the dream — the meaning of which he had now exten­
ded to include imagination and wil l — to surpass 
and to control r e a l i t y . But i t was never enough 
for him to prove the power without using i t ; the 
magic wand, the sacred book, must demonstrate the i r 

efficacy in p rac t i ca l action and dumbfound the 
scept ical world.d K 

Inevitably, each one of Yeats ' s dreams leads back to act ion. 

In the poetry Yeats ' s references to the s p i r i t and to 

the supernatural show a progress from what i s apparently 

complete and questionless belief , through vaguely expressed 

half bel ief , to an apparent scepticism that i s even c loser 

to a complete acceptance. 

The early verse shows frequent references to the p o e t ' s 

evident be l i e f in s p i r i t s , t he i r wanderings, and events that 

accompany the i r passing. Love, for example, i s Bpoken of as 

one of the forces which chain the s p i r i t to ear th af ter the 

body's death. 

. . . when we die our shades will rove, 
When eve has hushed the feathered ways, 
With vapoury footsole by the water ' s drowsy blaze, 33 

Such a s p i r i t , deprived of r e s t , i s wri t ten of as a "whimper-

32 Richard Ellman, Yeats the Man and the MaBka, p . 

33 W, B. Yeats, Collected Poems, p . 16 
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ing ghost* , 3 4 Some of these sp ir i t s he speaks of as evi l 

and malicious, devils who can pos&ess the souls of men. 

. . . we bent down above the fading coals 
And talked of the dark folk who l i v e in souls 

Of passionate men, l ike bats in the dead t r e e s . 3 5 

Supernatural phenomena attend the passing of the soul from 

the body, perhaps a lesser phenomenon as in the "Ballad of 

the Foxhunter*, where "The hounds wail for the dead", 3 6 or 

the greater phenomenon of his own family tradition, when 
At a l l these death-beds women heard 
A visionary white sea-bird 
Lamenting that a man should d i e . 3 7 

There appears in this early verse, as well, a strong 

belief in the elemental powers of nature. These are some­

times a l l but personified. 
For the elemental creatures go 
About my table to and fro. 
That hurxy from the unmeasured mind 
To rant and rage in flood and wind,3 8 

Great Powers of fal l ing wave and wind and windy f ire , • . , 
Enoirele her I love and sing her into peaoe. 
That my old care may cease,3* 

In the poetry of the middle period Yeats has hidden 

his fundamental be l ie f s under metaphor and symbol. There he 

may be free in expression without fear of contradiction, but 

34 Op. c i t . . p. 65 37 OP. P i t . , p. 177 

35 OP. P i t . , p. 56 38 Op. P i t . , p. 57 

36 OP. P i t . , p. 29 39 OP. o i t . . p. 80 
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when he speaks without symbol he temporizes and does not 

a l together commit himself to expression of absolute b e l i e f . 

Pardon, old fa thers , i f you s t i l l remain 
Somewhere i n earshot for the s t o r y ' s end . . . 4 0 

The *if* has a d e f i n i t e s ign i f i cance in the preceding quo­

tat ion , as has the word 'may' in the one that fo l lows , 

A ghost may come; 
For i t i s a g h o s t ' s r ight , 
His element i s so f ine 
Being sharpened by h i s death, 
To drink from the wine-breath 
While our gross pa la tes drink from the whole w i n e , 4 ! 

Since, tavern comrades, you have died, 
Maybe your images have stood. 
Mere bone and muscle thrown as ide , , . 4 2 

I f you have r e v i s i t e d the town, ta in Shade, , , 4 3 

The l a t e r poetry i s l e s s qual i f ied by conditional,P. 

There may be i n i t what i s almost blunt denial of a l l h i s 

early b e l i e f . 

Because there i s safety in deris ion 
I talked about an apparit ion, 
I took no trouble to convince, 
Or seem plaus ib le to a man of sense. 
Dis trus t fu l of that popular eye 
Whether i t be bold or s l y . 
F i f teen apparit ions have I seen; 
The worst a coat upon a coat-hanger.*% 

40 Oo. c i t . . p. 113 43 OP. c i t . f p. 123 

41 OP* C i t . . p . 256 44 Op. o i t . . p. 386 

42 OP. o i t . . p, 116 
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But i n general there i s greater assurance, more complete 

convic t ion . His i n t e r e s t in the supernatural i s confirmed 

in old age. 

, , . The abstract joy, 
The hal f -read wisdom of daemonic images. 

Suff ice the ageing man as once the growing b o y . 4 5 

So he wrote i n 1923, and repeated the thought in "To the 

Unknown Instructors" where he commented of the 'communicators' 

who had supposedly given him the material for A Vision by 

means of Mrs. Yeats ' s automatic wri t ing , 
What they undertook togdo 
They brought to p a s s . * 

He had laboriously worked out a philosophy which 

linked natural and supernatural into a perfect c i r c l e , sym­

bol i c of completeness. This theory included the doctrine 

of the s e l f and a n t i - s e l f , e spec ia l ly that phase of i t which 

eonoerned the sp i r i tua l opposi te . He bel ieved he had d i s ­

covered h i s own sp i r i tua l a n t i - s e l f in Leo Afrioanus, ancient 

Egyptian writer and exp lorer , 4 7 In the dialogue between Soul 

and Body i n "Ego Dominus Tuus*, Soul speaks to Body thus: 

. . . you walk in the moon. 
And though you have passed the best of l i f e , » . t i l l trace , 
Enthralled by the unconquerable delus ion. 
Magical s h a p e s . 4 8 

45 OP. o i t . . p . 232 47 Rone, W. B. Yeats, p . 301 

46 OP. e l t . . p . 287 48 Yeats, Col lected Poems. 
p . 180 
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And Body r e p l i e s : 

By the help of an image 
I c a l l to my own opposite, summon a l l 
That I have handled l e a s t , l e a s t looked upon.49 
0 . . 

I c a l l to the mysterious one who ye t 
Shall walk the wet sands by the edge of the s t r e s s 
And look most l i k e me, being indeed my double, 
And prove af a l l imaginable things 
The most unl ike , being my an t i - s e l f . 6° 

Yeats f e l t tha t h i s mind in old age had become 

clairvoyant, tha t i t was 

A mind Michael Angelo knew 
That can p ierce the clouds. 
Or inspi red by frenzy 
Shake the dead in the i r shrouds; 
Forgotten e lse by mankind. 
An old man's eagle mind.6 1 

With such a mind he reached at l a s t par t of the answer to h i s 

questionings: 

Natural and supernatural with the self-same ring are wed. 
. . . 
For things below are copies, the grea t Smaragdine Tablet 

s a i d . 5 2 

This consciousness of a re la t ionship within an i d e n t i t y , a 

unity with a d i s t i nc t i on , had resolved s p i r i t and body, se l f 

and an t i - s e l f , heaven and ear th . The spiri tual, was the mirror 

of the physical , the physical of the s p i r i t u a l . He found him­

self able a t l a s t to resolve the dream and the r e a l , the in tan­

gible and the tangible , body and soul . 

49 OP. o i t . . p . 180 61 Op. c i t . . p . 347 

50 OP. P i t . , p . 182 52 Qp. P i t . , p . 328 
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In summary of t h i s sec t ion i t may be s tated that 

Yeats ' s dreams were the stepping stones from t h i s world to 

another, from the real to the i d e a l ; that thoughts of death 

caused constant questioning of that other world, and of the 

Ideal which dominated i t ; that such questionings were f inal ly 

successful in bringing the two worlds together through a 

feeling of identity between the spiritual and the physical. 

There was nothing original in such thoughts; the original i ty 

l i e s rather in the fact that they are expressed In poetry of 

a very high order, Yeats developed a philosophy that con­

tained the seeds which might have grown into a true realisa­

tion of God and a true fa i th . That they did not so grow may 

have been due largely to the fact that a l i fet ime would have 

been insuff ic ient time for such a development, considering 

the premises from which the deductions started. 



THE SUPERNATURAL 208 

2, Fairy Bel iefs , 

How sha l l I name you, immortal, mild, proud shadows? 
I only know that a l l we know comes from you . . . 63 

A man has a hope of heaven 
But soul less a fa i ry d i e s . 5 4 

In the preceding section mention has been made of 

Yeats 's fairy be l i e f s as one aspect of h i s i n t e r e s t in the 

supernatural . The topic i s important enough as an aspect of 

the poet*s Romanticism to meri t treatment in a special sect ion. 

Much of Yea t s ' s early poetry concerns the shadowy and Romantio 

I r i sh f a i r i e s , the Forgetful People, the People of the Dim 

Kingdom. He i s , in fac t , the I r i s h poet who has most success­

fully captured in verse the essence of h i s country 's fa i ry 

l o r e . This feature of h i s Romanticism i s at onoe fascinat ing 

and easy of ana lys i s . His be l ief in f a i r i e s was evidently 

quite s incere , pa r t i cu l a r l y in youth and young manhood, so 

much so tha t he was frequently r idiculed for t h i s be l i e f to 

such an extent as ammo at to d i sc red i t h i s more serious and 

more important theor i e s . 

This knowledge of fairy lo re he has acquired honestly, 

for such b e l i e f s are — and have been for oenturies - - general 

63 W. B, Yeats, Collected Poems, p . 469 

54 W. B. Yeats, early poem in Dublin University 
Review, March, 1885, quoted by Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats. 
p . 46 
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and very real in Ireland. An Irishman believes in fa ir i e s as 

easily as he believes in the beauty of Irish mountain, val ley, 

lake, and stream. In this sense Yeats was as truly Irish as 

he was Romantic. 

I t i s worth mentioning here that the Irish fa ir i e s 

are vastly different from the fairy folk of English legend 

and l i terature . The English fa ir ies are mortal in appearance 

and size and characteristics; they have an air of actual 

existence, and yet we know that they do not ex i s t . Shake­

speare's Mab and Puck and Titania, Spenser*s Fairy Queen, 

place no demands on our fa i th , for they are hardly removed 

from our humanity. We fee l , s t i l l , that they are completely 

impossible, for their perfection i s far too great. They are 

creatures of fancy and fancy alone, creatures of pure poetry 

and imagination: they obviously are part of a story. The 

fa ir ies of Ireland are a race apart, so far from mortal, so 

elusive and transitory, that they exis t and are Romantic as 

English fa i r i e s could never be. One must believe in the 

Irishman*s bel ie f in the fairy folk, but one smiles with the 

Englishman as he t e l l s h is ta les . 

The Ir ish fa ir i e s have for the Irishman and for the 

sympathetic reader a real i ty beyond anything that can be 

known exactly and with certainty, a reality that stretches 

beyond human experience. Shadowy, remote, unapproachable, 

they are a l l that negatives an air of vivid rea l i ty . Yet 
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they do suggest that they e x i s t i n some incomprehensible way. 

We are required to be l i eve i n them because Yeats b e l i e v e s i n 

them, and because the I r i s h be l i eve i n them* The c r i t e r i o n 

of reeognition of Romantic fa ir i e s i s that they are the 

fa ir ies in whioh a Romantic bel ieves . Yeats the Romantic has 

been admitted to their society, and has captured in prose 

and verse something of their unearthly, mysterious, and 

often terrible charm. 

There are various interesting theories as to the 

origin of the daolne sidhe (pronounced deenee shee) or fairy 

people. In the Introduction to his edition of Irish Fairy 

and Folk Tales5 5 Yeats suggests several alternative theories. 

One authority says that they are the gods of the earth, the 

deit ies of h i l l and valley, of lake and river, of plain and 

forest. The antiquarians say that they are the gods of pagan 

Ireland, the once giant Tuatha de Danaan, but greatly diminished 

in size with the passing of the years. The peasants say that 

they are fal len angels who were not good enough to be saved 

nor bad enough to be l o s t , or, again, that they were the 

weaker minded of the rebellious angels, l e s s vioious in their 

defiance of God, l e s s deaerving of punishment in h e l l , and 

s t i l l hopeful of eventual salvation. Yeats upon occasion 

55 W. B. Yeats, Ir ish Fairy and Folk Tales. N. Y., 
Modem Library, [1951) , "pp. i - 3 



THE SUPERNATURAL 211 

makes use of a l l these theor ie s , but seems to prefer the l a s t 

mentioned. As proof, he ins tances the ir caprice and incon­

sistency. Writing of the fa i r i e s , he states: 

• • • the imagination of the people dwells rather 
upon the fantastic and capricious, and fantasy and 
caprice would lose the breath of l i f e , their free­
dom, were they to unite them either with evil or 
with good. 5 6 

The f a i r i e s , he explains, have two natures, the 

kindly and the terrible and, due to the greatness of their 

f a l l , the terrible often predominates. Yet they are good 

neighbours i f not offended or orossed, good to their friends 

at l e a s t , even i f evi l to their enemies. They do not l i k e 

tc be spoken about, especially to the 'stranger*, and must 

always be mentioned respectfully as the 'gentry* or the 

daoine malthe (the good people). They are easi ly propitiated, 

for example by g i f t s of meal or milk. 

They are usually, though not always, tiny and lovely 

in appearance. The queen, especially, i s very beautiful, and 

sometimes wins the love of a mortal. I t i s traditional that 

oertain ancient Irish families owe their great personal 

comeliness to a strain of fairy blood, and whenever a beau­

tiful child i s born into a family not previously noted for 

beauty, the Sidhe are credited with the parentage. On the 

other hand, especially on Midsummer Eve, they will often 

56 W. B. Yeats, The Celtic Twilight. London, 
Lawrence and Bullen, 1893, p. 55 
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s tea l beauti ful mortals , — new-born chi ldren, handsome young 

men, newly married brides , — and I t i s seldom, and then only 

by c r a f t , that these can win or be won back to earth again 

from the 'royalty», rath, fa iry f o r t , or underwater fa iry home 

to which they have been taken. In a l e t t e r to one of h i s 

cr i t i c s Yeats wrote as follows: 

The most of the Irish country people believe that 
only people who die of old age go straight to some 
distant Hell or Heaven or Purgatory. All those who 
are young enough for any use • • • are taken . . . 
by the f a i r i e s , and l i v e , until they die a second 
time, in the green ' for t s* . 5 7 

He t e l l s , too, the story of Clooth-na-Bare, a mortal 

who, weary of her fairy l i f e , sought a l l over the world for 

a lake deep enough for her to drown the everlasting fairy 

existenoe. She leaped from h i l l to lake, from lake to h i l l , 

setting up a cairn of stones wherever her feet rested, until 

at length she found her final rest in the deep, cold waters 

of Lough Ia at S l i g o , t s In a poem of The Wind Among the Reeds 

Yeats describes the fairy host as 

, . . riding from Knocknarea 
And over the grave of Clooth-na-Bare,°» 

The favourite occupations of the fa ir ies are, i t seems, 

67 W. B. Yeats , a r t i c l e in The Outlook. April 16, 
1896, quoted by Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, p. 166 

68 W. B. Yeats, The C e l t i c Twil ight , pp, 125-126 

59 W. B. Yeats , Col lected Poema. p . 61 
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feasting, dancing, playing bewitohingly lovely music, playing 

hurley and other games, and (how Irish) fighting. Many a 

magical tune of old Ireland i s supposedly reproduced from 

fairy music, and many a maiden has heard fairy singing and 

has pined away for love and longing for the music. Often a 

aortal , travelling at night near the enchanted fairy 'rings*, 

will be drawn into the dancing or the fighting or the playing 

of a game. Especially in the two la t t er occupations the fairy 

folk are shadowy and helpless without human assistance. The 

leanhaun sidhe (pronounced leeana shee) i s a fairy mistress 

who seeks the love of mortals, especially poets. She i s the 

Irish muse, and gives inspiration to those whom she enchants. 

But the poets always die young, for she l i ve s on their l i f e 

and they gradually waste away. 

The sources of Yeats's fairy be l ie f s are not far to 

seek. From ear l ies t ehildhood he had heard tales of the 

fa ir ies from the servants of the Pollexfen relatives with 

whom he l ived from time to time, from his ' fey' Middle ton 

relat ives , and from the peasants in their country homes. He 

wrote; *It was the servants' stories that interested me,"60 

And again he wrote: 

I t was through the Middletone perhaps that I got my 
interest in country stories , and certainly the f i r s t 

60 W. B. Yeats, Autobiography, p. 18 
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faery s t o r i e s that I heard were In the cot tages about 
the ir h o u s e s , 0 1 

Yeats was at pains to explain that no matter what one doubted, 

one n^rtix doubted the f a i r i e s , for , as an old countryman to ld 

him, "They stand to r e a s o n . * 6 2 

In The C e l t i c Twilight Yeats has described Paddy 

Flynn, an old Sl igo man who loved to t e l l t a l e s of the 'good 

people*, and from whom Yeats learned many of the fa iry b e l i e f s 

he used i n h i s early poems and e s s a y s . Paddy l i v e d in the 

v i l l a g e of Ba l l i sodare , which was, he said, "the most g e n t l e " 6 3 

or the most fa iry place i n the whole of County S l i g o . (This 

Is reca l led i n the refrain of one of Yeats*s l a s t poems; 

That i s an a i r y 6 4 spot 

And no man knows what treads the g r a s s . ) 6 0 

When Yeats asked the old man whether he had ever seen the 

f a i r i e s , he rep l i ed , *Am I not annoyed with them?66 I t was 

of Paddy Flynn that Yeats wrote, *He was a great t e l l e r of 

t a l e s , and unlike our common romancers, knew how to empty heaven, 

h e l l , and purgatory, fairyland and eart , to people h i s s t o r i e s . * 6 7 

Yeats heard many of the fa iry t a l e s as well from Mary 

61 OP. o i t . . p. 1? 

62 W. B. Yeats, The Pel t i e Twil ight , p . 4-

63 OP. P i t . , p . 4 

64 e e r i e . 

65 W. B. Yeats, C ^ lee ted Poems, p . 379 

66 W. B. Yeats , The Pel t i c Twil ight , p, 5 

67 qui, »«•- i p . 6 
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B a t t l e , who was h i s unole George Pol lexfen*s servant, Yeats 

has remarked that much of The C e l t i c Twilight i s but her 

daily s p e e c h . 6 8 

In addit ion, however, Yeats made use of some of h i s 

own supposedly fa iry experiences . Several of these may be 

described. One day at Bal l i sodare , when he was walking with 

one of h i s Middle ton cousins near an old grave-yard and the 

ruins of an old v i l l a g e , he and the cousin 

. . . saw l i g h t moving over the r iver where there i s 
a great rush of waters. I t was l i k e a very b r i l l i a n t 
torch. A moment l a t e r the g i r l saw a man coming 
towards us who disappeared in the water. I kept 
asking myself i f I could be deceived. Perhaps, 
a f ter a l l , though i t seemed imposs ible , somebody was 
walking in the water with a torch. But we could see 
a small l i g h t low down on Knooknarea seven mi les off , 
and i t began to move upward over the mountain s lope . 
I timed i t on my watch and i n f i v e minutes i t reached 
the summit, and I , who had often climbed the mountain, 
knew that no human foots tep was BO speedy.6® 

On another night he saw s imilar f i r e s on a bank l e s s than 

ten f e e t away, he says , and another f i r e answering i t from 
70 Knooknarea. He says that he began to be l ieve In f a i r i e s , 

not with h i s i n t e l l e c t , but with h i s emot ions , 7 1 Later s t i l l 

he adopted the theory that *one should be l i eve whatever had 

P. 91 

68 Joseph Hone, Ww B. Yeats, pp. 41-42 

69 W. B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and YouthT 

7 0 OP- P i t . , pp. 91-92 

71 OP. P i t . , p. 91 
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been believed in a l l countr ies and periods, and only r e j ec t 

any par t of i t a f t e r much evidence, instead of s t a r t ing over 

afresh and only bel ieving what one could p rove ,* 7 2 

S t i l l another experience i s more obviously connected 

with h i s fa i ry b e l i e f s . He believed that he had actual ly 

seen the fa i ry queen. On th i s occasion he was with a g i r l 

who was supposed to be a medium. 

. . . in a moment a very beautiful woman came out 
of the cave. I • . . had by t h i s time fa l len in to 
a kind of t rance, In which 0»"nat3 we ca l l the unreal 
had begun to take upon i t s e l f a masterful r e a l i t y , 
and was able to see the fa in t gleam of golden orna­
ments, the shadowy blossom of dim ha i r . • . I . . . 
asked her whether i t was true that she and her 
people car r ied away mortals , and i f so, whether 
they put another soul in the place of the one they 
had taken? *We change the bodies,* was her answer. 
*Are any of you born in to mortal l i f e?* 'Yes.» 
•Do I know any who were among your people before 
b i r th?* *You do.* *Who are they?* *It would not 
be lawful for you to know,' I then asked whether 
she and her people were not 'dramatizations of our 
moods.' 'She does not understand,* said my friend, 
•but says that n»x people are much l i k e human 
beings, and do most of the things human beings do.• 
I asked her other questions, as to her nature and 
her purpose in the universe, but only seemed to 
puzzle h e r . 7 3 

A l i t t l e l a t e r , about the end of 1890, Yeats further explained 

his 'dramatizat ion of our moods* theory in accordance with 

Theosophical doct r ine , which seemed to him to answer h i s 

questions most s a t i s f a c t o r i l y . 

7 2
 OP. c i t . . p . 92 

73 the Ce l t i c Twilight, pp. 85-87 
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The fa ir i e s are the lesser spiritual moods of that 
universal mind wherein every mood i s a soul and 
every thought a body.74 

As a mystical poet, Yeats has looked deep beneath 

the legends and the acts of these shadowy folk, and has 

perceived there images and symbols of the remoter states of 

the remoter states of the human soul which exis t on the 

border lands between the material and the spiritual worlds 

and partake of the nature of both. The world of the senses 

was to Yeats sometimes an i l lus ion , sometimes a barrier which 

he must overcome before he could perceive the truer reality 

of the unknown world of the sp ir i t . He valued the fa ir i e s 

because through them his imagination could conceive of the 

much greater unknown, and the real purpose of a l l his fairy 

poetry i s to convey to us this power of the unknown. 

Yeats*s fairy poetry Is found exclusively among the 

earlier volumes, for with the publication of the poems In 

Crossways and The Rose, and the earlier poems of The Wind 

Among the Reeds, he l e f t the general and universal themes of 

poets and became increasingly preoccupied with symbollam, 

mysticism, and the contemporary events which more and more 

dominated his poetry as the years came upon him. 

74 W. B. Yeats, Invoking the Irish Fairies, in 
Irish TheosophlBt. Oct., 15, 1892, pp. 6-7, quoted by Ellman, 
PP* P i t . , p . 67 
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•The Stolen Child" in Crossways: *A Fairy Song", 

•The Man Who Dreamed of Fairyland", "To Some I have Talked 

With by the F i re" , *To Ireland in the Coming Times* in The 

Rose:"The Hosting of the Sidhe*, "The Unappeasable Host*, 

•The Host of the Air*, "The Everlasting Voices* in The Wind 

among: the Reeds make up almost a l l Yeats ' s published fairy 

poetry, and actual ly a l l tha t can be found in published 

volumes of verse . 

The ref ra in of *The Stolen Child*, 

Come away, 0 hitman child.' 
To the waters and the wild 
With a faery, hand in hand, 
For the world 's more ful l of weeping than you can 

under stand,.7 5 

expressed the e ternal inv i t a t ion of the fairy hoBt to the 

young and lovely , and pointed the way to the exquisi te l i t t l e 

poetic drama of fairy enchantment, *The Land of Hear t ' s 

Desire", in which a newly married bride hears the same song 

and obeys i t s command. The whole poem breathes the mood of 

Romantic escape. The fairy land i s another Innis f ree , remote 

and shielded from l i f e and from the world. There the fa i ry 

food, be r r i e s and cher r ies , i s hidden. There by moonlight 

the gay throng weave the olden dances and play the i r Innocent 

games. From dew-bathed ferns they lean out over the wandering 

stream to waft r e s t l e s s dreams to the slumbering t r o u t . The 

75 W, B. Yeats, Collected Poema. p . 21 
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solemn-eyed chi ld has l o s t many pleasant earthy experiences , 

the sound of the lowing of the ca lves and the Binging of the 

k e t t l e on the bob, the s ight of the brown mice bobbing around 

the oat-meai ches t , but he i s considered fortunate i n hi a 

escape from a world too often anxious and troubled, 

*A Fairy Song" echoes the same note of escape and 

secret peace. The fairy throng 

We who are o ld , o ld and gay, 
0 so old J 
Thousands of y e a r s , thousands of years , 
I f a l l were t o l d . 7 0 

sing over the newly wedded l o v e r s , Diarmuid and Grani a, the 

joys of a d i s tant fa iry home. 

Give to these chi ldren, new from the world, 
S i lence and love ; 
And the long dew-dropping hours of the night 
And the s tars above; 

Give to these chi ldren, new from the world. 
Rest far from men. 
I s anything b e t t e r , anything better? 
Tel l us i t then.77 

Several of Yeats ' s poems depart from the gent l e and 

wistful not ion of escape, and in these we catoh a glimpse of 

the mingled majesty and terror of the fa iry hos t , of the fear 

they may insp ire and the desolat ion they may leave behind. 

Here we see the god- l ike f a i r i e s , the t e r r i b l e people of the 

76 OP. c i t . . p. 43 

77 OP. o i t . . p. 44 



THE SUPERNATURAL 220 

fairy h i l l s , as the Tuatha de Danaan, the deit iea of pagan 

Ireland, riding in the wind as they rode madly through the 

country in the ancient days. The old country people bless 

themselves and murmur a prayer when they see the winds whirl 

the leaves on the road, for they believe the Sidhe are passing 

at that moment, 

•The Hosting of the Sidhe* describes the rout of 

fairy riders, led by Caoilte and Niamh, riding from the 

haunted mountain of Knooknarea. Their cheeks are pale, their 

hair flowing, their breasts heaving, their eyes gleaming, 

and they wail their invitation to mortals in the eerie howl 

of the wind. 

Away, come away: 

Empty your heart of i t s mortal dream.78 

In *The Unappeasable Host* a mother, whose heart "the winds 

have shaken*,79 senses in the rising wind the coming of the 

fairy riders* 
I k i s s my walling ohild and press i t to mje breast, 
And hear the narrow graves calling my child and nie.79 

•The Host of the Air* t e l l s the story of a young hus­

band who heard in the distance the sad yet gay music of a 

fairy piper and then found his bride dancing among a merry 

fairy throng. Hoping to capture him as well, they offer him 

78 OP. o i t . . p. 61 

79 OP. P i t . , p. 65 
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bread and wine but his wife, knowing the danger, draws him 

away to play cards among the fairy elders. When the revels 

were over, the young man awoke to find hie wife carried away 

for ever. 

Old men and young men and young g i r l s 
Were gone l ike a drifting smoke; 

But he heard high up in the air 
A piper piping away, 
And never was piping so sad. 

And never wao piping so gay. 8 0 

But i t i s not only in the song of the wind and the 

fairy piping that m.Bn may hear the fairy music. Their message 

may come as well, Yeats writes in "The Everlasting Voices*, 8 1 

in the song of birds, in the wail of the wind, in the whisper 

of the shaken boughs, in the wash of waves on the shore, in 

the breath of the moods which gladden or trouble the heart 

of man, even as time decays. 

The poet*s own consciousness of the fairy spell i s 

revealed in several poems. "To Some 1 have Talked with by 

the Fire" t e l l s how ful l h i s heart and memory are 
• , . of the wayward twilight companies 
Who sigh with mingled sorrow and content, 
Because their blossoming dreams have never bent 
Under the fruit of evil and of good, 8 2 

80 OP. P i t . , p. 64 
81 OP. c i t . . p. 61 
8 2 OP. c i t . . p. 56 
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The note of mysticism i s s t i l l stronger in "To Ireland 

in the Coming Times", Yeats*s tales of fa ir ies dancing 

beneath the moon now have underlying them a deeper s ign i f i ­

cance. Here they are elemental creatures who have hurried 

to existence from the 

• . , unmeasured mind 
To rant and rage in flood and wind . . . 
Kan ever journeys on with them 

After the red-rose-bordered hem • • , 8 3 

The red-rose-bordered hem i s that of perfect beauty and 

perfect love . 

"The Man who Dreamed of Fairyland* i s autobiographi­

cal. I t i s more mystical in i t s tone, more d i f f icu l t in i t s 

obscurity, than any poem of fairy lore so far considered. 

Grose material things, — a pi le of f i sh in a crowded market 

place, a lug-wozm among lonely sands, a clump of knob-graaa 

beside a desolate well, the crawling maggots that trouble 

his l a s t sleep beneath the h i l l of Lugnagall, — they al l 

recall a distant memory and suggest the promise of a better 

land, 
• , , that somewhere to north or west or south 
There dwelt a gay, exulting, gentle race 
Under the golden or the s i lver s k i e s . 8 4 

Teats probably f e l t much of this assurance of ultimate escape 

83 OP. c i t . . p. 57 
8 4 OP. P i t . , pp. 49-51 



THE SUPERNATURAL 223 

from drabness, of eventual peace and happiness a f ter a long 

and d i f f i cu l t journey. 

I t may be concluded that there was a gradual evolu­

tion in both Yeats's own fairy be l ie f s and those of the poems. 

In fewer than a dozen poems he has captured almost a l l the 

fairy lore more lengthily detailed in The Celtic Twilight 

and in other early essays. Although The Celtic Twilight had 

been published in 1894, "The Land of Heart'B Desire" had been 

produced in 1694, and the fairy poems had probably a l l been 

written by 1895, i t cannot be presumed that Yeats in la ter 

l i f e had l o s t or greatly modified his fairy be l i e f s . They 

were probably rather dormant during the period of his unhappy 

love affair and his po l i t i ca l and dramatic a c t i v i t i e s , and 

developed later into a keener interest in the occult which 

was for obvious reasons l e s s l ike ly to appear in verse, 

Yeats*8 interest in fa ir ies was a wholly Romantic 

interest , for i t concerned Romantic fa ir ies written about in 

terms of lomanee, symbolism and mysticism. His Interest may 

have faded a l i t t l e in la ter years, but the memories remained, 

more and more distant and shadowy, but carrying their magic 

oonsolation l i k e a faintly remembered tale of childhood or 

a half recollected nobody of long ago which give a keener 

pleasure than anything immediate and tangible. 
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3. Mysticism and Symbolism. 

My body of a sudden blazed; 
And twenty minutes more or l e s s 
I t seemed, so great my happiness, 
That I was blessed and could b l e s s . 8 5 

I have no speech but symbol, the pagan speech I made 
Amid the dreams of you th . 8 6 

The account of Yeats ' s l i f e given in Chapter I 

eontained, of necess i ty , comment on the poe t ' s mysticism, and 

there i t was pointed out that h i s symbolism was frequently 

an attempt to find expression for some vision or some high 

mystical mood. Chapter I I again referred to Yeats ' s mysticism 

as a means of Romantic escape from r e a l i t y , an attempt to 

transcend r e a l i t y and to reach the unity that l i f e denied 

him. In the same chapter i t was pointed out that h i s sym­

bolism was in i t s e l f par t ly a Romantic tendency, but more 

Important and s igni f icant as a vehicle for the expression of 

a deeper Romanticism — that of h i s mystical experiences and 

ideas . Both mysticism and symbolism are closely enough 

linked with the supernatural to ju s t i fy the i r inclusion in 

th i s chapter; both are important enough to deserve a separate 

sect ion. Too v i t a l to be Ignored as aspects of the poet*s 

Romantiolam, the topics are at the same time too vast to 

85 W. B. Yeats, Collooted Poems, p . 284 

86 OP. c i t . . p . 179 
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studied or discussed exhaustively as part of a thes i s . Ade­

quate analysis would be a research topic in i t s e l f . There­

fore the pages that follow can claim to be only a sampling 

of a wider f i e ld . 

The section f a l l s naturally into two divis ions, the 

f i r s t treating of Yeats's mystic ideas and experiences in 

l i f e and in poetry, the second discussing his symbolism in 

i t s e l f and as an expression of h i s mysticism. 

A mystic i s defined in the Concise Oxford Dictionary 

as "one who believes in the spiritual apprehension of truths 

beyond the understanding*. Caroline Spurgeon notes further 

that mysticism i s frequently used half contemptuously "to 

denote vaguely any kind of occultism or spiritualism, or any 

specially ourious views about God and the universe*.87Yeats, 

as has been noted, indulged in the la t t er tppe of supposed 

mysticism; that aspect of h i s thought has been treated in 

the preceding sections. He did, however, aim at the spiritual 

apprehension of truth as well , although he never achieved 

religious mysticism, i t s highest form. 

I t must be noted that mysticism i s rather an attitude 

of mind than a doctrine, rather a mental tendency than a 

philosophy* I t depends upon and arises from a oertain 

*N»»BBBa*>>Ma>B^*>Bv**k^BV»M*^*^******1*M>B| ,B jB ,BB>M 

87 Caroline F. E. Spurgeon, Mystioism in English 
Literature. Cambridge University Press, 1913, p, l 
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temper of mind tha t in olosely associated with the poetic 

temperament. There i s hardly such a thing aB a grea t poet 

without a touch of mysticism, j u s t as there i s rarely a g rea t 

poet who has not a touch of Romanticism. I t must be noted, 

too, tha t mystic moments occur to many very ordinary men, 

Blake and Wordsworth were the primary English mys­

t i c s , although they had very dif ferent approaches to the 

mystic v i s ion . Wordsworth looked at nature to gain h i s 

revela t ions , while Blake considered nature a hindrance. But 

both shared a conviction of unity in a l l things. I t will 

not be forgotten tha t Yeats waa powerfully influenced by the 

thought of Blake, and somewhat shared hi a tendency to d is ­

regard the shapes of th ings . Like Blake, again, Yeats was 

convinced tha t the s p i r i t under l ies the mater ia l , and that 

i t would be through the s p i r i t that the mystic oould appre­

hend the d ivini ty in which i t shared. 

There I s a further deduction from the consciousness 

of t h i s un i ty . Kiss Spurgeon explains i t thus: 

This sense of unity leads to another belief , though 
i t i s one not always consis tent ly or def in i te ly 
s ta ted by a l l myst ics . I t i s implied by Plato when 
he says, *A11 knowledge in recol lec t ion*, ThiB i s 
the be l ie f in pre-exiatence or pe r s i s t en t l i f e , the 
be l ie f that our souls are immortal, and no more came 
into existence when we were born than they wi l l cease 
to ex i s t when our bodies d i s i n t eg ra t e . This ide% i s 
famil iar in Wordsworth*s"Ode of the Intimations of 
Immortality*. 8 8 

8 8
 OP. P i t . . P. 5 
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This bel ief , as well , Yeats fully shared. His poetry from 

early to l a t e Is fu l l of striving towards his mystic vision 

of the Spirit behind the universe. His bel ief in the Great 

Memory, storehouse of image and symbol and knowledge, was 

also basic in his poetry. Like most mystics he had l ived 

through experiences which forced him to seek the mystic 

vis ion. 

Yeats read widely among mystical and pseudo-mystical 

writers. His interest in Blake has been referred to, but he 

read as well in Plato and in Plotlnun, the neo-Platonist 

whose Influence on European mysticism has been so strong. He 

knew Spenser's poetry and thought, and that of Donne also. 

He studied the works of Swedenborg, Boehme, and Bergson, His 

mysticism was, therefore, largely derivative, although he 

tended to personalize i t In hie poetry. He had, of course, 

frequent moments of insight, too, 

A natural result of the consciousness of essential 

unity i s the longing for wisdom and the pursuit of beauty, 

for both are but the soul's hunger to jo in i t s e l f to some­

thing the nature of which i t shares. Both are found very 

markedly in Yeats: both are evidences not only of his mysticism 

but also, in their res t l e s s quest, of his Romanticism, There 

i s implicit in his poetry the Platonic theory of beauty. The 

human beauty was to him the shadow of the Divine, 
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Yeats f i r s t came into intimate oontaot with mysticism 

during h i s a s soc ia t ion with George Russel l (AE), Visionary 

poet and myst ic , Russel l sketched h i s mystical v i s i o n s . Both 

sketches and poems powerfully touched Yeats . Yeats wrote in 

The C e l t i c Twilight about R u s s e l l ' s poems: 

They, with the ir wild music as of winds blowing in 
the reeds seemed to me the very inmost voice of C e i t i e 
sadness, and of 0 e l t l o longing for i n f i n i t e things the 
world has never s e e n . 0 * 

The poaae wera a l l eadeavouss to capture some high 
impalpable mood i n a net of obscure images.90 

Recording a conversation with an old peasant as melancholy 

as Russe l l , Yeats wrote, 

Both how C e l t i c ; How f u l l of s t r iv ing af ter a some­
thing 
deed* 
thing never to be completely expressed in word or 

*/i91 

Both seek — one i n wandering sentences, the other i n 
symbolic p i c tures and subtle a l l e g o r i c poetry - - to 
express some tiling that l i e s beyond the range of ex­
press ion, and both , , . have within them the vast and 
vague extravagance that l i e s at the bottom of the 
C e l t i c h e a r t . * 2 

Yeats*s apparent o b j e c t i v i t y here was assumed, for he regarded 

both with a wis t fu l envy* He tr i ed to learn a l l that Russel l 

could teach him of mysticism. Together they began to seek 

further i l luminat ion , erroneously choosing such vain paths 

as e so ter ic Buddhism, and TaaoBophy. 

89 The Pel t i e Twil ight, p. 14 91 OP. c i t . . p . 17 

90 OP. o i t . . p . 16 92 OP. c i t . . p , 18 
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re l ig ious and not completely Christ ian, Nor was h i s mysticism 

o r i g i n a l , for many of h i s ideas have been derived from e a r l i e r 

mystics who wrote i n poetry and i n prose . But i t must be 

admitted that i t was a major preoccupation throughout h i s l i f e , 

and that the force which lay behind the c e a s e l e s s search, the 

quality of mind which prompted the i n t e r e s t , ware strong and 

commendable. That statement w i l l be borne out by further 

research. 

Yeats*s symbolism i s rich and varied, intensely per­

sonal and frequently obscure* I t was closely linked with his 

mysticism, for symbolism i s the most suitable means of expressing 

mystical ideas. The use of symbolism follows naturally upon 

the mystic's bel ief in Unity, the bel ief that a l l things in 

nature have something in common, a resemblance that permits 

and sometimes necessitates symbolism for i t s expression. The 

poet's symbolism has not yet been adequately analysed, and 

perhaps i t MYBX w i l l , for he frequently declined to explain 

a symbol so that i t s suggestibi l i ty might not be l imited. Not 

only would a student of Yeats's symbolism have to know a l l the 

mythology, a l l the philosophy, a l l the paintings, a l l the prose 

and poetry, that Yeats knew, but he would also have to possess 

a deep insight into the poet's subtle and complex mind and his 

occult researches as well . Such a background would be most 

dif f icult to attain, and the task of analysis i t s e l f would be 

a l l but endless. 
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Henn*a very valuable study of Yeats ' s mysticism 

points out that there are three main types of mysticism. 

A poet can establish his symbolism, and suggest 
i t s values, by one of three methods. He can relate 
i t , directly, or obliquely, or sometimes negatively, 
to such myths or history as already command a reason­
able measure of acceptance; weighing the readiness 
of the response against the lo s s that changes in 
cultural background may, in the future, impose upon 
h is work . . , 

Or he can use the so-called archetypal symbols, 
water, f i re , cavern, arrow, horse, and so on, relying 
on the constancy of human experience of dream and 
fantasy and vision in which such symbols appear. The 
penumbra of l i ght thrown round the focal point of 
such a symbol wi l l be usually deeper or more com­
plicated than that supplied by history or myth. . , 
the interpretation tends to grow unduly imprecise, as 
in muoh la ter Romantic poetry. , . 

The third method i s to create a personal mytho­
logy and a related symbolism, in the manner of Blake; 
and here success wil l depend on a gradual building up 
of determinant points of meaning through the use of 
the symbols in varying contexts. This most d i f f i cu l t 
task wil l be hampered s t i l l further i f the meanings 
themselves vary from context to context . . , 1 1 3 

Yeats used a l l three methods. In his early poetry, and in 

that of the middle period, he drew freely from mythology and 

history for his symbols. Later, as his imagination became 

more assured, he developed his own personal symbolism which 

enriched the later poetry, 

Yeats had, himself, very definite theories as to the 

use and ef fects of symbolism. He believed that symbols were 

effective in evoking emotions which so often were more 

111 T. R. Henn, The Lonely Tower, pp. 119-121 
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subtle and complex than those otherwise exc i t ed . Re used 

symbols as well to evoke an unseen r e a l i t y , although in t h i s 

object he was not so success fu l . He used them as wel l , 

part icular ly in the early poetry, as a dieguiee for emotions 

too deep and too personal to be expressed otherwise. Whether 

he used the mythological and h i s t o r i c a l , the universa l , or 

the personal symbolism, he was successful in inves t ing i t 

often with surprising strength and e f f e c t i v e n e s s , 

Yeats used natural symbolism very free ly throughout 

the years , using f lowers , t r e e s , b irds , animals, and even 

f i sh to carry the ir own message and their own image. 

Flowers are used frequently and e f f e c t i v e l y . The 

Rose i s variously used to symbolise the s p i r i t of Beauty, 

tranBOendental l o v e , perfec t ion i n any sphere, Maud Gonne, or 

Ireland, "Red Rose, proud Rose, Sad Rose of a l l my days"1 14 

conveys at once the perfect ion and the tragedy and the eternal 1 

of beauty. Beauty i s "The Rose of the World*11*5, while "The 

Rose of P e a o e - 1 1 6 and "the Rose of B a t t l e * 1 1 7 convey the ir 

own meaning. Maud Gonne*s image "blossoms a rose"118 in h i s 

heart. "The rose t r e e * 1 1 9 i s Ireland. "The Secret Rose"120 

indicates myst ical knowledge of the secret at the heart of 

114 Coll eoted Poems, p, 35 

115 ftp, o i t . , p . 41 

1 1 6 OP. P i t . , p . 41 

117 Op. c i t . . p . 62 

1 1 8 OP* P i t . , p. 62 
1 1 9 OP* P l t . T p , 206 

120 OP. o i t . . p. 
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the universe . Poppies symbolize dreams and forgetfulness; 

l i l i e s symbolize innocence and pur i ty . 

Trees and pa r t s of t r ees are frequently used symbols. 

As i s not uncommon, Yeats uses the fa l l ing leaves as the 

symbol of mor t a l i t y , but also uses them i n the special sense 

of fading and dying l o v e . The ceaseless f l u t t e r i n g of the 

leaves i s used to represent the t roubles and d i s t r ac t ions of 

the world. A hazel wand and a hazel t ree represent wisdom. 

The withering of the boughs i s used to symbolize despair . 

A green branch represents knowledge and learn ing . 

There was a green branch hung with many a be l l 
When her own people ruled th i s t rag ic E i r e . 1 2 1 

The b e l l s represent the t a l e s that were current when Ireland 

was s t i l l the Land of Saints and Scholars. 

Natural creatures are used also freely as symbols. 

The g u l l s , the "white birds*1**2, are symbols of escape, as 

well as of sol i tude and withdrawal from the world, Yeats 

often uses the crane, the heron, and the swan, a l l aloof and 

sol i ta ry b i rds , to represent himself. The eagle and the 

phoenix symbolize Maud Gonne. The falcon i s the symbol of 

the proud and so l i t a ry eoul. 

Maud Gonne i s symbolized also as Helen of Troy, and 

as Deirdre, both beautiful and t ragic f igures . She i s a t 

times represented by the l i on , proud and s t a t e l y , and a t 

121 Op. c i t . . p . 46 122 Op. c i t . . p , 86 
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times by the e l u s i v e trout . Later she h e r s e l f i s used as 

the symbol of beauty. 

One further example of Yeats ' s very complex symbolism 

may be given by quoting such a poem as t h i s . I t i s addressed 

to h i s beloved, and marks a growing passion in h i s l o v e . 

Do you not hear me c a l l i n g , white deer with no horns? 
I have been changed to a hound with one red ear; 
I have been in the Path of Stones and the Wood of Thorns, 
For somebody hid hatred and hope and des ire and fear 
Under my f e e t that they fol low you night and day, 
A man with a hazel wand came without sound; 
He changed me euddenly; I was looking another way; 
And now my c a l l i n g i s but the c a l l i n g of a hound; 
And Time and Birth and Change are hurrying by. 
I would that the Boar without b r i s t l e s had oome from 

the West 
And had rooted the sun and moon and s tars out of the sky 
And lay in the darkness, grunting, and turning to h i s r e s t . 1 2 3 

Yeats explained the poem by saying that the white hornless 

deer represented the woman, the hound represented the des ire 

of the man who i s the hunter, the man with a hazel wand repre­

sented Aengus — the god of l ove , and the boar without b r i s t l e s 

represented the foroe of destruct ion such as the end of the 

world. These are the main symbols, but there are others as 

well that he has not explained* One may imagine the d i f f i ­

c u l t i e s attending the explanation of such a poem without any 

as s i s tance . And there are many poems as heavi ly symbolic 

which he did not expla in . 

123 OP. c i t . . p . 68 
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Among the l a t e r poetry there are many symbols that 

are a t once r i cher , sub t le r , and more complex. There i s the 

tower, for ins tance , which at once symbolizes himself, h i s 

sol i tude, h i s au s t e r i t y , h i s family, s t rength, wisdom, and 

perhaps endless other connotations. There i s Byzantaum, 

which symbolizes cu l ture , the meeting place of the a r t s , the 

highest achievement of i n t e l l e c t developed by cu l tu re . There 

i s the Sphinx image, "A Sphinx with woman breast and l i on paw*1 

which i s the symbol of ecstasy joined to des t ruct ion . There 

i s the Image of the gyre, which represents the cycl ic pa t te rn 

of his tory from creat ion to d i s in tegra t ion . Each of these 

has i n f i n i t e l y receding connotations and suggestions, and there 

are hundredsmore of s imilar symbols which cannot be adequately 

discussed within the l i m i t s of th i s section and th i s chapter* 

The whole subject of Yeats ' s symbolism i s one that should 

a t t r ac t more students who are in te res ted in research f i e lds 

not already crowded. 

In both hia mysticism and his symbolism Yeats proved 

himself a Romantic, A r e a l i s t would be content with ex te rna ls , 

whereas a Romantic would pierce through the material to the 

sp i r i tua l r e a l i t y beyond, A r e a l i s t would be content with 

straightforward expression of the r e a l i t y he described, while 

a Romantic would saek the unusual and connotative expression. 

124 Op. c i t , . p.192 
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In the study of the supernatural recorded in t h i s 

chapter, the subject has been analysed and divided into 

three main sections. The f i r s t of these has discussed the 

poet's treatment of Dream, Death, and the Spir i t . The 

second has treated in some detail of Yeats's Fairy Bel ie fs , 

The third has discussed his use of Mysticism and Symbolism. 

It has been shown that Yeats was preoccupied in l i f e and in 

his poetry with these subjects, that in hie use of them he 

has shown that form of escape from reality into the search 

for sensation and the quest of the spir i tual , and that 

thereby he has shown himself a thoroughly Romantic poet in 

youth and in age. In fact the poet's Romantioism seems 

actually to have increased in intensity with the coming of 

old age. This trend has been vis ible in a l l preceding 

chapters as well. 



CONCLUSION 

, . , he exulted in his incor r ig ib le romanticism,1 

In the preceding pages there has been given an account 

of Yeats ' s l i f e and hie poetry, both revealing the strongest 

evidences of Romanticism. The def ini t ion and explanation of 

Romantic qua l i t i e s in Chapter I I have supplied the c r i t e r i a 

by which l i f e and poetry were judged. The account of the 

poe t ' s l i f e in Chapter I has revealed from youth to age a l l 

the Romantic desire for escape in i t s d i f ferent forms: revol t ; 

sol i tude, egotism, and melancholy; the transformation of 

rea l i ty ; the quest for the supernatural in a l l i t s forms. 

Because Yeats was predominantly a l y r i c poet a l l these moods, 

various yet one, were echoed in the poetry which arose out of 

strong personal emotion. 

The note of revol t against t r ad i t ion and author i ty , 

against a c tua l i t y , has been proved to be strong and c l ea r . 

Most of Yeats*s n a t i o n a l i s t i c verse was inspired by h is 

revulsion against Br i t i sh rule in I re land, He rebelled as 

well against the Victorian and English s ty le in poetry, and 

against the lushness of h is own early poems. The poetry of 

the middle period was marked by increasing simplici ty and 

that of the l a t e r period was even more perfect ly concrete 

1 Joseph Hone, Wf B. Yeats, p . 498 
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and adequate. Even though Yeats ' s rebel l ion was often 

unsuccessful, h i s p ro t e s t s and plans were recorded with deep 

s ince r i ty . 

His desire for so l i tude , h i s inherent egotism, and 

his innate melanoholy were t r a i t s thoroughly Romantic in 

nature. From his youth u n t i l h is old age he fled from men 

into actual or i n t e l l e c t u a l sol i tude where he might nourish 

dreams without in te r ference . These dreams centred usually 

about himself, and when they fa i led h i s melancholy was In tense . 

The poetry, both early and l a t e , i s redolent with the sad and 

self-centred yearning for seclusion. 

In h i s dreams Yeats usually created an ideal love, an 

ideal l i f e , an ideal world, ideal surroundings. Perfections 

in beauty and love were a t f i r s t in h i s thoughts, but became 

real in Maud Gonne, The spel l of h is dreams was continued as 

her beauty remained un t i l old age, but the dream of a perfect 

love fa i led him af te r some years . Both inspired him, however, 

to make plans for that ideal ized world which would ex i s t when 

I re l and ' s freedom was won. Here, too, the r ea l i t y fa i led the 

dream, and melancholy and d i s i l l u s ion followed. 

Throughout his l i f e , whenever a l l else fai led him, 

Yeats turned to the Supernatural, His boyhood had been spent 

in surroundings which favoured bel ief in omens, s p i r i t s , and 

f a i r i e s . In manhood t h i s i n t e r e s t continued, and gradually 

widened into a pursu i t of the mystic vision and attempts to 
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ca tch the v i s i o n i n symbols, Here aga in , the hope was always 

stronger than the achievement, but the i n t e r e s t pers i s ted 

un t i l the end. Yeats sought h is vision by devious means, in 

i t s e l f a Romantic tendency, and so hampered h is search. Yet 

i t seems that he was seeking the r ight road, and h i s f a i l u r e s 

were proof of earnest and pe r s i s t en t search. 

I t has been shown tha t , contrary to general c r i t i c a l 

opinion, Yeats ' s Romanticism did not fade as old age came, 

but rather increased in in tens i ty from youth to age. There 

was a change in the type of Romanticism, a change from the 

languid to the passionate and in tense . There was a d i s t i n c t 

change in poetic s tyle and treatment. But Yeats as an old 

man and as an old poet was as t ruly a Romantic as he had been 

as a youth, l o s t among the dreams and clouds of boyhood. 

That fact wil l one day be generally admitted. 

F I N I S 
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CHRONOLOGICAL TABLE 

1865 . . William Butler Yeats born at Sandymount, Dublin, June l i 

1867-
1880. . Lived with family in London, Holiday v i s i t s to S l i g o . 

1875-
1880. . Attended Godolphin School, London, 

1880 , . Returned to Ireland with family, to l i v e at Howth. 

1881 . . Began to attend the Erasmus Smith High School, Dublin. 

1884 , . Began to attend the Metropolitan School of Art, Dublin. 
Met George Russel l (AE). 

1885 . . F i r s t published poems appeared in Dublin Univers i ty 
Review. 
Began to study psychical research ser ious ly . 
Published The Is land of Statues . 
Met Katharine Tynan. 
Joined Contemporary Club. 
Met John O'Leary, 
Assisted in founding Dublin Hermetic Society, 
Interest in esoteric studies confirmed, 

1886 . . Attended first seance. 
Interviewed Madame Blavataky in London. 
Founded Dublin Theosophical Lodge. 
Met Babu Mohlni Chatterjce, Bengal Brahmin, 
Published Mosada. A Dramatic Poem. 

1887 . . Family moved again to London, 
Mother suffered two strokes. Mental weakness followed. 
Visited Ireland again in December. 

1888 . . Published Poems and Ballads of Young Ireland, an 
anthology. 
Published Fairy and Folk Tales of the I r i s h Peasantry. 
Published Stor iea from Carle ton. 
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1889 • • Published The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems. 
Associated with Madame Biavatsky. 
Attended meetings of London Theosophists. 
Came under influence of W. E. Henley. 
Met York Powell, Dr. Todhunter, Net t le ship, Edwin 

E l l i s . 
Began with E l l i s explanation of Blake's symbolism 

and ed i t i on of Blake's works. 
Met Maud Gonne. 
Began to write The Countess Cathleen. 

1890 . , Met MacGregor Mathers. Joined Order of the Golden 
Dawn. 

Published Representative I r i s h Tales . 
Friendship with Florence Parr. 

1891 . . Founded Rhymers* Club with Rhys and Rol l e s ton . 
Friendship with Lionel Johnson. 
Met Ernest Dowson, John Davidson, LeGallienne, 

Symons, Francis Thompson, 
Published John Sherman and Dhoya. 
Developed doctrine of the Se l f and Anti -Sel f , 
Proposed to and refused by Maud Gonne. 
Death of Parne l l . 
Helped found I r i s h Literary Society in London. 
V i s i t to company of black magicians in Dublin, 
Published The Countess Cathleen and Various Legends 

and fryrlos. 

1892 , , Helped found the National Literary Society in Dublin, 
Death of Pol lexfen grandparents. 
Published I r i s h Fairy Tales . 

1893 . . Published The Ce l t lo Twil ight . 
fr iendship with Arthur Symons, and some acquaintance 

with French symbol is ts . 
Published with E l l i s , The Work* of William Blake. 

P o e t i c Symbolic, and C r i t i c a l . 
Published The Poems of William Blake, edi ted by W, B. 

Yeats . 

1894 . . V i s i t to Par i s , Met Bergson and Verlaine , Attended 
Axel. 

Met Mrs, Ol iv ia Shakespeare, Met George Moore, 
Performance and Publ icat ion of The Land of Heart's 

Des ire . 
V i s i t to h i s Uncle George Pol lexfen in S l i g o , 
V i s i t e d L i s s a d e l l ; met Eva and Constance Gore-Booth. 
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1895 . . Published Poems. 
Increased i n t e r e s t in I r i s h Republican Brotherhood. 
Published A Book of I r i s h Verse Selected from Modern 

Wrltera t ed i ted bv W. B. Yeats . 
Liaison with Diana Vernon. 

1896 . . Publ icat ion of The Savoy. 
Trip to Ireland with Arthur Symons. 
V i s i t to Edward Martyn at Tuiira CaBtle, 
Meeting with Lady Gregory, 
Trip to Aran I s lands . 
Trip to Par i s , Meeting with J . M. Synge, 

1897 . . Publ icat ion of The Secret Rose. 
V i s i t to Robert Bridges began l i f e - l o n g fr iendship . 
Planned, with Lady Gregory, the founding of the 

I r i s h Literary Theatre. 
Associat ion with Dr. Douglas Hyde and William Sharp 

(Fiona MacLeod), 
Published The Tables of the Law and The Adoration of 

the Magi. 
President of Wolfe Tone Memorial Associat ion, 

1898 . • Founding of the I r i s h Literary Theatre, 

1899 . . V i s i t to P a r i s . 
Rejected again by Maud Gonne. 
Published The Wind Among the Reeds. 
Performanoe of The Countess Cathleen. 

1900 . . Death of Yeats ' s mother. 
Publ icat ion of The Shadowy Waters. 
Resigned from I , R. B. 

1901 • . Collaborated with Lady Gregory in Where There i s 
Nothing and The Pot of Broth. 

1902 . • I r i s h Literary Theatre replaced by I r i s h National 
Dramatic Soc ie ty . 

Production of Diarauid and Crrania, by Yeats and Moore, 
Production of Cathleen ni Houlihan. 
Production of Synge's Play, In the Shadow of the Glen. 
Publ icat ion of Cathleen ni Houlihan. 
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1903 . . Maud Gonne married John MacBride. 
Yeats ' s F i r s t Lecture Tour in America. 
Production of The King's Threshold. 
Publ icat ion of Ideas of Good and E v i l . 
Publ icat ion of In The Seven Woods. 
Publ icat ion of Where There ia Nothing. 
Publ icat ion of Plays for an I r i s h Theatre. Vol. I . 
London production of The Hour Glass. Cathleen ni 

Houlihan, and The Pot of Broth. 

1904 • . Opening of Abbey Theatre. 
Production of The King's Threshold. 
Publ icat ion of The Stor ies of Red Hanrahan. 
Production of On Baile's , Strand. 

1905 • . Maud Gonne obtained l ega l separation from her husband. 

1906 . , Production of Deirdre. 
Publ icat ion of Poems. (Bul len) , 

1907 . , Production of Synge's Playboy of the Western ^orld. 
Yeats involved himself in Playboy controversy. 
Yeats toured I t a l y with Ladjt Gregory and Robert Gregory, 

1908 . . Production of poet ic version of The Green Helmet. 
Publ icat ion of The Col lected Works in Verse and Prose. 
V i s i t to Maud Gonne in P a r i s . 

1909 . . Serious i l l n e s s of Lady Gregory. 
Death of Synge. 
Yeats in f u l l charge at Abbey Theatre. 

1910 . • V i s i t to Maud Gonne in Normandy, 
Publ icat ion of The Green Helmet and Other Poems. 
Death of George Po l l ex fen , 
Yeats g iven annual grant of £150, on B r i t i s h Civ i l 

L i s t . 
Yeats accepted seat on Academic Committee of the Royal 

Society of Li terature . 

1911 . . V i s i t e d United States with Abbey Theatre Company. 
Publ icat ion of The Hour Glass , 
Yeats in i l l hea l th . Lived for time with Ezra Pound, 

1912 . . Meeting with Miss Georgie Hyde-Lees. 
Lane controversy began. 
Continued 111 Health. 
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1913 , • Publication of Poems Written in Discouragement. 

1914 , , Publication of Responsibil it ies: Poems and a Play. 
Began work on Noh plays. 
Second lecture tour in United States and Canada. 
Movement from magic to spiritualism, 

1915 , . Publication of Reveries over Childhood and Youth. 

1916 . . Refused knightKood. 
Unsuccessful Easter Rising in Ireland. 
Death of John MacBride. 
Publication of Certain Noble Plays of Japan. 
Rejected by Maud Gonne. 

1917 . . Production of At the Hawk's Well. 
Proposed to Iseult Gonne, and was refused. 
Marriage to Miss Georgie Hyde-Lees, 
Discovery of wifefs automatic writing. 
Publication of The Wild Swans at Coole. Other Verses, 

and A Play in Verse. 

1918 , . Death of Major Robert Gregory in I ta ly , 
Quarrel with Maud Gonne, soon resolved. 
Publication of Per Amloa Si lent!a Lunae. 
Work begun on Thoor Ballylee, 

1919 . . Baby daughter, Anne Butler Yeats, born in February, 
Publication of Two Plays for Dancers. 
Publication of The Wild Swans at Coole. 
Third lecture tour in America. 

1920 , . Publication of Michael Robartes and the Dancer. 
Publication of Visions and Beliefs In the West of 

Ireland. (Two essays and notes by Yeats included.) 
Publication of Calvary. 

1921 • . Publication of Four Plays for Dancers. 
Publication of Four Years! 
Birth of son, Michael Yeats. 

1922 . . Death of J. B. Yeats. 
Publication of Seven Poems and a Fragment. 
Publication of The Trembling of the VeilT 
Publication of Plays in Prose and VereeT 
Production of The Pi aver Clue en. 
Honorary degree from Belfast . 
Honorary degree from Dublin. 
Yeats appointed Senator of new Ir ish Free State, 
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1923 . . Yeats awarded Nobel Prize for literature. 

1924 . , Publication of The Cat and the Moon and Certain Poems. 
Publication of Essays. 
Visit to Sicily. 

1925 . . Travel in Sicily and Italy, 
Publication of The Bounty of Sweden. 
Publication of A Vision. 

1926 . . Publication of Estrangement. 
Publication of Autobiographies. 

1927 . . Publication of October Blast. 
Ill health -- lung haemorrhages. 
Travel in Spain and France, 
Further illnesses. 

1928 . , Retirement from the Senate. 
Visit to Rapallo. 
Return to Ireland. 
Publication of The Tower. 
Publication of Yeats's version of Sophocles' King 
Oedipus. 

Publication of The Death of Synge. 

1929 . . Publication of A Packet for Ezra Pound. 
Publication of The Winding Stair. 
Production of Fighting the Waves. 
Leaving of Thoor Ballylee. 
Ill health again — Malta fever, 

1930 . , Stay a t Rapallo. 

1931 , , Honorary Doctor of Le t t e r s from Oxford Universi ty, 

1932 . . Death of Lady Gregory. 
Founding of I r i s h Academy of L e t t e r s . 
Third Lecture Tour to America, 
Publicat ion of Words for Music. Perhaps, and Other 

Poems. 
Publicat ion of The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats . 

1933 . . Publicat ion of The Winding S ta i r and Other Poems. 

1934 . . Publicat ion of The King of the Great Clock Tower. 
Publicat ion of Wheels and B u t t e r f l i e s . 
Publicat ion of The Collected Plays of W. B. Yeats . 
Publicat ion of Le t t e r s to the New Is land . 
Yeats underwent Steinach operat ion. 
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1935 . . Beginning of f r i endsh ip with Dorothy Wel les ley . 
P u b l i c a t i o n of A F u l l Moon in March. 
Winter i n Majorca wi th Shri Purohi t Swami, and c o l ­

l a b o r a t e d in t r a n s l a t i o n of the Upanishads. 

1936 , , Dramatis Personae . 1896-1902. Estrangement . The 
Bounty of Sweden pub l i shed t o g e t h e r . 
P u b l i c a t i o n of The Oxford Book of Modern Verse . 

1892-1935. Chosen by W. B. Yea t s . 

1937 , . Grant of money for dec l i n ing y e a r s by Yeats T e s t i ­
monial Committee, !Jew York. 

P u b l i c a t i o n of second ve r s ion of A Vis ion . 
P u b l i c a t i o n of Es says . 1931-1936. 

1938 . , P u b l i c a t i o n of The H e m e ' s Egg. 
P u b l i c a t i o n of New Poems. 

1939 • . Death of Yea t s , January 28. 
P u b l i c a t i o n of On the B o i l e r . 

1940 « , P u b l i c a t i o n of Las t Poems and f l a y s . 
P u b l i c a t i o n of I f I were Four-and-Twenty. 

1941 , . P u b l i c a t i o n of L e t t e r s to Miss Florence F a r r . 
P u b l i c a t i o n of Pages from a Daiary Writ ten in 1930. 
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