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PREFACE 

In a time of anguished struggle between extremes, 

William Butler Yeats dared to envision "Unity of Being" 

and "Unity of Culture . " This thes i s explores the possible 

origins of a fundamental tenet in his aesthetic, hi s theory 

of "personal utterance . " 

The first chapter summarizes the poet's mature 

philosophy, expressed most concretely in A Vision; the 

second assesses the heritage which fostered his seedling 

theory; the third examines the probable influences of his 

early environs and social encounters on its development ; 

and the fourth traces the effects of its flowering on a 

style that enabled Yeats to become the most admired poet 

of the twentieth century, as well as one of its leading 

spokesmen. 

I wish to express deep gratitude to: Mother Mary 

of St. Leo, Superior, and the Religious Cownunity of Mount 

St. Michael, Dallas, for the opportunity t o make this study; 

Dr. Virginia Moseley, for innumerable readings and invalu

able suggestions; Dr. Autrey Nell Wiley, Dean of the College 

of Arts and Sciences and Chairman of the Department of 
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English--a figure of scholarly inspiration; Dr. Eleanor 

James, for friendship and encouragement; Dr. Gladys 

Maddocks, a model teacher, who inspires students with 

confidence in their own creativity; my sisters, Shelia 

(Mrs. Brendan J. Ellis of Dublin) and Freda (Mother M. 

Therese, I. B. V. M. of Mullingar), for much of the 

source material available only within Yeats' country-

Ireland--the land of our birth. 

Sister Mary of St. Ignatius Mullen, 0. L. C. 

Dallas, Texas. 

May, 1967. 
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CHAPTER I 

RATIO MAGNA 

Because of Yeats' preference for antithesis, it 

seems fitting that, in order to appreciate fully the 

poe try of William Butler Yeats, the serious student must 

become acquainted with a work in prose, A Vision; for 

that is the fullest expression of his personal philosophy 

(or system). William Butler Yeats is generally considered 

to be one of the greatest poets of the twentieth century, 

particularly since he won the Nobel Prize in 1923. His 

writings as a dramatist , essayist , critic, poet, and epis

t olarian are voluminous; and what is most unusual is that 

the apex of his genius was not t ouched until after he was 

fifty years of age. 

Yeats came to believe that in poetry, as in life, 

all things must come to Unity of Being in order to achieve 

fulfillment: each part, the fruit of antithetical union, 

must appear indivisible; the whole, of hetrogeneous parts, 

must achieve homogeneity. Unity of Bei ng, based on cardi

nal principals of antithesis, seemed to be achieved through 

the Ratio Magna of his theory of "personal utterance." The 

poet's life-long ambition was the attainment of Unity of 

Being--a proper balance of thought and emotion, Will and 
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Mask, abandonment and self-control. The phrase Unity of 

Being Yeats got from his father; in "A General Introduc

tion for My Work," published in 1937, he defined his be

l ief: "I was born into this faith, have lived in it, and 

shall die in it; my Christ • ., • is that Unity of Being 

Dante compared to a perfectly proportioned human body." ·J 

This "faith," rooted in "personal utterance," led to the 

Doctrine of the Mask with its attendant modes or functions, 

developed into an elaborate presentation of the intricate 

image on which A Vision is founded, and climaxed in the 

discovery of the defiant, necessary gesture which marks 

an individual as unique. It recognizes diversity, and 

acknowledges for every man a vision, a quest, and a salva

tion that are his alone. All this is succinctly expressed 

in his poem "Beautiful Lofty Things." Yeats himself was a 

living embodiment of his theory; his behavior and appear-

ance gave open testimony that "the man is a poet." Like 

the Renaissance man, he struck a pose; he wore the Mask 

of a poet. In his poem "All Souls' Night," Yeats voices 

his desire for a system of thought that would set forth 

his aesthetic "frame" and leave his imagination free to 

1 W. B. Yeats, "A General Introduction for My ·work," 
Essa}s and Introductions (New York: The Macmillan Company. 
1961 ' p. 516. 
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create in a way that would make his poetry one with his 

soul: 

I need some mind that, if the cannon sound 
From every quarter of the world, can stay 
Wound in mind's pondering, 
As mummies in the mummy-cloth are wound; 
Because I have a marvellous

1
thing to say, 

A certain marvellous thing. 
( vv. 11 -1 5) 

But Yeats knew quite well that Unity of Being i s 

impossible unless there is Unity of Culture with it. 

Therefore, the individual unity he fought for was to be 

achieved in a coherent cosmos. Yeats called his system 

11 a form of science for the study of human nature, as \ve 

see it in others a classic enunciation."2 In a 

letter to Joseph Hone on September 24, 1927, he wrote: 

I think that much of the confusion of modern philosophy, 
perhaps the whole realism versus idealism quarrel, comes 
from our renouncing the ancient hierarchy of beings from 
man up to the One. What I do not see or have seen, is 
perceived by another being. In other words is part of 
the fabric of another being. I remember what he forgets, 
he remembers what I forget. We are in the midst of life 
and there is nothing but life.3 

1The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1965), p. 224: lrn subs equent footnotes 
this work will be referred to as Collected Poems. 

2The Letters of )!!_. B. Yeats, ed. Allan \'lade 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1955), p. 709. In 
subsequent footnotes this Work will be referred to as 
1. of W. B. Y. 

3Ibid., p. 728. 
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Yeats worked out his system by means of interpenetrating 

cones, gyres, and symbols which may be manipulated in all 

instances to predict or analyze history. In the fifth 

book of A Vision, "Dove or Swan," he explains the "his-

torical cones": 

Each age unwinds the thread another age had wound and 
.•. before Phidias, and his westward-moving art, Persia 
fell, and ••• when full moon came round again, amid 
eastward-moving thought, and brought Byzantine glory, Rome 
fell; .•• at the outset of our westward-moving Renais
sance Byzantium fell; all things dying each other's life, 
living each other's death .••• 

But one must consider not the movement from the 
beginning to the end of the ascending cone,

1
but the gyres 

that touch its sides, the horizontal dance. 

Hands gripped in hands, toes close together, 
Hair spread in the wind they made; 
That lady and that golden king 
Could like a brace of blackbirds sing.2 

( vv. 21 -25) 

His system looks at history stretching into the far past 

and the future, gives full value to civilization and tra

dition, and yet contemplates the destruction of both with

out loss of faith in the creative energy of the spirit 

that has built and will build again. All is harmonized 

by means of symbolism into the intricate pattern of a 

1w. B. Yeats, A Vision (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1956), pp. 270-271. In subsequent footnotes this 
work will be referred to as A Vision. 

211 Under the Round Tower," Collected Poems, p. 135. 
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cosmic dance, at once a unity and a multiplicity. In the 

second book of A Vision, "The Completed Symbol," he explains 

the symbolism: 

The Faculties are man's voluntary and acquired powers and 
their objects; the Principles are the innate gro·Qlld of the 
Faculties, and must act upon one another in the same way 
•••• The whole system is founded upon the belief that 
the ultimate reality, symbolized as the Sphere, falls in 
human consciousness, ••• into a series of antimonies. 
The Principles are the Faculties transferred, as it were, 
from a concave to a convex mirror or vice versa. They 
are Husk, Passionate Body, Spirit,and Celestial Botz· 
Spirit and Celestial Body are mind and its object the 
Divine ideas in their unity), while Husk and Passionate 
Body, which correspond to Will and Mask, are sense (im
pulse, images; hearing, seeing, etc., images that we 
a s sociate with ourselves--the ear, the eye, etc.) and the 
objects of sense. Husk is symbolically the human body. 
The Principles of their conflict reveal reality but create 
nothing. They find their unity in the1Celestial Body. 
The Faculties find theirs in the Mask. 

His system allowed Yeats to see the world as a 

great drama, predictable in its larger aspects, but in a 

pattern which allowed for both complexity of experience 

and the apparent contradictions of experience. The 

system demanded a continually repeated victory over the 

contradictory, whereby the contradictory is recognized 

and1 consequently, resolved. Yeats'finest poems not only 

state this thesis but embody such a structure, and hi s 

increasing boldness in the use of the contradictory and 

the discordant in his own poetry springs directly from 

1A Vision, pp. 187-188. 
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his preoccupation with antithesis. "Lapis Lazuli," one 

of his last poems, best exemplifies that great drama: 

All perform their tragic play, 
There struts Hamlet, there is Lear, 
That's Ophelia, that Cordelia; 
Yet they, should the last scene be there, 
The great stage curtain about to drop, 
If worthy their prominent part in the play, 
Do not break up their lines to weep. 
They know that Namlet and Lear are gay; 
Gaiety transfiguring all that dread. 
All men have aimed at, found and lost; 
Black out; Heaven blazing into the head: 
Tragedy wrought to its uttermost. 
Though Hamlet rambles and Lear rages, 
And all the drop-scenes drop at once 
Upon a hundred thousand stages, 
It cannot grow by an inch or an ounce.1 

( vv. 9-24) 

The principal symbol in ! Vision is that of the 

Great Wheel which, equipped with twenty-eight spokes in 

commemoration of the lunar month, corresponds to all things. 

According to Yeats these twenty-eight spokes constitute 

the phases of the moon and represent twenty-eight basic 

types of personality, each arranged on the wheel opposite 

its Mask, that personality most different from it.2 Fur-

thermore, the Great Wheel of twenty-eight incarnations 

completed its revolution every two thousand years: 

•.. twelve such wheels or gyres constitute a single cone 
or year of some twenty-six thousand years. But these 

1Collected Poems, p. 292. 

2A Vision, p. 81. 
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twenty-six thousand years are but a norm, a convenient 
measure, much may shorten or lengthen t he whole or some 
part of the whole. All men, it is assumed, once passed 
through their year at the same place; all were at the 
moment, at the same phase, but gradually some fe ll behind, 
and s ome ran ahead, and now there i s a year that ends when 
t he life-period of the individual winds itself up , and a 
Great Year whi ch fs a norm or average struck among the 
i ndivi dual years. 

The Great Whee l als o represented the sun's annual journey : 

••• symbol of a l l history and of individual life, 
foundation of all the earliest civilizations ; and a t t he 
phases where Unity of Being became possible began perhaps 
t hose civilizations, ••• which had made a pro gressive 
conscious, intellectual lif e possible by the di scovery of 
writing •••• I .... must think all civilizations equal 
at their best ; every phas2 returns, therefore in some 
sense every civilization. 

The Great Wheel is a macrocosmic symbol whi ch 

moves perpetually. Its imaginary revol utions s ignify not 

only all the antimonies but also all the various cycli cal 

pa tterns of death and rebirth. Presumably , these cyc l es 

and antimonies can be found in every detail of life and 

be used to explain the universe: the psychological l ife of 

mankind, the whole course of human history, the movements 

of the f our seasons, and the life after death . Man, as 

seen in A Vision, explains Richard Ellman, is constantly 

turning around a wheel during a singl e lifetime, and 

1A Vision, p . 202 . 

2Ibid., pp. 205-206. 
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around a greater wheel in the course of a cycle of rein

carnations. 1 By means of a Great Wheel, one can glimpse 

visions of order, and Yeats, in assembling the components 

of that vision, accomplished a supreme creation. 

Yeats' two-thousand-year cycles began with an 

annunciation, rose to perfection, decayed, and ended in 

chaos. The first period was begun with the annunciation 

to Mary and the birth of Christ. In "Two Songs from a 

Play," the poet represents Christ's birth as a new element 

in history that was to bring about a fresh approach to 

human activity: 

I saw a staring virgin stand 
Where holy Dionysus died, 
And tear the heart out of his side, 
And lay the heart upon her hand 
And bear the beating heart away; 
And then did all the Muses sing 
Of Magnus Annus at the spring, 
As though God's death were but a play. 

Another Troy must rise and set, 
Another lineage feed the crow, 
Another Argo's painted prow 
Drive to flashier bauble yet. 
The Roman Empire stood appalled: 
It dropped the reins of peace and war 
When that fierce virgin and her Star 
Out of the fabulous darkness called.2 

(vv. 1-16) 

1Richard Ellman, The Identity of Yeats (New York: 
The Oxford University Press, 1954), p.--150. 

2Collected Poems, p. 210. 
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Our own period is at phase 23 of the second sub

cycle; the moon is rapidly rounding toward the dark, when 

the new civilization to dominate the next two thousand 

years will announce itself in "The Second Coming": 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 
The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 
Things .fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 

Surely some revelation is at hand; 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 
The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out 
When a vast image of Spiritus Mundi 
Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert 
A shape with lion body and head of man, 
A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 
Is moving its slow thighs, while all about ft 
Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds. 

(vv. 1-17) 

According to Yeats' personal theory, as expressed 

in "Four Years," the chaos which initiated the new cycle 

had its origin in the period prior to Shakespeare: "Had 

not Europe shared one mind and heart, until both mind and 

heart began to break into fragments a little before Shake

speare's birth?"2 The unity of the Middle Ages had made 

1 Collected Poems, pp. 184-185. 

2w. B. Yeats, The Autobiography of William Butler 
Yeats (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1953), p. 92. In 
subsequent footnotes this work will be referred to as Auto. 
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all men "conscious of all enfolding sympathy," whereas 

in the modern world "the distinction of classes had become 

their isolation."1 The ultimate ideal was the culture of 

Chaucer's time, where "all, artist and poet, craftsman and 

day laborer would accept a common design."2 During the 

early Renaissance, western history was at the full moon. 

Yeats' poem "Wisdom" is a commentary upon that Unity of 

Culture, when all was harmony: 

The true faith discovered was 
When painted panel, statuary, 
Glass-mosaic, window-glass, 
Amended what was told awry 
By some peasant gospeller; 
Swept the sawdust from the floor 
Of that working-carpenter. 
Miracle had its playtime where 
In damask clothed and on a seat 
Chryselephantine, cedar-boarded, 
His majestic Mother sat 
Stitching at a purple hoarded 
That he might be nobly breeched 
In starry towers of Babylon 
Noah's freshet never reached. 
King abundance got him on 
Innocence; and Wisdom He. 
That cognomen sounded best 
Considering what wild infancy 
Drove horror from his Mother's breast.3 

(vv. 1-20) 

1Ibid., p. 11 8. 

2Ibid., p . 11 9. 

3collected Poems, p. 216. 
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There was, however, a shift in Yeats' thinking 

about the feasibility of artificially recreating such a 

unified culture for the modern world. He wrote in "The 

Trembling of the Veil" of his ideas prior to 1922: "This 

much at any rate is certain--the dream of my early man

hood, that a modern nation can return to Unity of Culture 

is false." But by this time an alternate, and more modest 

ideal had suggested itself to him. He had begun to real-

ize that such a unity might be achieved only "for some 

small circle of men and women." 1 Yeats described the 

typical Renaissance man in his poem "In memory of Major 

Robert Gregory": 

What other could so well have counselled us 
In all lovely intricacies of a house 
As he that practised or that understood 
All work in metal or in wood, 
In moulded plaster or in carven stone? 
Soldier, scholar, horseman, he, 
And all he had done perfectly 
As though he had but that one trade alone. 2 

( vv. 73-80) 

From Yeats' "Trembling of the Veil," one may 

understand that what might be called the internal unity 

of the heroic personality is inevitably destroyed in the 

1 Auto • , p • 1 7 6 • 

2 Collected Poems, p. 132. 
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modern world. In this prose work, the poet expresses the 

now current idea that dissociation of mind and body is 

also a metaphor for the fragmentation of society. 1 

Yeats also admired the Irish and the Homeric Epics 

because he thought they represented a picture of the world 

in which the noble man was recognized as the natural leader 

of society in all disciplines, a society in which he is not 

forced to channel or limit his energies. Cuchulain, the 

Irish hero Yeats most admired, combined the roles of war-

rior, aristocrat, political leader, and visionary. Corinna 

Salvadori delineates modern heroic men in light of Yeats' 

analysis and finds that such a combination is no longer 

possible, in part because of the immense complexity of 

contemporary civilization. Paraphrasing Yeats, she states 

that the modern hero is forced to become a specialist--

either aristocrat or public leader or visionary- - for he 

can no longer combine these ways of life.2 

The Unity of Being which his era denied him Yeats 

attained, nevertheless, through the Mask of his idealized 

self or poetic vision, according to Morton I. Seiden, who 

1 Auto., p. 173-175. 

2corinna Salvadori, Yeats and Castiglione (Dublin: 
Allen Figgis, 1965), p. 93. 
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notes that in such poems as "Vacillation" and "Demon and 

Beast," Yeats identifies and harmonizes the fragments of 

his divided self through symbolism and direct statement. 

Seiden indicates further that certain personality traits 

which he longed to have--whether complete loneliness or 

complete self-discipline--he perhaps realized, also, 

through his art. 1 Not only is poetry the great poet's 

Mask, as Yeats consistently impresses upon his readers 

in his Autobiographies, 2 but it is the fulfillment of 

all his many conflicting desires, even when he has chosen 

to idealize, not his inner life, but the whole external 

world. Seiden states more precisely that each of Yeats' 

poems, whether about himself or his political and religious 

faith, was intended to symbolize that Unity of Being and 

that fulfillment of hope towards which he aspired.3 "Demon 

and Beast" is a good example: 

For certain minutes at the least 
That crafty demon and that loud beast 
That plague me day and night 
Ran out of my sight; 
Though I had long perned in the gyre, 
Between my hatred and desire, 

1Morton Irving Seiden, William Butler Yeats 
(Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 1962), p. 185. 
In subsequent footnotes this work will be referred to as 
}£{. B. X. 

2
P. 92. 

3w. B. x., p. 185. 
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I saw my freedom won 
And all laugh in the sun 
The glittering eyes •. 

Now that the loud beast ran 

' . 

There was no portrait in the Gallery 
But beckoned to sweet company, 
For all men's thoughts grew clear 
Being dear as mine are dear. 

Yet I am certain as can be 
That every natural victory 
Belongs to beast or demon, 
That never yet had freeman 
Right mastery of things, 
And that mere growing old, that brings 
Chilled blood, this sweetness brought. 1 

(vv. 1-40) 

The Tower (1928) and The Winding Stair (1933) 

represent the mature Yeats at his very best--a realist

symbolist-metaphysical poet with an uncanny power over 

words. In these poems are winding stairs, spinning tops, 

gyres, spirals of all kinds. Not only are they connected 

with Yeats' philosophy of history and personality, but 

they also serve as a means for resolving some of these 

contraries that had arrested him in the beginning. Life 

is a journey up a spiral staircase, he implies in "A Dia-

logue of Self and Soul": 

Mx Soul. I summon to the winding ancient stair; 
Set all your mind upon the steep ascent, 
Upon the broken, crumbling battlement, 

1 Collected Poems, pp. 183-184. 
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Upon the breathless starlit air, 
Upon the star that marks the hidden pole. 1 

(vv. 1-5) 

As one grows older one covers the ground he has travelled 

before, only higher up, he says in "Blood and the Moon": 

I declare this tower is my symbol; I declare 
This winding, ~yring, spiring treadmill of

2
a stair 

is my ancestral stair. 
(vv. 17-18) 

As one looks down the winding stair below, he measures his 

progress by the number of places where he was but no longer 

is, declares the "Soul" of the former poem: 

MY Soul. Such fullness in that quarter overflows 
And falls into the basin of the mind 
That man is stricken deaf and dumb and blind, 
For intellect no longer knows 
~ from Ought, or Knower from the ~nown-
That is to say, ascends to Heaven. 

( vv. 33-37) 

The journey is both repetitious and progressive; one goes 

both round and upward. Through symbolic images of this 

kind Yeats explores the paradoxes of time and change, of 

growth and identity, of love and age, of life and art, of 

madness and wisdom. Always for Yeats the object of desire, 

1Ibid., p. 230. 

2 Collected Poems, p. 233. 

3Ibid., p. 231. 
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the Mask, is directly opposite on the circle of the desirer, 

the Will: 

Though I had long perned in the gyre, 
Between my hatred and desire.1 

( vv. 5-6) 

Association of symbols became so habitual that the poet 

places them together even when their symbolism seems 

unimportant: 

To watch a white gull take 
A bit of bread thrown up in the air; 
Now gyring down and perning there.2 

(vv. 24-26) 

Yeats championed the individual at a time when 

scientific and economic forces tended to make him anony-

mous. In A Vision one finds the most minute and interest -

ing psychographs of such people as Lady Gregory, Dante , 

Synge, Shakespeare, and Shelley, all of which show his 

sensitivity to the subtleties of human personality. These 

people, or their counterparts, provided the poet with a 

personal vision of life, and from them issued the great 

"gesture" of act or vision or work of art, the sign of 

that human completeness which John Butler Yeats called 

"personality." Through personal appearance, historical 

association, act or gesture, his friends and associations 

became, if only for a moment, epiphanies of truth beyond 

1Ibid., p. 183. 

2Ibid., p. 189. 
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the limits of accident. Such were Robert Gregory's l onely 

death: "What made us dream that he could comb grey hair": 1 

Constance Markiewicz's part in the Irish struggle for in-

dependence, for she "drags out lonely years conspiring 

among the ignorant";2 Lady Gregory's regal dignity reflected 

in the great ormolu table at the Abbey Theatre--"Augusta 

Gregory seated at her great ormolu table, her eightieth 

winter approaching."3 

Through fusion of what Yeats called "mamorean 

stillness" with "turbulent energy," Yeats gave these epi

phanies permanence of pattern. In "Discoveries" Yeats 

wrote that: 

The end of art is . .•• ecstasy awakened by ••• an ever
changing mind of what is permanent in the world • • . 
arousing • • • the very delicate and fastidious mood 
habitual ••• ~hen ..• seeking those permanent and re
curring things. 

Donald Stauffer employs the expression "lyrical stasis" 

1"In Memory of Major Robert Gregory," Collected 
Poems, p. 133. 

2"In Memory of Eva Gore -- Booth and Constance 
Markiewicz," Collected Poems, p. 229. 

3"Beautiful Lofty 1iings," ibid., p. 300, vv. 7-8. 

4 W. B. Yeats, "Discoveries," The Cutting of An 
Agate (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1912), p. 96. 
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in describing this fusion of picture and gesture.1 In A 

Portrait of the Artist as £Young Man, James Joyce refers 

to the same concept as the "luminous silent stasis of 

esthetic pleasure ••• the enchantment of the heart."2 

Yeats' "Lapis Lazuli" presents such an image: 

Two Chinamen, behind them a third. 
Are carved in lapis lazuli, 
Over them flies a long-legged bird. 
A figure of longevity; 
The third, doubtless a serving-man, 
Carries a musical instrument. 

Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay.3 
( vv. 38-56) 

In "A Bronze Head" Yeats attempts to explore the possibly 

superhuman qualities of Maude Gonne, at whose bronze head 

Yeats is apparently gazing while he stands at the entrance 

to the museum. While the circle of the bird's eye opposite 

him dominates and holds, his vislon seems to expand, ascend-

ing in ever expanding gyres of repeated imagery: 

What great tomb-hunter sweeps the distant sky 
Something may linger there though all else die; 

1Donald A. Stauffer, "The Reading of a Lyric," 
The Golden Nightingale (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1949) ' p. 62. 

2 
James Joyce, ! Portrait Qf .tha Artist ~a Young 

Man (New York: The Viking Press, 1962), p. 213. 

3collected Poems, p. 292. 
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And finds nothing to make its terror lrss 
Histeric~ Passio of its own emptiness? 

( vv. 4-7) 

In his system Yeats created a myth of an ideal man, 

an ideal society, and an ideal nation, basing his myth on 

what he considered was most solid and long-lasting in this 

world: the aristocracy and the peasantry, "the noble and 

the beggarman." 2 His reverence for aristocracy and respect 

for the peasantry may be noted in many of his poems; for 

example, "The Fisherman" exemplifies his reverence for the 

peasant: 

Although I can see him still, 
The freckled man who goes 
To a grey place on a hill 
In grey Connemara clothes 
At dawn to cast his flies 
It's long since I began 
To call up to the eyes 
This wise and simple man. 
All day I'd looked in the face 
What I had hoped 'twould be 
To write for my own race 
And the reality; 

Suddenly I began, 

Imagining a man, 

1collected Poems, p. 328. 

2
I bid. ' p. 31 8. 
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A man who does not exi st, 
A man who was but a dream; 
And cried, "Before I am old 
I shall have written him one 
Poem as cold 
And passionate as the dawn. 1 

( vv. 1 -40) 

The fisherman is Yeatd ideal man--simple and disciplined--

who achieves unity as only the noble, the peasant, and the 

artist can. In his essay "Poetry and Tradition," Yeats 

wrote: Aristocrats, country folk, and artists are the 

"three types of men who have made all beautiful things." 2 

Yeats bemoane d the passing of these things as the middle 

class expanded; he wrote to Olivia Shakespear on May 31, 

1932: 

A queer Dublin sculptor dressed like a workman and in 
filthy clothes, a man who lives in a kind of slum and has 
slum children, came the day after Lady Gregory's death 
'to pay his repects.' He walked from room to room and 
then stood where hang the mezzotints and engravings of 
those under o·r With whom • • • the Gregorys have served, 
Fox, Burke and so on, and after standing silent said 
'All the nobility on earth.' I felt he did not mean it 
for that room alone but for lost tradition. How much Qf 
my own verse has not been a repetition of those words.j 

Yeats, Synge, and Lady Gregory concurred in the opinion 

that great art must be aristocratic in spirit yet rooted 

1 Collected Poems, p. 145-146. 

2w. B. Yeats, "Poetry and Tradition," The Cutting 
of an Agate (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1912), p. 311. 

31. of w. ~.X., pp. 795-796. 
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in the life of the common people. Yeats' "The Municipal 

Gallery Revis ited'' a ptly expresses this beli ef: 

John Synge, I and Augusta Gregory, thought 
All that we did , all that we said or sang 
Must come from contact with the soil1 from that 
Contact everything Antaeus-like grew strong. 
We three alone in modern times brought 
Everything down t o that sole test agai~, 
Dream of the noble and the beggar-man. 

(vv. 42-48) 

1 
Collected Poems, p. 318. 



CHAPTER II 

HERITAGE 

William Butler Yeats' entire life, theory, and 

works sprang from the Anglo-Irish "Ascendency" to which 

he belonged, and the decline of its grandeur represented 

to him the extinction of a noble breed which he called 

"the last romantics." This lineage implied the posses

sion of an innate quality manifested in a way of life. 

In "Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931 ," the poet mourns the 

progressive deterioration of this tradition to which he 

and all past great ones belong: 

We were the last romantics--chose for theme 
Traditional sanctity and loveliness; 
Whatever's written in what poet's name 
The book of the people; whatever most can bless 
The mind of man or elevate a rhyme; 
But all is changed, that high horse riderless, 
Though mounted in that saddle Homer rode 
Where the swan drifts upon a darkening flood.1 

(vv. 41-48) 

But Yeats consoled himself for the decline of gentle 

tastes with the conviction that aristocracy is a qual

ity of grandeur that transcends its accidentals. His 

1 
Collected Poems, p. 240. 
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conviction is expressed in "The Municipal Gallery Revis-

ited": 

Childless I thought, 'My children may not find here 
Deep-rooted things,' but never foresaw its end. 
And now that end has come I have not wept;

1 No fox can foul the lair the badger swept. 
( vv. 3639) 

His pride in his family's connection with the "Big House," 

which symbolized for him the eighteenth century and the 

early nineteenth century, is reflected in the earlier 

poem: 

Great rooms where travelled men and children found 
Content or joy; a last inheritor 
Where none has reigned that lack2d a name and fame 
Or out of folly into f olly came. 

( vv. 29-32) 

Even in his old age, the image of a shattered but great 

culture seems to have haunted the poet, for upon it he 

built the most poignant of all his plays, Purgatory. 

His awareness of aristocratic but antithetical 

qualities of paternal-maternal ancestry and Anglo-Irish 

heritage made significant contributions to the final 

aesthetic of the prize-winning poet. Many of the contra-

dictiomin William Butler Yeats that puzzle his commen-

tators may be explained by the paradoxical qualities of 

his lineage. His life, his theories, and his poetry show 

1Collected Poems, p. 317. 

2Ibid., p. 239. 
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that his family's belonging, on both sides, to the "Ascend

ency" was one of the most important shaping influences in 

his search for an ideal. Emerging from the poet's Autobi-

ographies is his awareness of his own unusual personality 

and the antithetical personalities of relatives who sur-

rounded him. It seems that his active mind delighted in 

observing the remarkable contrasts among his various 

relations. While the Yeatses could boast of a background 

of men of professions, integrity, and tact, the Middletons 

were equally proud of their legendarily colorful, adven

turous, ancestors. The Yeats-family legend was overflowing 

with a multitude of tales about bemedalled generals, castle 

officials, heroic patriots, connoisseurs, illegitimate 

children, and intense activists. On the other hand, Yeats 

learned of his Pollexfen relatives from informing servants 

and neighbors' memoirs or from Yeats-speculation, which 

disapprovingly considered the Pollexfens ''purse-conscious." 1 

From the Yeats "gentle-humor-and-freedom-of-expression," 

most pronounced in the poet's great-aunt Mary; from the 

Middleton "adventure-rascality"; and from the Pollexfen 

"fierce-reticence"--he was to form a self-image of inher-

ited superiority, which he claimed in A Vision to share 

1w. B. Yeats, Autobiography of William Butler Yeats 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1953), pp. 12-13. 
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with other great souls classified in his scheme of well

defined personality contrasts. 

The Yeatses' undivided interest in intellectuality 

and human personality probably laid the foundation on 

which the poet's theories would rise to form the completed 

tower of his idealized theory. This paternal ancestry was 

rooted in Yorkshire, England, but, he writes, the Yeatses' 

presence in Dublin, spanning several centuries, carried 

the prestige of an "established family." Although their 

aristocratic forebears belonged, at one time, to the 

wealthy class, their marked disregard of material pursuits 

resulted in a diminished social status and a shrinking 

household purse, while their avid delight in the birth of 

ideas and the development of the humanities proved by con-

trast the greater durability of spiritual enrichments. 

They became Ireland's "first fami ly" of literature. Yeats 

gives evidence in "Reveries Over Childhood and Youth" not 

only of their preference for intellectuality, but also 

their psyche of integrity and generosity which gave "credit 

where credit is due": "It was a Yeats who spoke the only 

eulogy that turns my head: 'We have ideas and no passions, 

but by a marriage with a Pollexfen we have given a tongue 

to the sea cliffs'." 1 The poet's analysis of family seems 

1Auto., p. 14. 
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to bespeak an uncommon interest in human personality, an 

interest that was to be released later in an uncommon 

utterance of an uncommon man. 

The Pollexfens furnished many contributing elements 

of Yeats' literary treasury of delineated characters and 

peculiarities of folklore as well as another tribute to 

aristocracy. Yeats' account of them describes an unusual 

family, having origins in Cornwall, England, which also 

became "established" after many years in Ireland. Yeats 

wrote of spending a great deal of time with his family 

who, in spite of their rather taciturn temperament, gave 

evidence of a deep affection for him.. Early in "Reveries," 

he notes contradictions within their personalities, the 

intriguing theme with which he was obsessed.1 Although 

the Pollexfens were given to the observance of ceremony, 

a quality retained from their noble lineage, Cecil Day 

Lewis notes that they were also unpredictable and some

times behaved impetuously and unconventionally.2 In 

detail, Yeats narrates the fascinating peculiarities of 

this fanatic-ridden family that spent all its energies on 

1Ibid., pp. 5-7. 

2cecil Day Lewis, "A Note on "W. B. Yeats and the 
Aristocratic Tradition," William Butler Yeats: Essays in 
Tribute, ed. Stephen Gwynn (New York: Kennikat Press, 
1965), p .. 168. 
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making a fortune: one kept a hatchet at his bedside for 

burglars; one allegedly cured horses by conjuring; another 

sailed the distant seas; his "astrologer-and-mystic-minded" 

uncle George, was patron of the races; George's younger 

brother, Alfred, had been expelled from school for taking 

a crowbar to a bully. 1 All such aspects of the young man's 

background have, it seems, recognizable implications in 

the works of the mature poet. A case in point is his grand-

father, William Pollexfen, the owner of many merchant 

vessels, a fierce-looking old man with the eye of the 

"Ancient Mariner." Yeats says that it was this personal-

ity, conjured from childhood memories of alternating terror 

and fascination, which he took in his works as the model 

of his Lear-like, passionate old men. Note, for example, 

the regal man in "The Two Kings": 

Among the ivy-covered rock, 
As on the blue light of a sword, a man 
Who had unnatural majesty, and eyes 
Like the eyes of ~orne great kite scouring the woods, 
Stood on my path. 

( vv . 1 50-1 54 ) 

The Middletons, another branch of the poet's 

maternal ancestry, were simple folk of the soil. Their 

1 Auto., pp. 6-8 

2 Collected Poems, p. 435. 
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lack of ceremony and of graceful pretext would seemingly 

presuppose freedom of friendship with the nearby dwellers 

of sailors' shanties and homely huts. Yeats may have 

created his aesthetic of profound simplicity reflected in 

his later poetry from the best observable qualities of 

both noble and peasant, the latter having been encountered 

in the Middletons, who reflected the peasant's straight

forward simplicity and enriched his collection of folklore. 

The poet credits to these honest, unsophisticated relatives 

his own interest in the lore of the l and: fairies, heroic 

myths, spirits, and superstiti ons. He records that these 

psychic relations used to listen for the dead smuggler's 

raps on the window shutters, raps whi ch set all the dogs 

of the neighborhood barking; that a sailor's futile search 

for a buried treasure in their garden, the result of a 

recurring dream, prompted a Middleton's ominous remark 

that his own good fortune was guarded by a spirit resem

bling a flatiron. 1 It was probably Yeats' admiration of 

their qualities which led to his theory that a poet must 

write of sublime ideals in the language of simple people-

a theory which he felt he shared with Homer--the "dream 

of the noble and the beggarman." 2 It seems that the poet 

1 Auto., pp. 7-10. 

2collected Poems, p. 118. 
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was uniquely sensitive to all that is golden in the extrem

ities of height and depth in society; that he fused them 

into a single l ustr ous star and flung them into the orbi t 

of his l" t erary genius . 

Because of the poet's preoccupation with character 

analysis, it was natural that he would begin by returning 

to thos e neares t f or scrutiny. Probably he perceived in 

his parents an antithesis of disposition, descent, and 

interests. While Mrs. Yeats was inadequate in many ways, 

her husband was the epitome of independence and vigorous 

ambition: she was silent, he was loquacious; she was 

mercenary, he was philosophic; she was domestic, he was 

artistic; she was superstitious, he was pragmatic. Evi

dence of these qualities may be seen in whatever the poet 

writes of each parent in "Reveries Over Childhood and 

Youth." 

Although Yeats' mother was overshadowed by a more 

dominant family element , she made defi nite contributions 

to both the content and theory of the poet's works. His 

mother, who not only had descended from the Middletons 

on her mother's side, but reflected also their humble 

heritage, blends with and soon vanishes into the Sligo 

background. She was a woman of silence, perhaps because 

of her Pollexfen heritage, perhaps in acknowledgement of 
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her husband's impressive extraction, or because of both; 

and one imagines that her pleasures were in domestic 

events and family service. Yeats said that she had great 

depth of feeling, that he thought her sense of personality, 

her desire for any life of her own had disappeared in her 

care for her family and in anxiety for money. He recalls 

that it was not unusual, however, for her to relate ghost 

stories while sipping a cup of tea. These stories of the 

fishing people of Howth and Rosses Point were her only 

manifested interests outside her home, 1 according to her 

son, who recorded them in his story, "Village Ghosts." 2 

Later, in a symbol of his "ideal self," one may see the 

"fisherman" of these tales: 

Although I can see him still, 
The freckled man who goes 
To a grey place on a hill 
In grey Connemara clothes 
At dawn to cast his flies, 
It's long since I began 
To call up to the eyes 
This wise and simple man.3 

(vv. 1-8) 

1 
Auto., p. 37. 

2w. B. Yeats, "Village Ghosts," The Celtic Twi
light (New York: The New American Library of World Litera
ture , Inc • , 1 9 6 2 ) , p . 40 • 

3"The Fisherman," Collected Poems, pp. 145-146. 
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According to all accounts, the poet's artist

father--John Butler Yeats--was an energizing force in the 

fruition of the poet's genius and the development of his 

theory of "personality." It is highly probable that the 

elder Yeats expounded and elaborated his own views of 

'!'personality" to his impressionable son, who seems to have 

assimilated his father's preference of "personality" (taken 

as the imaginary self) to "character" (taken as the con

scious or conventional self). From a letter written in 

1912 to his friend Susan Mitchell, one discovers that by 

"personality" J. B. Yeats meant a man brought into unity 

of mood, not a static unity--his definition of character-

but alive and "glowing like a star." In the same letter 

the term "personality" acquired a strange aura, when he 

added: 

Personality is neither right or wrong--for it is divine-
it transcends intellect and morality, and while it keeps 
to being pure personality we love it for it is one with 
our very selves, and with the all pervasive Divine •••. 
Poetry is divine because it is the votce of personality-
this poor captive, caged behind bars. 

One can imagine the sensitive, compulsive father repeatedly 

urging his exceptional son to release the "voice of person-

ality" from its captivity; this voice was to find freedom 

1J. B. Yeats, Letters to His Son and Others, 
1869-}922, ed. Joseph Hone (New York: E. P. Dutton and 
Company, 1946), p. 150. In subsequent footnotes this 
work will be referred to as J. ~. Y. Letters. 
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years later in the practical application of the poet's 

personal theory, where the father's words are echoed. In 

Plays and Controversies, published in 1923, the poet states, 

II If • art does not seem to be the creation of a new per-

sonality, in a few years it will not seem to be alive at 

all." 1 

According to Hone, J. B. Yeats revealed that he 

was engrossed with the sifting of personality traits even 

as a young boy and that he attributed his schoolboy friend-

ship with George Pollexfen, whose sister he later married, 

to his recognition of the antithesis of personality. George 

Pollexfen was the son of a shipowner and miller from the 

town of Sligo; he was steeped in the drive for material 

gain, and although his philosophy seemed an unlikely com

plement to Yeats' world of psyche, the artist was attracted. 

Joseph Hone quoted the following from the unpublished 

memoirs of J. B. Yeats: 

George Pollexfen was melancholy as a boy and as a man. I 
think it was his melancholy that attracted me, who am a 
cheerful and perennially hopeful man. It always mortifies 
me to think how cheerful I am, for I am convinced it is a 
gift I share with all Villains; it is the unmistakable 
buoyancy that enables these unf~rtunates to go on from 
disaster and remain impenitent. 

1w. B. Yeats, Plays and Controversies (London: The 
Macmillan Company, 1923), p.~. 

2
Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats (New York: The Macmillan 

Company, 1943), p. 6. In subsequent footnotes the work 
will be reffered to as ~. B. Yeats. 
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It seems more than mere coincidence then that J. B~ Yeats' 

son exhibited tremendous fascination for the anti-self or 

ideal opposite. In fact, in an effort to attain "Unity 

of Being," the poet must have linked t ogether the antithet

ical personalities of his father and Uncle George Pollexfen 

to form one of the concepts of the theore t ical, fulfilled 

human beings of his sun-and-moon-phase system. "Ego Domi

nus Tuus" echoes the poet's search for harmony through 

complement: 

Ille. By the help of an image 
---I-call t o my own opposite, summon all 

That I have handled least, least looked upon. 

Hie. 
--xnd I would find myself and not an image.1 

( vv. 8-11 ) 

The aforementioned concept of personality-in-

balance through the smooth blend of antithesis may have 

given birth also to the poet's symbolic "dancing girl •. " 

Joseph Hone culled from J. B. Yeats' unpublished memoirs 

the latter's theory of plenary personality: "._ • • con-

science at peace yet vigilant; spiritual and sensual 

desires at one; all of them in intense movement."2 This 

1 Collected Poems, p. 157. 

2·w. B._ Yeats , p • 1 o • 



theory seems to suggest the poet's dancing girl who at 

once moves and stands still in "The Double Vision of 

Michael Robartes." The dancer becomes Yeats' most impor-

tant symbol for "Unity of Being"; she balances like "a 

spinning top" between impersonal love and impersonal 

intellect: 

So she had outdanced thought. 
Body perfection brought. 

For what but eye and ear silence the mind 
With the minute particulars of mankind? 
Mind moved yet seemed to stop 
As 'twere a spinning-top.1 

( vv. 31 -40) 

It is impossible to overemphasize the father's 

influence upon his son, for it appears that the poet was 

thoroughly molded by the painter's thinking, especially 

about religion.2 In "Reveries Over Childhood and Youth," 

the poet reveals that the embryonic seeds of orthodox 

religion were aborted in him by the Darwinian controversy, 

by Tyndall and Huxley , and by the skeptical ideas his 

father had unceasingly propounded. It seems that the 

artist consistently indoctrinated his dreamy, self-centered 

son with an atheistic theory that satisfied the independence 

1 Collected Poems, pp. 168-169. 

2Auto., p. 14. 
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of the extrovert father. 1 That J. B. Yeats became alarmed 

when he heard of his son ' s experiments in mysticism, spirit

ualism, and magic was a matter of course. In order to 

fulfill a need for reli gi on which his father lacked, the 

poet explored pre-Christian religions and occultism. 2 The 

poet's interest in transcendental phenomena probably led to 

his growing belief in symbols and to his view of material 

phenomena as a dramatization of eternal truth. 

But in order to appreciate fully the poet's com

pleted aesthetic, it may be useful to examine a few of the 

principles his domineering and articulate father passed on 

to his son as fundamental to the man of art. The poet con

sidered all of these principles, rejected s ome, modified 

others, and incorporated a few in his poetry. J ~ B. Yeats 

maintained strong convicti ons about the correlation between 

friendship and true art, and perceiving that the artist's 

subject matter is inextricably knotted with his life, he 

theorized that the greatest artist is a man passionately 

devoted to his friends. Writing to his son in July, 1906, 

J. B. Yeats made this appraisal of Shakespeare: " •• 

1 Ibid., pp. 1 5-16. 

2 
Auto., p. 55. 

• as 
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Colum once said to me, Shakespeare knew that self-love 

made a man solitary. The few glimpses we get show Shake-

speare to have been very loveable and fond of his friends," 

and then underlining, he added the words, "he couldn't 

have been otherwise. How else could he have written his 

dramas?" 1 On another occasion he wrote: "There is a lot 

of love and friendship in Bernard Shaw ••• and that is 

the part of his plays which we like and which we remember."2 

Perhaps the apocryphal proportions of the son's friends 

reflected in his poetry had origins in the elder Yeats' 

observations. For the following excerpt taken from "The 

Municipal Gallery Revisited" shows that the son was equally 

convinced of the importance of friendship: 

You that would judge me, do not judge alone 
This book or tha t , come to this hallowed place 
Where my friends', portraits hang and look thereon; 
Ireland's history in their lineaments trace; 
Think where man's glory most begins and ~nds, 
And say my glory was I had such friends.j 

( vv. 51-57) 

Another case in point is W. B. Yeats' allusion to the same 

theme i n his diary, where he wrote, "Friendship is all the 

1Ibid., p. 98. 
2 J. B. Y. Letters, p. 95. 
3collected Poems, p. 318. 
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house I have." 1 One can note also a delicate sensitivity 

in the thought extracted from the poem nin Memory of Major 

Robert Gregory": 

Always we'd have the new friend meet the old 
And we were hurt if either friend seemed cold.2 

In J. B. Yeats' opinion, contact with reality in 

its most virginal expression as found among rustics, com-

bined with uncompromising, heroic virtue of nobility, was 

essential to the artist's integrity. He wrote to his son: 

A gentleman is such, simply because he has not the doctrine 
of getting on and the habit of it. For this reason a poor 
peasant, and true artist are gentlemen, but people talk as 
if the doctrine of getting on was greater than all the law 
and the prophets.3 

The poet seems to have tested the father's theory and 

developed a similar idea. It is seen in his poems prais

ing the virtues of aristocratic and peasant life in "At 

Galway Races," nTo a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second 

Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gallery if it Were 

Proved the People vJanted Pictures," and finally asserted 

in nThe Municipal Gallery Revisited," where Yeats attri-

1 
Auto., p. 290. 

2 Collected Poems, p. 130. 

3J. B. Y. Letters, p. 109. 



butes the work of John Svnge, Augusta Gregory, and himself 

to contact with the soil: 

We three alone in modern times had brought 
Everything down to that sole test agai~, 
Dream of the noble and the beggar-man. 

(vv. 46-48) 

The father believed that the birth of excellence 

depended upon patience stripped of efficiency. He had 

apparently revolted against technological-tainted human 

relations gaining ascendency in his lifetime. In a letter 

to his son in March, 1913, he denounced efficiency as de-

structive to good manners, and associated goodconversation 

with graciousness. The intensity required for highest 

achievement, he said, must be devoid of the drive of ner

vous energy~2 In "Adam's Curse" the poet-son echoed his 

father with one of his own basic doctrines, that poetry 

must seem casual, though created with intense patience: 

I said: 'A line will take hours maybe; 
Yet if it does not seem a moment's thought 
Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.3 

(vv. 4-6) 

J. B. Yeats urged his son to investigate dramatic 

poetry as the best in literary form because it was a direct 

1Collected Poems, p. 318. 
2
J. B. Y. Letters, p. 157. 

3Collected Poems, p. 78. 
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expression of intense moments of real life. According to 

the poet, his father preferred dramatic poetry because it 

was not r i dden with beliefs and mere speculation, but was 

a pure expression of reality. Yeats recalls that the 

painter persistently prodded him to action, stating that 

poets were not comtemplatives but men who loved action . 1 

At other times, J. B. Yeats insisted that the poet is the 

antithesis of the man of action. 2 In May, 1908, he wrote 

to his son the following: ~ The true poet is a solitary, 

as is man in his great moments. Shakespeare is so even 

when he writes his plays."3 J. B. Yeats read aloud to 

his adolescent son the most passionate poems or scenes 

from plays such as the one where Coriolanus answers the 

impudent servants of Aufidius. Yeats said that his father 

had no use for a lyric passage unless he felt the presence 

of an actual man behind its elaboration of beauty.4 Per-

haps these opposed statements foreshadow the poet's adoption 

1 
Auto., p. 62. 

2 J. B. Y. Letters, p. 187. 

3Ibid., p. 193. 

4 Auto., p. 40. 
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of the "Mask" in order to blend "marmorean stillness" with 

"turbulent intensity" in his ultimate dream of "Unity of 

Being." An example of one of his "Mask" poems is "A Drunken 

Man's Praise of Sobriety": 

Come swish around my pretty punk, 
And keep me dancing still 
That I may stay a sober mfn 
Although I drink my fill. 

(vv. 1-4) 

"The Statues" gives voice to his "marmorean stillness": 

Pythagoras planned it. Why did the people stare? 
His numbers, though they moved or seemed to move 
In marble or in bronze, lacked character.2 

( vv. 1-3) 

There is no doubt that J. B. Yeats gave unceasing 

attention to his son's education and provided abundant 

opportunities for increasing the knowledge and experiences 

which would shape the mature poet. From his earliest mem

ories Yeats recalls that his father aroused and fostered 

the s on's interest in literature by reading to him narra-

tive verse and prose, and that as soon as the boy's matur-

ity would permit, he ceased providing entertainment with 

the story and broached styleinstead. The elder Yeats' 

analyses revealed that the painter possessed a profound 

appreciation of aesthetic expression, and the poet's 

1Collected Poems, p. 310. 

2Ibid., p. 322. 
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accounts contain some of these insights. The father and 

son had many opportunities for such study in their train 

trips to and from Dublin, where young William went to 

school and his father had a studio. The poet cites such 

writers as Shakespeare, Shelley, Rosse :tti .~, and Blake as 

donors of the treasures excavated by father and son. The 

poet reveals that his father denounced the Victorian poetry 

of ideas as well as the formalism of Raphael, "that calm 

which is not an ordered passion but an hypocrisy," and 

attacked Raphael's life for its love of pleasure and self

indulgence; consequently, it was natural that he would 

rally to the uneo-pre-Raphaelites," who shunned academic 

form. Yeats' early literary efforts, clumsy imitations 

of Spenser and Shelley with "fantastic and incoherent 

plots," 1 were undauntingly encouraged by the elder Yeats, 

who took him regularly to visit a wide circle of friends 

who included some of the best minds of the day. 2 

Yeats' letters reveal the important position his 

father maintained in his esteem throughout his life, for 

they are preoccupied with his father. 

1 Auto • , p • 40 . 

2Ibid., p. 103. 

In a letter writ-
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ten in February, 1910, the poet readily acknowledges his 

father's influence: 

In the process of writing my third lecture I found it led 
up t o thethought of your letter which I am going to quote 
at the end. It has made me realize with some surprise how 
fully my philosophy of life . has been inhrrited from you 
in all but its details and applications. 

In May, 1889, the poet wrote to Lady Gregory, showing the 

importance of his father's opinions: "My father is delighted 

with my second article on Shakespeare. He has just written 

to say that it is "the best article he has ever read." 2 

In June, 1918, after his father had gone to America, the 

poet wrote to him: 

My dear Father, I have never written to you about your play. 
You chose a very difficult subject and the most difficult 
of all forms. You are a most accomplished critic, and I 
believe your autobi~graphy will be very good, and this is 
enough for one man. 

In spite of the fact that the poet showed little public 

affection for his father (who complained to his daughter 

Lilly, "I wish Willie ••• did not sometimes treat me 

as if I was a black beetle"), their debates over the 

artist's function shaped the son's mind and gave precision 

1 The Letters of~. ~. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1955), p. 549. 

2Ibid., p. 352. 

3Ibid., p. 949. 



to his ideas. As late as 1921, self-exiled in New York, 

an old man of eighty-two, Yeats' father was still trying 

to shape the career of his admiring but recalcitrant 

"Willie": 

·when is your poetry at its best? I challenge all critics 
if it is not when its wild sprit of your imagination is 
wedded to concrete fact. Had you stayed with me and not 
left me for Lady Gregory, and her friends and associations, 
you would have loved and adored concrete life for which 
as I know you have real affection. . . • The moment you 
touch however lightly on concrete fact, h?w alert you are! 
and how attentive we ·your readers become! 

The day after his father's death, Yeats wrote to one of 

his sisters, Lilly: 

It is possible that things have happened in the best way • 
• . . He wrote to me but a little while ago, saying he 
felt in such good health, and his mind had lost nothing 
of its vigour. I had a letter two or three weeks ago, 
that was among the best he ever wrote •.•• He has died 
as the antarctic explorers died, in the midst of his work 
and the middle of his thought, convinced that he was 
about to paint as never before.2 

To Olivia Shakespear, on February 17, 1922, Yeats expressed 

his deep sense of loss: 

My father died in his sleep and his last words were .•. 
"Remember you have promised me a sitting in the morning." 
A good death I think ••.• I find it hard to realize my 
father's death, he has so long been a mind tQ me, that 
mind seems to me still thinking and writing.j 

1J. B. X. Letters, p. 280. 

2L. of W. B. X., p. 676. 

3Ibid., p. 677. 
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The poet's theory of "personal utterance" may be 

understood also in the light of history, for his theory 

seemed to develop side by side with the rapid social 

changes of the times. What was happening in Europe during 

Yeats' career must have contributed to the minute details 

of the structure and texture of his poetry. He was born 

at the height of the Victorian period, became a writer 

and poet during the Nineties, lived through the first 

World War, arrived at his true mastery and power during 

the Post-War years, and died at the outbreak of World 

War II. Delmore Schwartz, in a tribute to Yeats written 

after the poet's death, graphically paralleled the gen-

eral shift in music and art from romantic vagueness to 

classical lucidity with the writer's change in his poetry. 1 

Perhaps one may understand this comparison by comparing 

specifically the changes in painting from Rossetti to 

Picasso, the changes in music from Debussy to Stravinsky, 

and the changes in Yeats' poetry from the romantic ideal 

expressed in ''The Rose of the World" ( 1893): 

Who dreamed that beauty passes like a dream? 
For these red lips, with all their mournful pride, 

1 Delmore Schwartz, "An Unwritten Book," The 
Southern Review, VII, 3 (Winter, 1942), 475. 
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Mournful that no new wonder may betide, 
Troy passed away in one htgh funeral gleam 
And Usna's children died. 

( vv. 1-5) 

to the classical ideal exemplified in "Among School 

Children" ( 1928): 

I walk through the long schoolroom questioning; 
A kind old nun in a white hood replies; 
The children learn to cipher and to sing, 
To study reading-books and history, 
To cut and sew, be neat in everything 
In the best modern way--the children's eyes 
In momentary wonder stare upon 
A sixty-year-old smiling public man. 

II 
I dream of a Ledaean body, bent 
Above a sinking fire, a tale that she 
Told of a harsh reproof, or trivial event 
That changed some childish day to tragedy-
Told, and it seemed that our two natures blent 
Into a sphere from youthful sympathy, 
Or else, to alter Plato's parable, 
Into the yolk and white of the one shell.2 

(vv. 1-16) 

The Poet himself confessed to George Russell ("A. E.") 

in May, 1903: 

I think I mistook for a permanent phase of the world what 
was only a preparation. The close of the last century was 
full of strange desire to get out of form, to get to 
some kind of disembodied beauty, and now it seems to me 
the contrary impulse has come. I feel about me and in 
me an impulse to create form, to carry the realization of 
beauty as far as possible.3 

1 Poems, 36. Collected p. 

2Ibid., p. 212. 

3L. of w. B. x..' p. 402. 
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He relates in his autobiography that when he was 

nine years old his father took him to London, where they 

lodged with an old couple and a group of landscape painters 

at Burnham Beeches. His father chose the Godolphin School 

at Hammersmith for his son's first formal education, and 

it may be seen in the Autobiographies that the realities 

of school life had an agonizing effect on the young man, 

for he was bullied by his classmates and soon became 

acutely aware of the loss of social postion experienced 

by an Irish schoolboy at an English school. It was at 

this school, he writes, that he had to cope with two new 

aspects of living--companionship and enmity, both contrib

uting to his sense of being an unusual person. 1 His main 

defense was to assume that he was different from his com-

panions because of superiority: 

I have climbed to the top of a tree by the edge of a play
ing field and am looking at my school fellows and am as 
proud as a March cock when it crows for its first sunrise. 
I am saying to myself 'If when I grow up, I am as clever 
among grownup men as I am among these boys I shall be a 
famous ma~ •••• I remind myself that I am an artist's 
son and must take some work as the whole end of life and 
not think as th~ others do of becoming well off and liv
ing pleasantly. 

1Auto., pp. 21-24. 

2Ibid., p. 25. 



47 

In 1880, father and son returned to Ireland and 

settled in Howth, County Dublin; during the following Sep

tember the boy was enrolled in Erasmus High School, Harcourt 

Street, Dublin. Hone relates that here the neophyte poet 

suffered under Mr. Wilkins, the headmaster, who wrote 

pretentious verse himself, and used to poke fun at Yeats' 

imitations of Spenser, with the result that however the 

youth was laughed at by his school companions, the trial 

merely strengthened the hard core in the poet's nature. 1 

On completing his secondary education, Yeats attended the 

Arts schools in Kildare Street, where his father was his 

part-time teacher and where he met George Russell, the 

poet and mystic, and another unusual student who used to 

come to school with a daisy-chain around his neck. The 

Autobiographies reveal that the poet longed for order, 

for true art and poetry; and he returned again and again 

to the National Gallery to gaze for inspiration at Turner's 

"Golden Bough." 2 

1 
W. B Y t 33 _. ea s, p. • 



CHAPTER III 

ENVIRONS AND SOCIETY 

General vacations in Sligo furnished Yeats with a 

backdrop of geographical beauty and a store of legends and 

myths he was to incorporate in his poetry. In "Toward 

Break of Day" Yeats wrote, for example: 

There is a waterfall 
Upon Ben Bulben side 
That all my childhood counted dear; 
Were I to travel far and wide 
I could not find a thing so dear.1 

. ( vv. 5-8) 

He relates that he looked upon Sligo, not Dublin, as his 

spiritual home, though he went there only during the 

summer vacations~ Near Sligo lived the entire clan of 

Yeatses, Pollexfens, and Middletons.2 This is a region 

where legends were and still are as exuberant, hardy, 

and tenacious as brambles; where on the one hand stood 

the half-mythical figures of his ancestors, and on the 

other, the indigenous sprites of the countryside which 

1w. B. Yeats, The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1965), p.--182. 

2w. B. Yeats, The Autobiography of William Butler 
Yeats (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1953), p. 122. 
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one may hear of to this day--Sidhe, Bansidhe, Celtic heroes, 

and teeming ghosts. In "The Cold Heavenn the poet cries 

out: 

Suddenly I say the cold and rock-delighting heaven 
That seemed as though ice burned and was but the more ice, 
And thereupon imagination and heart were driven 
So wild that every casual thought of that and this 
Vanished , and left but memories, that should be out of season 
With the hot blood of youth, of love crossed long ago; 
And I took all the blame out of all sense of reason, 
Until I cried and trembled and r ocked to and fro, 
Riddled with light. Ah! when the ghost begins to quicken, 
Confusion of the death-bed over, it is sent 
Out naked on the roads, as the books say, and1stricken 
By the injustice of the skies for punishment? 

(vv. 1-12) 

Sligo is guarded by two mountains--Benbulben and 

Knocknerea. The former looms like a threat over Sligo 

t own, and according t o legend, it was there the long odys

sey of the hunted lovers, Diarmuid and Graine, drew to its 

ill-fated end in the battle between a doomed hero and an 

invincible beast. On the other mountain the legendary 

warrior Cuchulain slew his unknown son, and raving, f ought 

the great sea around its shore. Cuchulain's arch-enemy, 

the tempestuous Queen Maeve, is said t o lie in the ancient 

1 
Collected Poems , p. 122. 
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burial mound on its summit. In "Cuchulain's Fight with 

the Sea" one observes the father's tragic encounter with 

his unknown son: 

Again the fighting sped, 
But now the war-rage in Cuchulain woke, 
And through the new blade's guard the old blade broke 
And pierced him. 

'Speak before your bfeath is done.' 
'Cuchulain I, mighty Cuchulain's son., , 

( vv. 63-67) 

W. B. Yeats captures a storm on the summit in 

"Red Hanrahan's Song About Ireland": 

The wind has bundled up the clouds high over Knocknarea, 
And thrown the thunder on the stones for all that Mae~e 

can say. 
( vv. 6-7) 

The poet gathered such stories from the country people 

and used them, adding verses and stories of his own to 

the existing pattern of legend, lining all with the land-

marks of Sligo, as in "The Valley of the Black Pig": 

The dews drop slowly and dreams gather; unknown s pears 
Suddenly hurtle before my dream awakened ~yes, 
And then the clash of fallen horsemen and the c3ies 
Of unknown perishing armies beat about my ears. 

( vv. 1 -4) 

1 Ibid., p. 35. 

2Ibid., p. 79. 

3Ibid., p. 63. 
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Ludnagall provided inspiration for "Steep Place of the 

Strangers"; Glengar and its waterfall supplied background 

for ''The Stolen Child"; Castle Dargan set the atmosphere 

for the tragedy of Purgatory; Lough Gill and its islands 

gave birth to his best-known poem, "The Lake Isle of Innis-

free." In a letter to Katharine Tynan, dated December, 

1888, the poet writes concerning this poem: 

Here are two verses I made the other day: There is a beau
tiful island of Innisfree in Lough Gill, Sligo. A little 
rocky island with a legended past. In my story, I make one 
of the characters whenever he is in trouble to go away and 
live alone on that island--an old daydream of my own. 
Thinking over his feelings I made these verses about them. 1 

Yeats' first version of the poem closely parallels this 

comment: 

I will arise and go now to the Island of Innisfree 
And live in a dwelling of wattles, of woven wattles and 

woodwork made. 
Nine bean-rows will I have there, a yellow hive for the 

honey~bee 
And this old care shall fade. 2 

(vv. 1-4) 

Besides the themes which echo through much of his 

poetry--romantic images of dew and mist and lapping water; 

the pagan symbols of thorn and stone, swept by bitter winds; 

1The Letters of N. ~. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1955), p. 99. 

2L of _1.r. B Y 100 
vv -· -· ' p. • 
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the epic figures--Sligo offered the poet treasured associ-

ations with his uncle, George Pollexfen, as one may 

observe in many letters. From his uncle's home, Yeats 

wrote to John O'Leary: 

I have almost finished my introduction to the volume of 
'Irish Adventures.~ I really think this is well nigh all 
the news I have barring various incantations and invoca
tions of the fairies at their srcret spots, but these 
things are hardly in your line. 

From the same locality Yeats wrote to Edward Garnett in 

October, 1892: 

Why have you not sung out? I was very triumphantly 
successful in an invocation of the Fairies at a noted 
locality of theirs two days ago. My uncle and cousin 
both got into deep trances, the first very slightly and 
the second very deeply and all kinds of queer figures 
seen. You I think have see~ the symbols worked and so 
may understand the methods. 

After his uncle's death he wrote to his sister Lilly on 

September 26, 1910: 

That I feel George's death very much I need not say to 
you--I knew his mind so well and for so long had so many 
activities in common with him. I shall go to Sligo 
tomorrow--I think there is a train. . . • I am glad the 
Banshees cried--it seems a fitting thing. He had one of 
those in$tinctive natures that are close to the super
natural.j 

1Ibid., p. 214. 

2Ibid. 

3L. of W. ~.X., pp. 551-552. 
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Excerpts from Yeats' collected letters express a 

great devotion to Sligo and all its legends. Once he 

wrote: "I am down at Sligo. • Have been making search 

for people to tell me fairy stories and found one or two 

The very feel of the familiar Sligo earth puts me 

in good spirits. I should like to live here always." 1 

And later, "I have many stories about the fairies, but am 

hard up for Banshee and Pooka stories and also for stories 

of the 'headless coach' type." 2 On another occasion he 

said: "I remember when we were children how intense our 

devotion was to all things in Sligo and still see in my 

mother the old feeling."3 His childhood, then, seems for

tunate insofar as it possessed both a sense of the past 

and the free delights of the present. Firmly founded 

upon and lightly balanced between the sea and the land, 

between sailors and peasants, Yea t s seems to have gath

ered from Sligo the best of the picturesque and para

doxical and woven all into a tapestry of literary art. 

1 Ibid. , p. 48. 

2Ibid., p. 78. 

3Ibid., p. 187. 
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In his Autobiographies the poet tells of his 

visits to his father's pre-Raphaelite friends--a group of 

artists who, having been influenced by the movement against 

the artificial trends of the day, wished to regain the 

spirit of simple devotion and adherence to nature. Appar-

ently, the adolescent Yeats enjoyed his encounter with 

George Wilson, Jack Nettleship, Richard le Gallienne, and 

Simeon Solomon at the North End, and detected in their 

discussions a disillusionment with Rossetti. According 

t o the poet's memoirs, his father had great praise f or 

Nettleship, who had, reflecting Blake, become a distin

guished painter of lions through mastery of morbid sym-

bolic de sign. Yeats writes of his own reaction to this 

art: 

I wrote a criticism, and arranged for reproductions with 
the 'edito-r of an art magazine. • • • Though what I had 
written was all eulogy, I dreaded his judgment f or it 
was my first art criticism. I hated his big lion pictures, 
where he attempted an art too much concerned with the sense 
of touch •.• for his genius; and I think he knew it. 
'Rossetti used to call my pictures pof-boilers,' he said , 
'but they are all-all ... symbols.' 

However , the common distinguishing characteristics of the 

group was uncompromising truth to the minutest detail in 

the reproduction of nature. 2 Some of the poet's earliest 

l p. 96. 

2Ibid., p. 27. 
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poetic efforts reflect many of the characteristics of 

this movement as exemplified in the works of Rossetti and 

Morris. Perhaps in his adolescent loneliness, the poet 

combined pre-Raphaelite weariness and a languorous deli-

cacy of perception in "The Song of the Happy Shepherd": 

The woods of Arcady are dead. 
And over is their antique joy; 

But o, sick children of the world, 
Of all the many changing things 
In dreary dancing past us whirled, 
To the cracked tune that Chro~os sings, 
Words alone are certain good. 

(vv. 1-10) 

and in "The Sad Shepherd": 

There was a man whom Sorrow named his friend, 
And he, of his high comrades Sorrow dreaming. 
Went walking with slow steps along the gleaming 
And humming sands, where windy surges send; 

Then he sang softly 
But the sad dweller 
Changed all he sang 
Among her wildering 

nigh the pearly rim; 
by the sea-ways lone 
to inarticulate moan 
whirls, forgetting him. 2 
. (vv. 25-28) 

Before his twentieth bi r thday, Yeats became a 

founding member of the "Dublin Hermetic Society" with 

1 Collected Poems, p. 7. 

2
Ibid., pp. 8-9. 
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his schoolfellow, George Russell. 1 "A. E." was an account

ant, writer, and visionary who wrote poetry and painted 

visions as they occurred. Yeats encouraged him to record 

these visions because he believed that they were important 

symbols, and he even recorded some of his own supernatural 

experiences. The following excerpt is taken from the 

poet's letter to "A. E." from Coole Park on August 27, 1899 : 

I saw the white door to - day and the white fool; he was 
followed out of the door by a marriage procession who had 
flowers and green boughs. Last night I had a dream of two 
lovers, who were being watched over by a blackbird, or 
raven who warned them against the malice and slander of 
the world. Was this bird a transformation of Aengus or 
one of his birds? • . • I am very curious to see your sym
bols. I may be getting the whole story of the relation 
of man and woman in symbol~- -all that makes the subject 
of 'The Shadowy Waters.' If you can call up the white 
fool 2and have the time I wish you could make a sketch of 
him. 

According to Seiden, Yeats turned to the supernatural in 

order to rationalize his dreams before they became a com-

forting faith; to rebel against his father's religious 

skepticism; and to establish for himself a quasi-religious 

mythology and symbolism by which he might consecrate his 

imaginative life.3 Allan Wade states that when "The 

1 Au to. , p. 1 45. 

21. of W. B. Yeats, p. 477. 

3Morton Irving Seiden, William Butler Yeats: The 
Poet As A M}thmaker (Michigan: Michigan State University 
Press, 1962 , p. 31. 
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Shadowy Waters" was first published, the openi ng lines 

read: 

'His face was never gladdened since he carne 
Out of that is lan~ where the fool of the wood 
Played his harp .' 

(vv. 1-3) 

Wade suggests further that in Yeats' essay "The Queen and 

the Fool" in the enlarged edition of The Celtic Twilight, 

1902, the words, "a truly great seer who saw a white fool 

in a visionary garden," refer to "A. E." 2 

Yeats and "A. E." had many disagreements, result-

ing mostly from differing principles of philosophy; their 

conflict led Yeats to the conclusion that "A. E." would 

never be capable of "Unity of Being" because he sought 

the suppression of the anti-self. In the Autobiographies 

Yeats expresses disappointment that "A. E." must ask the 

public whether they liked his prose or verse better,3 

and writes a poem--"To a Poet Who Would Have Me Praise 

Certain Bad Poets, Imitators of His and Mine"--which re-

fleets annoyance that art has given away t o diplomacy: 

You say, as I have often given tongue 
In praise of what another's said or sung, 

1 
L. of "W. !?. • Y. , p. 3 24n. 

2Ibid. 

3 p. 1 50. 
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'Twere politic to do the like by these ; 
But was there ever dog that praised his fleas? 1 

(vv. 1-4) 

Notwithstanding their differences, Yeats and "A. E." 

remained friends until Russell's death in 1935 ; after

wards, on July 26, the poet wrote to Dorothy Wellesley: 

AE was my oldest friend--we began our work together. I 
constantly quarrelled with him but he never bore malice 
and in his last letter, a month before his death, he said 
that generally when he differed from me it was that he 
feared to be absorbed by my personality. He had no pas
sions, but as a young man had to stru~gle against his 
senses. He wanted always to be free. 

Although the visionary "A. E." and Yeats had met 

in Art school, it was Babu Mohini Chatterjee who introduced 

them to the occult, according to Yeats' own account: 

Chatterjee arrived with a little bag in his hand and Marius 
the Epicurean by Pater in his pocket, and stayed with one 
of us, who gave him a plate of rice and an apple every day 
at two o'clock: and for a week he unfolded what seemed to 
be all wisdom ••.. Alcibiades fled from Socrates lest 
he might do nothing but listen to him all life long. I 
am certain that we, seeking as youth will for some unknown 
deed and thought, dreamed but to listen to this man who 
threw the enchantment of power about simple and gentle 
things, and it seemed, t o think

3
as he did, was the one 

thing worth doing and thinking. · 

1 Collected Poems, p. 92. 

3w. B. Yeats, Collected Works (New York: The 
Macmillan Company, 1951 ), p. 191. 
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According to Seiden, Mohini lectured to Yeats and other 

Theosophists on theosophy, transmigration, mysticism, and 

ascetic life. 1 Yeats was very much impressed with the 

Brahminical doctrine of transmigration ; he incorporated 

it in A Vision as his own system of t he soul's working out 

its destiny through a series of reincarnations that would 

ultimately give it its completed "fi nal" form. 2 The poem 

"Mohini Chatterjee" . suggests the function of successive 

incarnations of the soul in ultimately satisfying the 

soul's primary need for communion with another soul: 

I asked if I should pray, 
But the Brahmin said, 
'Pray for nothing, say 
Every night in bed, 
"I have been a king, 
I have been a slave, 
Nor is there anything, 
Fool, rascal, knave, 
That I have not been 
And yet upon my breast, 
A myriad heads have lain". ,3 

( vv. 1 -11 ) 

Final escape from the round of reincarnation is the sub-

ject of "Byzantium": 

At midnight on the Emperor's pavement flit 
Flames that no faggot feeds, nor steel has lit, 
Nor storm disturbs, flames begotten of flame, 

3collected P 242 oems, p. • 
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Where blood-begotten spirits come 
And all complexities of fury leave, 
Dying into a dance, 
An agony of trance, 
An agony of flame that cannot singe a sleeve. 1 

( vv. 25-32) 

Yeats was fascinated with Madame Blavatsky's cult, 

not only for its wealth of symbols, but because it identi

f ied the supernatural life \vith intuition or poetic ima

gination, confirming his own belief that poetry is a kind 

of mystical faith. According to Seid~., Madame Helena 

Petrovna Blavatsky founded her theosophical cult in 1875, 

claiming that it originated in ancient India; that it was 

a universal religion--a synthesis of religion, phi losophy, 

and science--transmitted to her through menta l telepathy 

by two great masters of the Tibetan Brotherhood in the 

mountains of Tibet, where this secret doctrine had been 

kept alive for centuries through tradition. Madame Bla-

vatsky, says Seiden, would reveal these prof ound mysteries 

to "degenerate mankind" in the hope that with her "gracious 

help" mankind might come to "complete spiritual regener

ation.112 

1 Collected Poems, p. 244. 

2 
p. 33. 
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Her cult seemed to denounce many things--athe-

ism, Christianity, science, materialism, and Darwinism. 

~ · Norman Jeffares notes that this society made use of 

the language, developing their religion, while they up

held a few other conflicting theories such as absolute 

determinism, as well as absolute free will. 1 

Another of its important doctrines involved a 

certain spiritual progression. God, in primary nothing-

ness, desires existence; this existence is considered the 

"secondary movement" or creation. While dumb animals may 

only conform, in man there is the possibility of sepa

rating the individual will from the universal will, and this 

separation gives birth to good and evil. All seek reunion 

with the Eternal, a reunion brought about by reincarnations 

repeated until the soul is purified. In his ."Ideas of Good 

and Evil'' Yeats refers to this dogma: 

The more a poet rids his verses of heterogeneous knowledge 
and irrelevant analysis, and purifies his mind with elab
orate art, the more does the little ritual of his verses 
resemble the great ritual of Nature, and becomes mysterious 
and inscrutable. He becomes, as all the great mystics have 

1A. Norman Jeffares, W. B. Yeats, Man and Poet 
(New York: Yale University Press, 1949), pp. 53-54. 
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believed, a vessel of the creative power of God; and 
whether he be a great poet or a small poet, we can praise 
the poems, which but seem to be his, with the extremity 
of praise that we give this great rttual which is but 
copied from the same eternal model. 

Seiden relates that the theosophists were students 

of Gaelic mythology and that they drew up analogies between 

their religion and details in Celtic worship of the sun. 

Both practiced ritual murder; the Celtic Sidhe corresponded 

to the spirits of the theosophist's four elements; the 

great wheel dance in which the pagan priests celebrated re-

volving seasons and the waxing and waning of day was anal

ogous to the theosophist's circle (Yeatts gyre). Thomas 

Moore, in an ancient History of Ireland, notes that "more 

than one observant traveller in the East has been reminded 

. . . of Ireland" 2 : 

There are • • . some • . . coincidences to be remarked be
tween the Irish and Eastern creeds. It is, indeed, but 
too certain, that the sacrifice of human victims formed a 
part of the Pagan worship in Ireland, as it did in every 
country where the solar god, Baal, was adored. On the eve 
of the Feast of Samhin, all those whom, in the month of 
March preceding, the Druids had, from their tribunal on 
Mount Usneach, condemned to death, were in pursuance of 
this solemn sentence, burned between two fires •••. A 
plain, situated in the district at present called the 
county of Leitrim, to which they gave the name of Magh
Sleachth, or Field of Slaughter, was the great scene .•. 

1w. B. Yeats, "The Return of Ulysses," Essays and 
Introductions (New York: TrnMacmillan Company, 1961 ), pp. 201-202. 

2Thomas Moore) Esq., The History of Ireland (New 
York: P. J. Kenedy, 1b-93), p.J:t9". 
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of these horrors of primaeval superstition; for there, on 
the night of Samhin, the same dreadful tribute • • • in 
sacrificing to him their first-born children, was by the 
Irish offered up to their chief idol, Crom-Cruach. This 
f r.i 'ghtful image , whose head was of gold, stood surrounded 
by twelve lesser i dols, representing, it is most probable, 
the signs of the zodi ac;--the connection of sun-worship 
with astronomy having been, in all countries, a natural 
consequence of that creed, insomuch that science, no 
less than poetry1 may be said to have profited largely 
by superstition. 

Moore indicates also that all these pagan forms of worship 

came from the Eastern traders and that the worship of the 

moon was a natural consequence of heliolotry. 2 He alludes 

to the "wheel" as belonging to this same ritual, "of which 

some fragments have been found in Ireland, described as of 

black wood, covered and plated with a thin gold, and the 

chased .work on them in lines radiated from a centre, as 

is usual in the images of the s~'3 The Sidhe, a later 

element of this same worship, was a sort of Genie or demon 

thought to inhabit the hills, who notified families of 

death. The pagan temples of Ireland and Eastern countries 

had four windows facing the four cardinal points in honor 

of Wind, Fire, Water, and Earth. 4 

1 Ibid., pp. 49-51 . 

2Ibid., p. 47. 

3I bid. , pp. 57-58. 

4Ibid. , pp. 58-59. 
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Seiden lists other esoteric beliefs such as the 

theory of the complete sexuality of primordial energy in 

the universe. Symbols, he says, have sexual meanings; 

cycles and antimonies represent struggle between the arche 

typical male and the archetypical female; the universe 

and every great religion may be thought of as vari ations 

on certain geometrical symbols -- traditional symbols of 

occult lore--a circle Cor wheel), a sphere, a cone, and 

two interpenetrating triangles. 1 The symbol of the whirl

ing spiral, represented by a mummy in a winding cloth and 

a winding staircase in an imaginary tower of subjective 

thought, may have given birth to Yeats' gyre ("all things 

die and are reborn but reborn with a difference"). 

Reflecting the influence of this, Yeats wrote to 

Ethel Mannin on October 10, 1938: 

To me all things are made of the conflict of two states 
of consciousness, beings or persons which die each other's 
life, live each other's death. That is true of life and 
death themselves. Two cones Cor whirls), the apex of 
each in the other's base.2 

He wrote also in a note to his volume The Winding Stair, 

1933, that he compares winding stairs in symbolic towers 
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to the philosophical gyres, and adds: "but it is hardly 

necessary to interpret what comes from the main track of 

thought and expression." 1 And the sexuality of symbols, 

as well as the "gyre," may be noted in "He Wishes His 

Beloved Were Dead," published as early as 1899: 

Were you but lying cold and dead, 
And the lights were paling out of the West 

And you would murmur tender words, 
Forgiving me, because you were dead: 
Nor would you rise and hasten away, 
Though you have the will of the wild birds, 
But know your hair was bound and ~ound 
About the stars and moon and sun. 

(vv. 1-10) 

Another poem, "The Gyres," appears among his last 

poems, 1936-1939: 

The gyres! the gyres! Old Rocky Face, look forth; 
Things thought too long can no longer be thought, 
For beauty dies of beauty, worth of worth, 
And ancient lineaments are blotted out. 

The workman, noble and saint, and all things run 
On that unfashionable gyre again.3 

(vv. 1-24) 

1w. B. Yeats, The Winding Stair and Other Poems 
(London: Macmillan and Company, Ltd., 1933), p. 5. 

2 Collected Poems, p. 70. 

3Ibid., p. 291. 
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This poem refers to "Old Rocky Face," that i s7 the moon 

which controls the gyres whereby cycles are repeated by 

reincarnations. Seiden says that the theosophists, like 

Yeats, believed in the doctrine of correspondence and in 

cycles and antimonies, and that they considered the moon 

the most important symbol because it influences people 

who can be characterized and placed into the twenty-eight 

phases. From Seiden one also learns that the moon in 

their system is the "occult mystery of mysteries," the im-

age of supreme goodness--hermaphroditic--a symbol of the 

self-generating universe. 1 As an image of motherhood, 

Yeats concurred with Madame Blavatsky that the moon is 

"the most poetic of symbols, as also the most philo-

sophical • • • because man knows his mother more than 

his father." 2 Yeats reflects this influence not only in 

A Vision but also in most of his mature poems. 

According to Seiden, the Theosophist Years--cycles 

or antimonies--are manifestations of the creative impulse 

in the universe and may be compared to Yeats' expanding 

1 p. 36. 

2Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, The Secret 
Doctrine (Los Angeles: The Theosophical Publishing House, 
1918), pp. 5, 386. 
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gyres; the theosophist universe eventually sinks into the 

spiritual source from which it emanates, and the cycles 

of history are drawing men up to a golden age, after which 

nature and God, will be in perfect harmony.1 

Although Madame Blavatsky's cult provided useful 

elements for his art, Yeats measured her personality with 

good-humored detachment, as may be seen in excerpts taken 

from a letter to Katharine Tynan dated April 21, 1889: 

There has been a great row in the Theosophical Society. 
Madam Blavatsky expelled Mrs. Cook ... and the Presi
dent of the Lodge for flirtation •.. and Mrs. Alicia 
Cremers for gossiping about it. The Russian cat is be
ginning to purr now and smoothen its fur again--the 
canary birds are less by2three--the faithful will be 
more obedient than ever. 

Yeats' letter to John O'Leary in November, 1890, includes 

an interesting account of his break with the Society be-

cause of a critical article on its official publication, 

Lucifer: 

By the by I have had to resign from inner section of Theo
sophical Society because of my first article on 'Lucifer' 
in Weekly Review. They wanted me to promise to criticize 
them never again in same fashion. I refused because I 
looked upon request as undue claim to control of right of 

21. of W. ~.X., pp. 123-124. 

3Ibid., p. 160. 
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individual to think as best pleased him. I may join them 
again later on. We are of course good friends and allies-
except in this matter and except that I told them they 
were turning a good philosophy into a bad religion. This 
latter remark has not been well taken by some of the 
fiercer sort. 1 

Samuel Liddell Mathers, a student of magic 

learned from freemasonary and Rosicrucianism, was the trans-

lator of Rosenroth's Kabalah Denudate, and the leader of 

the Hermetic Students of the Golden Dawn. He provided 

the poet with a system of symbols empowered to summon 

images. 2 Yeats reread the Kabalah many times, as indica-

ted in his letter to John O'Leary; " • just now I want 

a quiet dream with the holy Kabala for bible and naught 

else."3 Although frequently criticized for his associ

ation with the mad Mathers (or MacGregor, as he finally 

called himself, claiming succession to the Jacobite title 

of "Count of Glenstae" and apparelling himself as a High

lander), Yeats defended the practice in a letter written 

to John O'Leary in 1892: 

Mathers is a specialist •••• Now as to magic. It is 
surely absurd to hold me 'weak' or otherwise because I 
chose to persist in a study which I decided deliberately 
four or five years ago to make, next to my poetry, the 
most important pursuit of my life. • If I had not 
made magic my constant study I could not have written a 

1Auto., p. 106. 

2L. of W. B. Y., p. 130. 

3Ibid., p. 210. 
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single word of my Blake book, nor would The Countess Kath~ 
leen have ever come t o exist. The mystical life is the 
centre of all that I do and all that I think and all that 
I write. It holds to my work the same relation that the 
philosophy of Godwin held to the work of Shelley and I 
have always considered myself a voice of what I believe 
to be a greater renaissance--the revolt of the sout 
against the intellect--now beginning in the world. 

Mathers may have opened the door to the reality 

of eternal truths symbolized by material or materialized 

phenomena, so that Yeats was able to tolerate or ignore 

idiosyncrasies that were incidental to any individual sys-

tern as one might pan auriferous gravel. Yeats wrote to 

a critical reviewer in February, 1893: 

The mention of occult societies and the like came very 
much from our resolve not to hide our debt to men who 
have been fighting the battle. It is so easy to earn 
a little credit for a kind of academical mysticism which 
ignores or even sneers at the true students. It was for 
this reason and from no wish to claim secret knowledge 
that we put in the book the hints you objected to. My 
own position is that an idealism or spiritualism which 
denies magic, and evil spirits even, and sneers at 
magicians and even me~iums (the few honest ones) is an 
academical imposture. 

Through Mathers' system of geometrical symbols, Yeats 

claims he conceived his tree symbol--derived also in part 

from a young girl's vision of a tree whose sap consisted 

11. of W. ~. x., p. 210. 

2Ibid., p. 228. 
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of souls and whose leaves were birds and wrote "The Two 

Trees" for Maud Gonne: 1 

Beloved gaze in thine own heart, 
The holy tree is growing there; 

The shaking of its leafy head 
Has given the waves their melody, 
And made my lips and music wed, 
Murmuring a wizard song for thee. 
That the loves a circle go, 
The flaming circle of our days, 
Gyring, spiring to and fro 
In those great ignorant leafy ways; 
Remembering all that shaken hair 
How the winged angels dart, 
Thine eyes grow full of tender ca~e: 
Beloved, gaze in thine own heart. 

(vv. 1-20) 

Wade states that Yeats became a member of the Order 

of the Golden Dawn, a secret Society founded in 1867 by 

Mathers and others for the study and practice of ceremon-

ial magic. As the members passed through the three degrees 

of the Order, they took new mottoes and were identified by 

the initial letters.3 Their secret symbol, the rose, rep-

resented "Incorruptible Beauty, woman's beauty, the rose 

1"Magic," Essays and Introductions, p. 44. 

2Collected Poems, pp. 47-48. 
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of peace and of battle." 1 In Yeats' poem "The Secret Rose," 

the rose symbolizes the coming change of all things through 

spiritual progression or evolution: 

Far-off, most secret, and inviolate Rose, 
Enfold me in my hour of hours, where those 
Who sought thee in the Holy Sepulchre, 
Or in the wine-vat, dwell beyond the stir 
And tumult of defeated dreams; and deep 
Among pale eyelids, heavy with sleep 
Men have named Beauty. Thy great leaves enfold 
The ancient beards, the helms of ruby and gold 
Of crowned Magi; •.. 

When shall the stars be blown about the slcy, 
Like the sparks blown out of a smithy, and die? 
Surely thine hour has come, thy great win~ blows, 
Far-off, most secret, and inviolate Rose? 

(vv. 1-32) 

In a letter to Ernest Boyd in February, 1915, Yeats wrote: 

"I have been a student of the medieval mystics since 1887 

and found in such authors as Valentin Andrea authority for 

my use of the rose. "3 However, Allan vvade, wrote that 

Andreas was a German theologian of the late-fifteenth-

early-sixteenth centuries whose mystical writings were in 

German or Latin and that Yeats probably referred to a 

book erroneously ascribed to Andreas written by Christian 

1Peter Ure, Yeats (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 
1965), p. 35. 

2 Collected Poems, p. 67. 

3L. of W. ~.X., p. 592n. 
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Rosenkreuz, translated by Foxcroft, and reprinted in 1887 

by A. E. Waite in The Real History of the Rosicrucians. 1 

As Mathers and his friend, Aliester Crowley, be-

came increasingly annoying and autocratic, Yeats was 

forced to strong action in the form of suspending them 

from the Golden Dawn, but he insisted upon respect and 

gratitude for the Kabalist revelation, which was so mean-

ingful to the various members for various reasons; at the 

same time he insured by legal procedures its continuation.2 

In a letter to Lady Gregory postmarked April 25, 1900, 

Yeats summarizes the climax: 

I told you that I was putting MacGregor out of the Kabala. 
Well last week he sent a mad person--whom we had refused 
to initiate--to take possession of the rooms and papers 
of the Society. This person seized the rooms and on being 
ejected attempted to retake possession wearing a black 
mask and in full highland costume and with a gilt dagger 
by his side. Having failed in this he has taken out a 
summons on the ground that he is Mather's 'envoy,' and 
that there is nothing in the constitution of the Society 
to enable us to depose Mathers ...• Fortunately the 
wretched envoy has any number of false names and has 
signed the summons in one of them. . . . The envoy is 
really one Crowley, a quite unspeakable person .... I 
arraigned Mathers on Saturday last before a chapter of 
the Order. I was carefully polite and I am particularly 
pleased at the fact in our correspondence and meetings 
not one word has been written or said which forgot the 
past and the honor that one owes even to a fallen idol.3 

1Ibid., p. 339. 

21. of~.~. X., pp. 339-340. 

3Ibid. 
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In his essay 11 Poe.try and Tradition," Yeats states 

that John O'Leary "belonged to the romantic conception of 

Irish Nationality on which Lionel Johnson and myself 

founded, so far as it was founded on anything but litera

ture, our Art and our Irish Criticism." 1 O'Leary, the 

son of a small property owner in Tipperary, became inspired 

by the poems and essays of Thomas Davis to join the Young 

Ireland Club. Afterward, he became, through political pub-

lication, prominently active in the Fenian conspiracy. 

O'Leary was arrested in 1865 and sentenced to twenty years 

in prison but was released within five years because of 

poor health; afterward, he was exiled for fifteen years. 

His sister, Ellen O'Leary, also active in the literary 

battle, escaped to Tipperary, where she awaited her bro-

ther's anticipated return. Soon after O'Leary's return 

in 1885 from exile he set up house in Dublin, giving sup-

port to National movements and training the young Irish 

patriots in methods of debate. 2 (After Miss O'Leary's 

untimely death, Yeats compiled books of her poems for 

publication.) 

1 vv. B. Yeats, "Poetry and Tradition, 11 The Cutting 
of an Agate (London: The Macmillan Company, 1919), p. 36. 
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John O'Leary was a learned, peaceful man who put 

his hope for Ireland not in violence but in the written 

word and logical declarations. According to Yeats, he 

was a man who "more clearly than anyone, has seen that 

there is no fine nationality without literature, and seen 

the converse also, that there is no fine literature with

out nationality. 1 O'Leary was a tolerant man in spite of 

his years of imprisonment and exile and gracefully avoided 

controversial conversations. He could attack an idea with-

out attacking the person; for he believed that, however bad 

the cause, good men supported it with what seemed to them 

sufficient motives. 2 

Yeats met O'Leary at the Contemporary Club and soon 

became one of his devoted disciples. The lean and bearded 

man, with pathetic eyes and grave noble head, had a stimu

lating impact upon the poet's life and awoke in him the 

desire for intellectual leadership in Ireland.3 Perhaps 

Yeats saw in the figure of O'Leary a heroic emblem, a man 

1w. B. Yeats, Letters to the New Island, ed. Horace 
Reynolds (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1934), 
pp. 75-76. 

2J. B. Yeats, Letters to His Son and Others, ed. 
Jospeh Hone (New York: E. P. Dutton and Company, 1946), 
p. 65n. 

3J. B. Y. Letters, p. 46n. 
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who had accepted a role not designed merely to please, 

but to be a living embodiment of true nationalism. He-

roic, suffering, uncompromising, O'Leary was probably a 

man sharing Phase 10 with Parnell. In a poem written 

after O'Leary's death "September, 1913," Yeats proclaimed 

the death of romanticism in Irish life thus: 

What need you being come to sense, 
But fumble in a greasy till 
And add the half pence to the pence 
And prayer to shivering prayer, until 
You have dried the marrow from the bone? 
For men were born to pray and save: 
Romantic Ireland's dead and gone 
It's with O'Leary in the grave. 

Yet they were of a different kind, 
The names that stilled your childish play, 
They have gone about the world like wind, 
But little time had they to pray 
For whom the hangman's rope was spun, 
And what, God help us, could they save? 
Romantic Ireland's dead and gone, 
It's with O'leary in the grave.1 

(vv. 1-16) 

In "Beautiful Lofty Things" Yeats mentions among his great 

friends' attributes, "O'Leary's noble head". 2 In his Auto

biographies Yeats wrote: "From O'Leary's conversation, and 

from the Irish books he lent or gave me has come all I have 

set my hand to since."3 

1Collected Poems, p. 106. 

2Ibid., p. 300. 

3 P. 62. 
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Maud Gonne, the revolutionary actress, inspired 

the youthful and idealistic William Yeats with the patri-

otic zeal that led him to write poetry on Irish themes 

as well as passionate love themes. Yeats first met her 

on January 30, 1889, and wrote the next day to Katharine 

T·ynan: 

Miss Gonne (you have heard of her, no doubt) was here 
yesterday with introduction from the O'Learys; she says 
she cried over t island of Statues' fragment, but alto 
gether favoured the Enchantress and hated Naschina. 

His sister Elizabeth Yeats made an entry in her diary on 

this event: 

Jan. 30: ••• Miss Gonne, the Dublin beauty (who is 
marching over the hearts of the Dublin youths), called 
to-day on Willie of course, but also apparently on Papa. 
She is immensely tall and very stylish and well dressed 
in a careless way. She came in a hansom all the way from 
Belgravia and kept the hansom waiting while she was here. 
Lilly noticed that she was in her slippers. She has a 
rich complexion and hazel eyes and is, I think decidedly 
handsome. I co~ld not see her well as her face was 
turned from me. 

According to Elizabeth's next entry in her diary, Yeats 

dined with Maud the following evening,3 and the very next 

day wrote to John O'Leary: 

Miss Gonne came to see us the day before yesterday. I 
dined with her and her sister and cousin last night. She 

11. of N. B. Y., p. 106. 

2~. B. Y. Letters, pp. 297-298. 

3Ibid., p. 298. 
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is not only very hands ome but very clever. Though her 
politics in European matters be a little sensational-
she was fully persuaded that Bismark had poisoned or 
got murdered the Austrian King or prince or what was it? 
who died the other day. It was pleasant, however, to 
hear her attacking a young military man from India who 
was there, on English rule in India. She is very Irish, 
a kind of 'Diana of the Crossways.' Her pet monkey was 
making, much of the time, little melancholy cries on the 
hearthrug •••• There were also two young pigeons in a 
cage, whom I mistook for sparrows--it was you, was it 
not, who converted Miss Gonne to her Irish opinions? 
She herself will make many converts.1 

Almost immediately, on February 3, he wrote to Ellen 

O'Leary: 

Did I tell you how much I admire Miss Gonne? She will 
make many converts to her political belief. If she said 
the world was flat or the moon an old caubeen tos2ed up 
into the sky I would be proud to be of her party. 

He wrote to Miss Tynan on March 21, 1889: 

Who told you that I am 'taken up with Miss Gonne'? I 
think she is very good-looking and that is all I think 
about her. What you say of her fondness for sensation 
is probably true. I sympathize with her love of the 
national idea rather than any secondary land movement, 
but care not much for the kind of Red Indian feathers 
in which she has trapped out that idea. We had some 
talk as to the possibility of getting my 'Countess O'Shea' 
acted by amateurs in Dublin and she felt inclined to help, 
indeed suggested the attempt herself if I remember rightly. 
I hardly expect it will ever get outside the world of 
plans. As for the rest, she had a borrowed interest.3 

~ L. of W. ~- X,. , p. 1 08. 

2Ibid., p. 110. 

3Ibid., pp. 116-117. 
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On October 23 he wrote: "I heard by chance that Miss Gonne 

was in London and rushed off at once and saw her for about 

five minutes or less." 1 And in November he wrote to 

O'Leary: 

Miss Gonne • • • has now departed for Paris . • . then 
returns here . • . and so back to Dublin. Help her to 
help on the Young Ireland League •... She could also 
help the Dublin Social and Literary Club greatly by the 
same kind of method.2 

Miss Gonne also claimed clairvoyance, another quality 

claiming the young dreamer's admiration,3 about which in 

November, 1891, he wrote to his visionary friend "A. E.": 

Mrs. Mathers, who was the seer .•. had made Miss G--
a priestess of a temple in Tyre and connected her with 
someone who, she said afterwards, resembled me, though 
she was not quite certain. This man lived in the desert. 
. . • She . . • went away by herself into the desert and 
died there. This was corroborated by a dream continually 
recurripg with Miss G-- of journeying on and on in a 
desert.5 

Probably no woman's beauty has been so splendidly 

and continuously celebrated in modern poetry as Maud 

Gonne's. This beauty, who combined the symmetry and emi

nence of Greek statuary with what Yeats called a "classi

cal impersonation of the Spring.,"4 caused the poet to fall 

1L. of YJ.. ~- x. ' pp. 181-182. 

2Ibid., p. 1 83. 

3Ibi d., p. 184. 

4 Auto., p. 75. 
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hopelessly in love with her and to compose numerous poems 

in her honor. Almost every poem in The Countess Kathleen 

and Various Legends, published in 1892, were about her; 

for example, in "The White Birds," he says: 

I would that we were, my beloved, white birds on the foam 
of the sea! 

• 

I am haunted by numberless islands, 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 Lily and fret of the flames 

would we be, 
Were we only white birds, my beloved, buoyed out on the 

foam of the sea! 
(vv. 1-12) 

Later, Maud Gonne became the inspiration of his poetry as 

the embodiment of the rose, as Deirdre, and as Helen of 

Troy. In the opening stanza of "The Rose of the World," 

Yeats linked Maud Gonne's "red lips" with Helen and that 

figure from Irish mythology who most closely corresponds 

to Helen, Deirdre, for the sake of whom "Usna's children 

died." Speculating about the function of beauty, he con

cluded, like other Kabalists, that it is a primary aspect 

of God. In this poem Yeats offered his poetic devotion 

in defeatist adoration: 

Who dreamed that beauty passes like a dream? 
For these red lips, with all their mournful pride 
Mournful that no new wonder may betide, 

1Collected Poems, p. 41. 



80 

Troy passed away in one high funeral gleam 
And Usna's children died. 1 

(vv. 1-5) 

Most of the poems in The Wind Amon£ the Reeds of 1899 

were also about Maud Gonne; for example, in "He Wishes 

His Beloved Were Dead" he writes of her: 

Were you but lying cold and dead, 
And lights were paling out of the West, 
You would come hither and bend your hea~, 
And I would lay my head on your breast. 

(vv. 1-4) 

Of the poems published in 1903, eight are obviously inspired 

by the beautiful Miss Gonne. These poems were published in 

a book called In The Seven Woods, where "Never Give All The 

Heart" seems to express frustration of defeat, for it was in 

this year that she married Major John MacBride: 

Never give all the heart, for love 
Will hardly seem worth the think~ng of 
To passionate women if it seem 
Certain, and they never dream 
That it fades our from kiss to kiss; 
For everthing that's lovely is 
But a brief, dreamy, kind delight. 
0 never give the heart outright, 
For they, for all smooth lips can say, 
Have given their hearts up to play. 
And who would play it well enough 
If deaf and dumb and blind with love? 
He that made this knows all the cost, 
For he gave all his heart and lost.3 

( vv. 1 _lt) 

1 Ibid. , p. 30. 

2Ibid., p. 70. 

3collected Poems, p. 77. 
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Maud Gonne delivered lectures in London and Paris 

on behalf of the Young Ireland League. She encouraged a 

friend to open up a "salon" in Dublin where conservatives 

and nationalists could meet,1 and aided in founding read-

ing rooms of lending libraries in connection with the 

"National Literary Society." Also, she engaged Irish 

singers to sing rebel ballads at concerts, but her activ

ities soon led her to trouble. Yeats wvo te to O'Leary 

on March 31, 1897: 

Miss Gonne has sent me a letter ••. telling how Mac
Carthy Tealing has gone to Paris and is • • . deputed 
to denounce Miss Gonne as an English and German spy. 
• . • Tealing has for years been slan~ering Miss Gonne 
in the most ignoble and infamous way. 

Although the poet found the noisy, unscrupulous proceed-

ings of politics very trying, he continued giving speeches 

and attending Miss Gonne in all her frenetic activities. 

He wrote to Lady Gregory on October 3, 1897: 

After the meeting this morning Miss Gonne and myself went 
to the picture gallery to see a Rossetti that is there. 
She is very kind and friendly, but whether more than that 
I cannot tell. I have been explaining the Celtic move
ment and she is enthusiastic over it in its more mystical 
development.3 

1L. of}![. B. Y., p. 205. 

2
Ibid., p. 282. 

3Ibid., p. 287. 
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The sincere young man did not know that the beautiful 

Maud Gonne had no interest whatsoever in books; she did 

not understand their importance as inspiration to the 

action which was closer to her heart. 1 

Yeats profoundly, and Gonne fancifully, planned 

to build a "Castle of Heroes." It was to be in the mid-

dle of Lough Key, a shrine of Irish tradition where only 

those who had dedicated their lives to Ireland might pen

etrate."2 On January 22, 1898, Yeats wrote to "A. E.": 

Maud Gonne and myself are going • • • to some country 
place in Ireland to get as you do the forms of gods and 
spirits and to get sacred earth for our evocation ••.• 
Maud Gonne has seen a vision of a little temple of the 
heroes which she proposes to build somewhere in Ireland 
when '98 is over t~ make the centre of our mystical and 
literary movement. 

Their Castle, which was to remain a vision, was to be 

built of "Irish stone and decorated only with Four Jewels 

of the Tuatha de Danaan, with perhaps a statue of Ireland."3 

These four jewels were a part of Yeats' symbolic scheme 

that he connected with legends of Ireland.4 Even in old 

age Yeats recalled this dream and to her surprise said, 

1Maud Gonne, "Yeats and Ireland," William Butler 
Yeats, ed. Stephen Gwynn (Port Washington, New York: 
Kennikat Press, 1965), p. 19. 

2 1. of}:{_. ]2. Y., p. 295. 

3Gonne, p. 23. 

4Ibid. 
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"Maud, we should have gone on with our Castle of the 

Heroes, we might still do it." 1 

Although rebuffed repeatedly in his proposals of 

marriage and often disappointed by the temperamental god

dess of beauty, Yeats continued in his ardent devotion. 

But in a letter to Lady Gregory on February 4, 1899, he 

wrote of her coldness: 

I don't know whether things are well or ill with me, in 
some ways ill, for she has been almost cold with me ••. 
If you knew all • • • you would understand why this love 
has been so bitter a thing to me •... I would not so 
much lament, but I am sure that if things remain as they 
are she will never leave this life of hatred which a 
vision I made her see years ago told her was her deepest 
hell, and contrasted with the life of labo~r from the 
divine love, which was her highest heaven. 

His increasing bitterness is expressed in "The Folly of 

Being Comforted": 

Heart cries, 'No, 
I have no crumb of comfort, not a grain. 
Time can but make her beauty over again: 
Because of the great nobleness of hers 
The fire that stirs about her, when she stirs, 
Burns but more clearly. 0 she had not these ways 
When all the wild summer was in her gaze.' 

0 heart! 0 heart! if she'd but turn her head, 
You'd know the folly of being comforted.j 

( vv. 7-1 5) 

1Ibid., p. 25. 
2 L. of W. ~.X., pp. 311-312. 

3collected Poems, p. 76. 
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On February 10, 1899, he wrote again to his confidant, 

Lady Gregory, of Miss Gonne's trip to Ireland on behalf 

of the tenants evicted by Members of Parliment because 

the tenants had refused to pay taxes for parliamentary 

funds. Yeats had accompani ed his idol on this trip: 

I have had rather a depressing time here. During the 
last months, and most of all while I have been here, she 
has told me the story of her life, telling gradually, in 
more detail, all except a few things which I can see are 
too painful for her to talk of. • •. I do not wonder 
that she shrinks from life. Hers has been in part of the 
war of phantsy and of a blinded idealism against eternal 
law. 1 

Perhaps this is the ntalen to which Yeats alludes in his 

poems TTAmong School Childrenn: 

I dream of a Ledaean body, bent 
Above a sinking fire, a tale that she 
Told of a harsh reproof, or trivial event 
That changed s ome childish day to tragedy-
Told, and it seemed that our two natures blent 
Into a sphere from youthful sympathy, 
Or else, t o alter Plato's parable, 
Into the yolk and white of the one shell. 2 

( vv. 9-1 6) 

Maud fanatically championed the Irish resistance 

to British military enlistment; saw her newspapers sup

pressed in Dublin--her editor being imprisoned for a 

month on account of horsewhipping the editor of the Dub

lin Figaro (pro-British), who wrote something uncompli-

1 L. of W. ~. Y., p. 313. 

2Collected Poems, p. 213. 



85 

mentary about her; took the role of Ireland symbolized by 

Kathleen ny Hoolihan and "played it magnificently, and 

with weird power." She gave rabble-rousing public-

ity to evictions and burning of thatched roof cabins, 

after which tenants "refused to pay the rent, and a very 

menacing situation led to the Land Conference and the 

Wyndham Act." Maude Gonne married Major John MacBride, 

whose drinking she lamented to Yeats, and separated from 

him after two years (he was executed on May 5 as a result 

of the Easter Rising activities of 1916). Finally, she 

donned widow's weeds, and Yeats wrote in "Old Memory": 

0 thought, fly to her when the end of day 
Awakens your old memory, and say 
'Your strength, that is so lofty and fierce and 

kind, 
It might call up a new age, calling to mind 
The queens that were imagined long ago, 
Is but half yours: • • • 1 

(vv. 1-6) 

Although Yeats frequently dined with Maud Gonne 

and her adopted daughter, Iseult, after MacBride's death, 

their relations remained stormy because of political dif-

ferences. As Yeats became enamoured of Iseult, he was 

somewhat more objective in his observations of Maud's 

fanaticism, which resulted in her being refused entrance 

1Collected Poems, p. 76. 
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into Ireland. On October 19 he wrote to Lady Gregory: 

"The misery of Maud Gonne's marriage produced two poems 

••• among the best I have done." 1 These two poems 

were first published in 1924 and finally combined under 

one title, "Owen Aherne and His Dancers," in The Tower, 

1928: 2 

(The Lover Speaks) 

A strange thing surely that heart, when love had come 
uns ought. 

The south wind brought it longing, and the east wind despair, 
The west wind made it pitiful, and the north wind afraid. 
It feared to give its love a hurt with all the tempest there; 
It feared the hurt that she could give and thereforeit went 

mad. 
(vv. 1-8) 

(The Heart Replies) 

The Heart behind its rib laughed out. 'You have called me 
mad,' it said, 

'Speak all your mind,' my Heart sang out, 'speak all your 
mind who cares, 

Now that your tongue cannot persuade the child till she mis
take 

Her childish gratitude for love and match your fifty years? 
0 let her choose a young man now and all for his wild sake .'3 

(vv. 13 - 17) 

11. of W. ~. Y., p . 633. 

2Ibid. , n. 

3collected Poems, pp. 217-218. 
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Distraught because of Maud's arrest, Yeats wrote to 

Olivia Shakespear on January 5, 1923: 

I cannot write any more as I have just learned that Maud 
Gonne has been arrested and I must write Iseult and offer 
to help •.•• The day before her arrest she wrote to say 
that if I did not denounce the Government she renounced 
my society for ever .••• She had to choose (perhaps all 
women must) between broomstick and distaff and has chosen 
the broomstick--I mean the witches' hat.1 

After his death Maud Gonne, ''a prisoner of old age, 11 wrote 

of their continual conflict: 

The whirlpool of life had sent the current of our activ
ities wide apart. We had quarrelled seriously when 
he became Senator of the Free State which voted Flog
ging Acts against young republican soldiers still seeking 
to free Ireland from the contamination of the British 
Empire, and for several years we had ceased to meet.2 

When Yeats was seventy-three years old, Maud Gonne pub

lished her autobiography, A Servant df the Queen. There 

were probably several points of their differing views in 

letters exchanged which are not available. One of Yeats' 

which is available, dated June 16, 1938, says: 

My dear Maud, Yes of course you can say what you like 
about me. I do not however think that I would have said 
'hopeless struggle.' I never felt the Irish struggle 
'hopeless.' Let it be 'exhausting struggle' or 'tragic 
struggle' or some such phrase. I wanted the struggle to 
go on but in a different way. You can of course quote 
those poems of mine, but is you do not want my curse do 
not misprint them. People constantly misprint quotations.3 

11. of W. ~. Y., p. 697. 

2Gonne, p. 25. 

31. of W. ~. Y., pp. 909-910. 
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Maud Gonne--the Rose, Deirdre, Helen of Troy, 

Yeats' never-quite-forgotten-goddess--was the inspiration 

of much of his best poetry for a period of fifty years. 

In "No Second Troy" he had, with anger and resentment in 

his heart, contrasted her political radicalism with his 

own aristocratic opinions. He had also contrasted her 

tragic heroism with the worthless political causes on 

which she had wasted all the best years of her life: 

Why should I blame her that she filled my days 
With misery , or that she would of late 
Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways, 
Or hurled the little streets upon the great, 
Had they but courage equal to desire? 
What could have made her peaceful with a mind 
That nobleness made simple as a fire, 
With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind 
That is not natural in an age like 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?1 

(vv. 1-12) 

The years pass; as he inspects a classroom, he reflects 

upon his "Leda" in "Among School Children": 

I look upon one child or t'other there 
And wonder if she stood so at that age - 
For even daughters of the swan can share 
Something of every paddler's heritage- -
And had that colour upon her cheek or hair, 
And thereupon my heart is driven wild: 
She stands before me as a living child.2 

111No Second Troy," Collected Poems, p. 89. 

2Ibid., p. 213. 



89 

In the next strophe he indicates that Unity of Being re-

quires a courageous acceptance of the antimonies of youth 

and old age: 

He~ present image floats into the mind-
Did Quattrocento finger fashion it 
Hollow of cheek as though it drank of the wind 
And took a mess of shadows for its meat? 
And I though never of Ledaean kind 
Had pretty plumage once--enough of that, 
Better to smile on all that smile, and show 
There is a comfortable kind of old scarecrow. 1 

( vv. 25-32) 

At last, Maud becomes Phase 16 on the Great Wheel of 

h:_ Vision: a perpetual human archetype where "are born 

those who are most touching in their beauty . . • elab-

orating a delicate personal discipline, as though she 

would make her whole life an image of a unified anti

thetical energy."2 

In "The Municipal Gallery Revisited," Yeats 

sums up his general impression of another friend, John 

Synge: 

And here's John Synge himself, that rooted m~n. 
'Forgetting human words,' a grave deep face.j 

( vv. 49-50) 

1w. B. Yeats, ~Vision (New York: The Macmillan 
Co., 1965), p. 132. 

2Collected Poems, p. 318. 

3Ibid., p. 238. 
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Yeats adds detail to this portrait in "Coole Park, 1929": 

There one that ruffled in a manly pose 
For all his timid heart, there that slow man, 
That meditative man, John Synge •••• 1 

( vv. 11 -13) 

The poet had met John Millington Synge in Paris and recog-

nized at once "really a most excellent man." He wrote to 

Lady Gregory on February 15, 1899, after the meeting: "He 

works very hard and is learning Breton. He will be a very 

useful scholar." 2 Yeats persuaded him to go to the Aran 

Islands "and find a life that had never been expressed."3 

Synge seems to have restored to Yeats his old admiration 

for Irish peasantry, awakening awareness of their brute 

vitality, of "all that has edge, all that is salt in the 

mouth, all that is rough to the hand, all that stings in

to life the sense of tragedy."4 Before his contact with 

Synge, Yeats' Irish legends were of a rather effeminate 

fairyland. 

1Ibid., p. 238. 

21. of W. B. X., p. 314. 

3 Auto • , p • 2 07 • 

4rr. M. Synge and the Ireland of His Time," The 
Cutting of an Agate, pp. 153-154. 
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Although Yeats absorbed his masculinity, Synge's 

rather blunt and undiplomatic approach seems to have been 

somewhat detrimental to the popularity of their particular 

theatre group. Yeats wrote to John Quinn on June 29, 1905: 

"The people are not yet sufficiently deep in their new ar-

tistic education to understand what temperament is. The 

very elements in Synge, let us say, which make a man of 

genius repel them." 1 Synge's most famous play, The Play-

boy of the Western World, was produced in 1907 for a phar-

isaical audience who rioted because of its "slander upon 

Ireland's womanhood ., "2 In Europe John Synge fared much 

better, and Yeats wrote to John Quinn on September 16, 

1905: 

Synge's foreign success is worth more to us than would be 
the like success of any other of our people, for he has 
been the occasion of all the attacks upon us. I said in 
a speech some time ago that he would have a European repu
tation in five years but his enemies have mocked the 
prophecy.3 

In order to bring the theatre to artistic perfection, it 

was necessary to wrest it from the hands of philistines 

11. of W. ~. Y., p. 452. 

2"J. M. Synge and the Ireland of His Time," The 
Cutting of an Agate, p. 311. 

3L. of W. ~. x., p. 461. 
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and turn it into "a private Limited Liability Co." Yeats 

wrote to Florence Farr on October 6, 1905: "If all goes 

well Lady Gregory, Synge and myself will appoint all Com-

mittees and have more votes between us than all the other 

Shareholders." 1 

Winning the confidence of members of the company 

was a slow process, but in the end the serious artists of 

the group felt that they had "all really competent people." 

It was Synge's success that seemed to have the most signif-

icance in the theatre's reputation: 

Did I tell you that The Well of the Saints has been 
accepted by a principal theatre in Berlin? It is a great 
triumph for us here as I fore t old European reputation for 
Synge at the Catholic College and have been mocked for 
the prophecy. All the incompe t entness united in making 
little of that play, and now its German acceptance comes 
just in time to prepare for the production of his new 
play, an even wilder business. He is a gre~t man and I 
wish you could get a chance of playing him. 

Synge's plays were written in the dialects of Aran and 

Wicklow, employing a natural vocabulary not conventionally 

that of the Dublin drawing room. As Yeats wrote to John 

Quinn on October 4, 1907, 

The truth is that the objection to Synge is not mainly 
that he makes the country people unpleasant or immoral 

1 L. of W. ~. Y., p. 463. 

2Ibid. 
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but that he has got a standard of morals and intellect . 
• . • they shrink from Synge's harsh, independent, hero
ical, clean, wind-swept view of things .•.• Nothing 
is ever persecuted but the intellect, though it is 
never persecuted under its own name •..• We have had 
another performance of The Country Dressmaker • . • and 
yet Fitzmaurice, who wrote it, wrote it with the special 
object of showing up the sordid side of. country life. 
He thinks himself a follower of Synge, which he is not . 
• • • Synge has just had an operation on his throat • 
• • . When he woke out of the ether sleep his first words, 
to the great delight of the doctor, who knows his plays, 
were: 'May God damn the English, they can't even swear 
without vulgarity.' This tale delights the Company, who 
shudder at the bad language they have to speak in his 
plays. 1 

The Abbey has John Synge to thank for its ini

tial fame, said W. G. Fay, and John Synge had Yeats to 

thank for his training and practical experience in the 

theatre. 2 According to Helen Vendler, it was on Yeats' 

suggestion that Synge first went to the Aran Islands, 

where he underwent an aesthetic transformation.3 Yeats 

claims that Synge's most private images were given life 

and substance through this contact with the Aran Islands, 

that Synge escaped from the subjective by celebrating 

2w. G. Fay, "The Poet and the Actor," William 
Butler Yeats, ed. Stephen Gwynn, p. 127. 

3Helen H. Vendler, Yeat's Vision and Later 
Plays (Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1963), p. 44. 
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the objective, a life antithetical to his own. On 

April 27, 1908, Yeats wrote to John Quinn of Synge's 

achievement: 

Synge has taken charge of the Theatre •••• It has pro
bably interrupted his Deirdre •••• He has written it 
in slight dialect •••• There is, however, nothing gro
tesque in it., and an astonishing amount of sheer lyrical 
beauty. It is much more beautiful than, though not in 
its present stage anything like so dramatic as, his 
other work. I think it would be impossible to any com
pany except ours. I can't imagine anybody getting his 
peculiar rhythm without being personally instructed in 
. t 1 l • 

A year . later, John Synge, misunderstood by nearly 

everybody except his loyal and perceptive friend Yeats, 

died, and Yeats set about the comple t ion of Deirdre of 

the Sorrows, Synge's last play. Meanwhile there were 

erroneous editorials to be corrected. Yeats wrote to 

the editor of the Nation on April 6, 1909: 

There is an interesting, sympathetic letter in your 
issue of April 3, on 'The Art of J. M. Synge,' which 
contains an error too slight to notice were it not that 
it may strengthen some fool in his folly. Your corre
spondent quotes me correctly as having said that Mr. Synge's 
work before he went to Aran was too literary, too full of 
'images reflected from mirror to mirror,' but he is wrong 
in supposing that it was 'the morbid remote poetry' that 
'Englishmen and Frenchmen were writing at that time,' or 
that it showed the influence of 'poets of Montmartre.' 

2D. J. Gordon, W. B. Yeats: Images of a Poet 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1961)~ 36. 
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He has been reading some Irish journalist (generally a 
mistake when literature is the subject) who believes, or 
pretends to believe, that the author of The Playboy of 
the Western World borrowed something of his genius from 
'French decadents.' If there are 'decadents' in Mont-
martre or elsewhere, Mr. Synge knew nothing of them. When 
I met him in Paris I found him reading Raccine, and because 
he wished to make a little money by criticism of French 
literature, I urged him vainly to read the writers mhis 
own time. He read throughout his life the great classics 
and these alone, and even in those early tmitative poems 
and essays there was not other influence. 

D. J. Gordon points out that Synge and his work 

in Ireland affected Yeats' own life and work; that medi

tation on Synge came to be a meditation on the nature of 

the artist and what happens to him in the modern world; 

and that Yeats' protracted and violent defense of Synge's 

work was a strong element in his growing sense of his 

own estrangement from the life and feeling of Dublin. 2 Yeats 

wrote to his father on April 29, 1909: "Deirdre of the 

Sorrows would have been a masterpiece if Synge had lived 

long enough ••• to do more wo rk. He put into it all 

his hatred of death as well as his own acceptance of it. 

There is wonderful writing."3 Again he wrote to his 

2D. J. Gordon, W. B. Yeats: Images of a Poet 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1961),~36. 
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father on August 7, 1909: "I have written half an elab-

orate essay on Synge, an analysis of Irish public opinion 

and the reason why his work is so much hated in Ireland." 1 

To Lady Gregory he wrote on September 19, 1910: "I thought 

of Synge's funeral--none at that, after some two or three, 

but enemies or conventional images of gloom." 2 

When. later, Yeats came to elaborate his theory of 
J l 

personality in relation to phases of history, Gordon re-

lates, he expressed an insight which he had acquired 

concerning Synge and his failure to communicate, as exem-

plary of the artist whose only possible salvation lay in 

moving from subjective reveries to an objective world out

side himself.3 He wrote to Dorothy Wellesley on July 26, 

1935: "Yes, Synge was a supreme writer. His Deirdre of 

the Sorrows is an unfinished sketch, but the last act is 

supreme in pathos and majesty. He had simple and pro

found passions."4 In his essay on Synge, "J. M. Synge 

and the Ireland of His Time," Yeats emphasized an obser-

vation, typical of the many antithetical facets of life 

1 Ibid., p. 534. 

2
Ibid., p. 553. 

3 Gor don, p. 36. 

41. of W. ~.X., pp. 838~839. 
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on every level which delighted Yeats' mind and from which 

he drew, seemingly, in developing his completed theory: 

"He never spoke an unkind word, had admirable manners, 

and yet his art was to fill the streets with rioters, and 

to bring upon his dearest friends enemies that may last 

their lifetime." 1 Later Yeats unveils in the poem "In 

Memory of Major Robert Gregory," a solitary, a dying man, 

who wrote of life at its highest pitch of comic exuberance 

or harsh tragedy: 

And that enquiring man John Synge comes next, 
That dying chose the living world for text 
And never could have rested in the tomb 
But that, long travelling, he had come 
Towards nightfall upon a certain set apart 
In a most desolate stony place, 
Towards nightfall upon a race 
Passionate and simple like his heart.2 

( vv. 25-32) 

On December 10, 1909, Yeats wrote to Lady Gregory 

concerning his meeting with Ezra Pound: 

Which reminds me that this queer creature Ezra Pound, who 
has become really a great authority on the troubadours~ 
has I think got closer to the right sort of music with 
strongly marked time and yet it is effective speech. How
ever he can't sing as he has no voice. It is like some
thing on a very bad phonograph.3 

1The Cutting of 9n ~gate, p. 154. 

2 
Collected Poems, p. 131. 
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Ezra Pound married Olivia Shakespear's daughter, Dorothy, 

and besides acting as intermittent secretary for Yeats, 

editing J. B. Yeats' letters, correcting the punctuation 

of Yeats' poems, and arguing the merits of Confucius, 

whom Yeats thought didactic and Pound thought "perfect•, "1 

Pound became a friend with whom the Yeatses exchanged 

visits and spent vacations in Italy during which they 

had challenging discussions about literary art. In Dec-

ember, 1913, Yeats wrote to the editor of Poetry about 

Pound: "He is certainly a creative personality of some 

sort, though it is too soon yet to say of what sort. 

I would always sooner give the laurel to vigorous 

errot:>s than to any orthodoxy not inspired."2 Giving a 

further glimpse into Ezra Pound's personality when writ

ing to Olivia Shakespear on March 24, 1927, Yeats posed 

a rhetorical question: 

But what will Ezra do? Will he 'pass by in silent dig
nity' as we were told to do in childhood or will he fill 
his pockets with all the necessary missiles and rush to 
the defence of Joyce, Picasso, Miss Stein and all the 
gods?3 

1 
1. of W. ]2. Y., p. 774. 

2Ibid. , p. 585. 

3Ibid., p. 723 ., 
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Pound added to Yeats' already developing theory 

of the Mask by introducing him to the Japanese Mask or 

persona, which symbolized the ethereal in contrast to the 

corporeal self. Yeats admired Ezra Pound's self-discipline 

expressed in rejection of the 'tinsel world' and his con-

trolled purity of language. To Yeats the Noh plays 

represented a literature that was far superior to the 

social plays of Ibsen and Shaw because of the plaster masks 

worn traditionally by the Noh actors; Ezra Pound recalls 

that Yeats called the Noh "the modern theatre's anti-self." 1 

Yeats admitted to Olivia Shakespear on March 9, 1933: 

"Only once did I put a book into the (Cuala) series that 

was not Irish--Ezra's plays--and I had to write a long 

introduction to annex Japan to Ireland." 2 

The two friends, Yeats and Pound ., seem to have 

quarreled magnificently through a lifelong friendship, 

for Yeats wrote to Olivia Shakespear on August 7, 1934: 

"The King of the Great Clock Tower ••• show to Ezra that 

I may confound him. He may have been right to condemn it 

1 
Ezra Pound, Personae (London: Elkin Matthews, 

1909) ' p. 57. 

2
1. of W. ~.X., p. 807. 
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as poetry, but he condemned it as drama. It has turned 
1 out the most popular of my dance plays." 

1 
Ibid., p. 827. 



CHAPTER IV 

APPRENTICESHIP 

Yeats said he met Verlaine and Mallarme at the 

home of McGregor Mathers. Whether the introductions were 

made by Arthur Symons or York Powell is not certain, but 

it was Symons who had made translations of some of the 

poems of these two French symbolists. Arthur Symons, a 

mystic, was a member of the Rhymer's Club, a group of young 

writers who usually met in an upper room at the Cheshire 

Cheese in Fleet Street. 1 Yeats translated some of the 

poems of Stuart Merrill, an American educated in Paris and 

a symbolist poet who derived from Mallarme. In a letter 

to Ernest Boyd in February, 1915, Yeats wrote: "My inter

est in mystic symbolism did not come from Arthur Symons 

or any other contemporary writer •••• Of the French 

symbolists I have never had any detailed or accurate know

ledge_."2 The only thing that Yeats claims he took from 

these symbolists was the title of one of the Autobiographies; 

1The Letters of W~ ~. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1955), pp. 230, 265, 181. 

2Ibid.-, p. 592. 

1 01 
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he wrote to George Russell on July 1, 1921: "I may call 

the book The Trembling of the Veil (Mallarme said 'The 

whole age is full of the trembling of the veil of the 

temple') but some better title may occur." 1 In a l etter 

to Dorothy Wellesley on May 4, 1937, he wrote of his 

affinity to the French movement: 

I am reading Roger Fry ' s translation of Mallarm~ ••• • I 
find it exciting, as it shows me the road I and others of 
my time went for certain furlongs. It is not the way I 
go now, but one of the legitimate roads. He escapes from 
history; you and I are in history, the history of the mind. 
Your ~Fire' has a date or dates, so has my wwild Old Wicked 
Man.' 

Although some of Yeats' early associates were in-

fluenced by the Existentialis t ~ philosophies, and although 

Yeats admired their courage as well as their talent, he 

seems to have rejected the arrogance of their individual-

ism which sometimes seemed to him obscure and lacking in 

form. Yeats said he admired ri t ual in which aristocratic 

and religious subjects are arranged in a form symbolically 

evocative yet stylized, quite simple, and thoroughly 

restrained. 2 Perhaps it was for this reason that he later 

1Ibid., p. 671. 

21. of W. ~. Y., p. 887. 
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favored the art of Japan--free of academic tyranny, yet 

adhering to a line of tradition. He considered some of 

these young poets abstract and inimitable, and his artis

tic conscience probably led him to believe that art must 

be "transmitable" and "teachable." 1 This analysis was 

made after his first poetry was published, however. The 

extremism of the revolutionary aesthetes was not the 

Yeatsean solution to his personal revolt against pragma-

tism, for Yeats was philosophically Hellenic and a lover 

of harmony. 

Not because of influences but because Yeats 

acknowledged a parallel philosophy of a kindred soul in 
/ 

his early poetry, an investigation of Mallarme may be use-

ful in explaining some of Yeats' theories. 
/ 

Mallarme's 

observation, which cast aside all pretense of inexplic

able inspiration or visitations by the Muse, is probably 

the most celebrated one about symbolic methods. His 

method became a discipline of the mind--imperical intui
/ 

tion. In 1891 Mallarme wrote: 

To name an object is to do away with three-quarters of the 
enjoyment of the poem which is derived from the satisfac
tion of guessing little by little; to suggest it, that is 
the illusion. It is the perfect handling of the mystery 

1·w. B. Yeats, The Autobiography of William Butler 
Yeats (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1953), p. 333. 
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that constitutes the symbol: to evoke an object little 
by little in order to show a state of mind or inversely 
to choose an object and to disengfge from it a state of 
mind, by a series of unriddlings. 

Mallarme's emphasis upon unity in a poem seems to suggest, 

at least, an influence sprung from a source common to that 

of Yeats. Although Yeats does not speak of reading He .gel 

until 1927, 2 he had long revolted against the philosophy 

of reason. Upon reading Nietzsche, he had observed in 

1902 that Blake, whose symbolism he admired, had the same 

roots. Furthermore, Yeats ha d read the history of the 

Rosicrucians,3 who influenced the French symbolists.4 

By May 15, 1903, Yeats had outgrown his Ideas of Good and 

Evil, for he wrote to John Guinn: 

Certain otherthings have made me look upon the world, I 
think, with somewhat more def·iant eyes •••• Whatever I 
do from this out will, I think, be more creative. I will 
express myself • • • by that sort of thought that leads 
straight to action, straight to some sort of craft. I 
have always felt that the soul has two movements primarily: 
one to transcend forms, and the other to create forms. 
Nietzsche ~ • • calls these the Dionysiac and the 
.Apollonic.J 

1
William K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Cleanth Brooks, 

Literary Criticism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), p. 596. 

2 
L. of W. :g. X., p. 725. 

3Ibid., p. 592. 

4
Literary Criticism, p. 597. 
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According to Wallace Fowlie, the French symbolists agreed 
/ 

with the statements of Mallarme more than with any other 

poet, and Fowlie wrote of their language: 

The theory of the suggestiveness of words comes from a 
belief that a primitive language, half-forgotten, half
living, exists in each man. It is language p?ssessing 
ext~ordinary affinities with music and dreams •••• A 
pure work, Mallarme has written, gives over the initiative 
to the words themselves.

2 
The deliberate rhetoric of the 

poet disappears in them. 

French symbolist poetry, if carried to its height, 

echoed Nietzsche's nihilism. Like the Existentialists 

flourishing at that time, each French writer was unique 

and resisted category. The symbolists' "fear" of sepa-

rating life from knowledge is related to a theme found in 

Yeats' later poetry, notably in "Blood and the Moon": 

Odour of blood on the ancestral stair! 
And we that have shed none must gather there 
And clamour in drunken frenzy for the moon. 

Upon the dusty, glittering windows cling, 
And seem to cling upon the moonlit skies, 
Tortoiseshell butterflies, peacock butterflies, 
A couple of night-moths are on the wing. 
Is every modern nation like the tower, 
Half dead at the top? No matter what I said, 
For wisdom is the property of the dead, 

1Wallace Fowlie, Mallarme (Chicago: University of 
Chicago , 1 9 53 ) , p • 2 64. 

2Ibid., p. 269. 
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A something incompatible with life; and power, 
Like everything that has the stain of blood, 
A property of the living; but no stain 
Can come upon the visage of the moon 
When it has looked in glory from a cloud. 1 

( vv. 41-55) 

Along with the French symbolists, Yeats believed that the 

imagination, expressed in symbols, is the "greatest of all 

powers whether •.. used consciously by the masters of 

magic, or half-consciously by their successors, the poet, 

the musician, and the artist."2 

Yeats' "apprentice" poems (1889-1904) reflect the 

testing of ideas--shifts and changes, rejections of "out-

grown shells," the building of statlier "mansions"--that 

set free the soul of a Poet. Up to his thirty-fifth year, 

Yeats claims that he moved through various phases: fr om 

echoes of Shelley and Spenser3 to local legends; from the 

vague symbols of The Wanderings of Oisin to Innisfree, 

Fairyland, and Irish legends seen through the techniques 

of European symbolists, especially those of the occult 

1The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1965),-p.-23~. 

2 W. B. Yeats, "Ideas of Good and Evil," Essays 
and Introductions, p. 64. 

3 W. B. Yeats, "What is Popular Poetry?" Ibid., p. 3. 
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and the kabalistic. His first poems abound in romantic 

dreaminess--a habit of solitary figures, and heroes, sages, 

poets, and magicians. And Spenser and Shelley breathe 

through scenic descriptions in The Island Statues. His 

imitations of the romantic poets were isolated from the 

real world and overcharged with melancholia, frustration, 

and nostalgia. His favorite epithets seemed to be "dim 

powers of drowsy thought," "dim gray sands," and 

"odorous twilight." One may note the drowsy music of 

"Ephemera," for example: 

Although our love is waning, let us stand 
By the l one border of the lake once more, 
Together in that hour of gentleness 
When the poor tired child Passion, falls asleep: 
How far away the stars seem, and how far 
Is our first kiss, and ah, how old my heart. 1 

(vv. 4-9) 

Yeats excluded "The Fairy Doctor" after its 

first publication in 1899. A portion of the rejected text 

is quoted in a letter to Miss Tynan written in August, 1887: 

The fairy doctor comes our way 
Over the sorrel-coloured wold: 
Now sadly, now unearthly gay! 
A little withered man, and old 

Many herbs and many a spell 
For hurts and ails and lovers' moan--

1collected Poems, p. 15. 
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For all save he who plnlng fell 
Glamoured by fairies for their own. 

Gree t him courteous, greet him kind, 
Lest some glamour he may fold 
Closely round us body and mind, 
The little withered man and old.1 

(vv. 1-26) 

Another early poem, "She Who Dwelt Among the 

Sycamores," because of its interesting history, may bear 

consideration. 

A little boy outside the sycamore wood 
Saw on the wood's edge gleam an ash-gray feather; 
A kid, held by one soft white ear for tether, 
Trotted bes ide him in playful mood. 

Deep in the woodland paused they, the six feet 
Lapped in the lemon daffodils; a bee 
In the long grass--four eyes droop low--a seat 
Of moss, a maiden weaving. Singeth she, 
'I am lone Lady Quietne~s, my sweet, 
And on this loom I weave thy destiny.2 

(vv. 1-14) 

There may be several reasons for the poet's having rejected 

this romantic, arcadian poem: weak description, gross sym-

bol, clumsy rhythm, forced and vague imagery. In a letter 

to Lady Gregory on December 12, 1902, he wrote of his dis-

pleasure when his friend "A. E." published it again: "No! 

I don 't like that sycamore poem, I think it perfectly 

detestable and always did and am going to write t o Russ ell 

1L. of W. B. Y:_., p. 50. 

2L. of W. B. Y:_., p. 53. 
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to say that the Homestead mustn't do this kind of thing 

any more." 1 Replying to a letter from Ellen O'Leary, 

Yeats wrote in February, 1889, perhaps before he decided 

to exclude the poem from further publication: 

You ask me what is the meaning of 'She vvho Dwelt Among 
the Sycamores.' She is the spirit of quiet. The poem 
means that those who in youth and childhood wander alone 
in woods and in wild places, ever after carry in their 
hearts of a secret well of quietness and that they always 
long for rest

2
and to get away from the noise and rumour 

of the world. 

"Shadowy Waters" is another poem with which he had 

struggled since he was a boy ; in its last revision it was 

published in Poems in 1899. He wrote it for the theatre 

later, wondering how an audience would react to "a half 

mystical poem"--a kind of "grave ecstasy." In a letter 

to Frank Fay he wrote on January 20, 1904, he said: 

'The Shadowy Waters' I thought ••• one should lose the 
persons in the general picture • • • I would not now do 
anything so remote, so impersonal •••• The whole pic
ture as it were moves together--sky and sea and cloud 
more ritual than a huroan story. It is deliberately with
out human characters.j 

1
Ibid., pp. 389-390. 

2
Ibid., pp. 109-110. 

31. of W. ~. Y., p. 425. 
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At the beginning of the young poet's career, he 

became discouraged; against the wishes of his father, who 

wanted him to continue writing even if he had to write 

popular romances for a time, he thought about finding some 

remunerative employment. Yeats wrote to Miss Tynan in 

December, 1887, telling her of his preference to work: 

"It would save me from the insincerity of writing on all 
1 

kinds of subjects, of writing other men's truth." Again 

in March, 1889, he wrote to her: "All poetry should have 

a local habitation when at all possible." 2 And in a let

ter to Miss E. White written on January 30, 1889, he said: 

You will find it a good thing to make verses on Irish legends 
and places and so forth. It helps originality and makes 
one's verses sincere, and gives one less numerous compet
itors. Besides one should love best what is nearest and 
most interwoven with one's life.3 

Yeats had vision of establishing a literary move-

ment in Ireland, but it was not until the death of p·arnell, 

1899, that earnest work began. The Literary Society was 

actually formed in 1892, for it was then he realized that 

the best young minds were turning their backs on politics 

1 Ibid., p. 58. 
2Ibid., p. 120. 

31. of W. B. x. ' p. 104. 
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and were at last ready for something new to challenge 

their imaginati?n· He wrote to Miss Tynan on April 27, 

1889: "I feel more and more that we shall have a school 

of Irish poetry--founded on Irish myth and history--a 

neo-romantic movement." 1 On August 13, 1887, he wrote, 

"Remember by being as Irish as you can, you will be more 

original and true to yourself and in the long run more 

interesting, even to English readers. 112 Yeats wrote also 

to John O'Leary in January, 1892: 

Irish literature has been far too much in the hands of 
the man of learning who cannot write. This is I think 
one of the reasons why so few people read Irish books • 
• • . The man of learning who has no literature is my 
natural enemy. I sometimes think he is the enemy of 
the human race.3 

Convinced that "all the greatest books of the 

\vorld are synthetic, homeric," he collected Irish lore, 

especially that of Sligo and the Cuchulain saga, and 

published his first book, The Wanderings of Oisin, in 

1Ibid., p. 33. 

2Ibid., p. 51 • 

3Ibid., p. 201. 
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1889. While waiting to hear from his publisher, he 

wrote to Miss Tynan on September 6, 1888: 

I am not very hopeful about the book. Somewhat inartic
ulate have I been, I fear. Something I had to say. 
Don't know that I have said it. All seems confused, i nco
herent, inarticulate •••• I have seen others ••• while 
I ••• commenti ng, co~menting--a mere dead mirror on which 
things reflect themselves. I have1buried my youth and 
raised over it a cairn-~of clouds. 

After the book was published he wrote to a publisher in 

July, 1889: 

Sir, In a kindly notice of my volume of poems, your 
reviewer asks where I got the materials for 'The 
Wanderings of Oisin.' The first few pages are developed 
from a most beautiful old poem by one of the numerous 
half-forgotten Gaelic poets who lived in Ireland in the 
last century. In the quarrels between the saint and the 
blind warrior, I have used suggestions from various ballads 
Dialogues of Oisin and Patrick, published by the Ossi:ariic 
Society. The pages dealing with the three islands, includ
ing your reviewer's second quotation, are wholly my own, 
having no further root in tradition than the Irish peasant's 
notion that Tir"fl-an-oge (the Coun~ry of the Young) is 
made up of three phantom islands. 

By certain lines from the poem, the story of " Oisinf may 

be summarized and a definite growth noted in his rhythm 

and figures of speec h: "brazen bell," "lamenting hands," 

1
L. of W. B. Y., p. 84. 

2 . 
Ibld., p. 132. 



113 

"pearl-pale Niamh," "lightly as a haymouse," "went away 

like a summer fly": 

But the tale, though words be lighter than air 
Must live to be old like the wandering moon. 

A pearl-pale, high-born lady, who rode 
On a horse with bridle of findrinny; 

'But where are your noble kith and kin, 
And from what country do you ride?' 

'My father an my mother are 
Aengus and Edain, my own name 
Niamh, and my country far 
Beyond the tumbling of the tide.' 

'I loved no man though kings besought, 
Until Danaan poets brought 
Rhyme that rhymed upon Oisin's name.' 

0 Patrick, by your brazen bell, 
There was no limb of mine but fell 
Into a desperate gulph of love! 

0 Patrick! for a hundred years 
The gentle Niamh was my wife; 

'I bring deliverance,' pearl-pale Niamh said. 
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0 had you seen beautiful Niamh grow white as the waters 
are white? 

I cried, '0 Niamh ! 0 whi te one! If only a twelve-houred 
day, 

I must gaze on the beard of Finn, and move where the old 
men and young 

In the Fenians' dwellings of wattle lean on the ches~boards 
and play. 

'Then go • 

But weep for your Niamh, 0 Oisin, weep ; for only your shoe 
Brush lightly as a haymouse earth's pebbles, you will come 

no more to my side. 

I fell on the path, and the horse went away like a summer 
fly · 

And my y~ars three hundred fell on me ••• 1 
( vv • 1 1 - 8 81 ) 

In his first efforts to create an Irish literature, 

Yeats wrote on March 2, 1892, to Miss Tynan about a col

lection of Irish love songs: 

People will go to English poetry for 'literary poetry' but 
will look to a book like your collection for a new flavour 
as of fresh-turned mould •••• And every poem that shows 

1 
Collected Poems, pp. 351-379. 
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English influence in any marked way should be rejected. 
No poetry has a right t o live merely because it is good. 
It must be The Best of Its Kind. The best Irish poets 
are this , and every writer of imagination who is true to 
himself absolutely may be so .1 

Although his the ory of the Mask was not to be 

completely developed until a later period, his letters 

indicate a growing awareness of its necessity. As early 

as the "The Indian to His Love" (1889) he used a foreshadow-

ing i mage: 

A parrot sways upon a tree, 
Raging at his own image in the enamelled sea.2 

( vv. 5-6) 

The parrot represents Ireland under British bondage. In 

Yeats' early efforts to write for Ireland, the Mask of 

the strenuous savage typically emancipated the Will of 

the rhetorical gentleman. But as the poet wrote to Robert 

Bridges on July 20, 1901: 

I am writing a half lyrical half narrative poem on two 
old Irish lovers, Baile Honey-Mouth and one Alyinn •••• 
I then go to other stories of the same epoch. I have 
always meant t o be the chief work of my life--the giving 
life not to a single story but to a whole world of little 
stories • • • to a romantic region, a sort of enchanted 
wood •••• This work has not been possible to me hitherto, 
partly because my verse was not plastic enough and partly 
for lack of a good translation.3 

1 L. of W. B. Y., p. 206. 

2Collected Poems, p. 14. 

31. of W. B. Y., pp. 353-354. 
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Published in 1903, "Baile and Allinn" is a folk tale of 

the Cuchulain saga in which Aengus, the Master of Love, 

foils the earthly union of two lovers in order to unite 

them forever in the spiritual world after they die of 

heartbreak upon believing his false stories: 

I hardly hear the curlew cry, 
Nor the grey rush when the wind is high, 
Before my thoughts begin to run 
On the heir of Uladh, Buan's son, 
Baile, who had the honey mouth; 
And that mild woman of the south, 
Ailinn, who was King Lugaidh's heir. 
Their love was never drowned in care 
Of this or that thing, nor grew cold 
Because their bodies had grown old. 
Being forbid to marry on earth, 1 They blossomed t o immortal mirth. 

(vv. 1-12) 

Soon Yeats began to understand that the success 

of an Irish literary movement would take much time and 

patience; his conflicts at this time may have nourished 

the seed that grew into an important belief: that great 

poetry should be subjective but within a cosmic pattern. 

Frustrated, he wrote to John O'Leary on November 1 , 1894: 

I have just sent off a letter arguing .•• about the 
iniquity of writing for an English audience--the upshot 
of it is that as long as the Irish public knows nothing 
of literature Irish writers must be conten~ t o write for 
countries that know nothing about Ireland. 

1Collected Poems, p. 393. 

2L. of W. ~. Y., p. 238. 
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More and more Yeats realized that national poets are often 

neglected in their own country. A case in point was Walt 

Whitman, 'the most national of America's poets,' who, 

according to Yeats, 'was so neglected and persecuted that 

he would have perhaps fallen silent but for the admiration 

and help of a group of Irish and English artists and men 

of letters.' 1 In December, 1894, Yeats wrote to the editor 

of United Ireland: 

Whitman appealed, like every great and earnest mind, not 
to the ignorant many .•. but to that audience, 'fit 
though few,' which is greater than any nation, for it is 
made up of chosen persons from all •.. and . ~ • it did 
him honour and crowned him among the immortals. 

When Yeats' first book of poems and plays, Under the Moon, 

was ready for publication, Fisher Unwin announced its 

preparation with this notice, acknowledging Yeats' achiev-

ment: 

Mr. Yeats has written of the beautiful and singular legends 
of Ireland, not from any archeological or provincial ambi
tion, but with the desire of moulding the universal sub
stance of poetry into new shapes, and of interpreting, ] o 
the best of his power, the spirit of Ireland to itself. 

1Ibid., pp. 238-239. 

2L. of W. ~. Y., p. 241. 

3Ibid., p. 243n. 
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Early in his search for an utterance, Yeats had 

sought a balance between static reason and intense imagi-

nation for fulfillment of all that is human, always 

expressing a preference for imagination (personality) over 

reason (character)--"the revolt of · the soul against the 

intellect." In a letter to a publisher on March 11, 1887, 

he wrote: 

As to the lion and whether a roar may be musical or not, 
I think all uncivilized beast sounds have a certain cadence 
in them; prose and discord are in the main modern brain
products, not of thr primeval world which had only a 
heart and no brain. 

Upon weighing the possibility of "pathetic fallacy," the 

poet decided that poetic art justified the use of the term 

"musical" as well as the term "dance" in regard to peahens 

("Peahens do dance. At least they dance throughout the 

whole of Indian poetry.") 2 Consequently, in Crossways 

(1889), the image endured to show preference for imagi-

nation, as in his poem "The Indian To His Love": 

The island dreams under the dawn 
And great boughs drop tranquility; j 

The peahens dance on a smooth lawn.J 
(vv. 1-3) 

1Ibid., p. 32. 

2Ibid., p .. 111. 

3collected Poems, p. 14. 
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The year that Crossways was published Yeats wrote to 

Frederich Gregg: "I hate reasonable people, the activity 

of their brains sucks up all the blood out of their 

hearts ••.. The only business of the head ••. is to 

bow a ceaseless obeisance to the heart." 1 

In the collection The Wind Among the Reeds (1899) 

Yeats uses even more pronounced imagery for enhancing the 

beauty of his art. In the poem "He Wishes for the Cloths 

of Heaven," the poet spreads his dreams out at his beloved's 

feet: 

Had I the heaven's embroidered cloths, 
Enwrought with golden and silver light, 
The blue and the dim and the dark cloths 
Bf night and the light and the half-light, 
I would spread the cloths under your feet: 
But I, being poor, have only my dreams; 
I have spread my dreams under your feet; 
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.2 

(vv. 1-8) 

The Wanderings of Oisin best represents Yeats' 

early use of symbolic language. According to Peter Ure, 

Oisin himself is the poem's major metaphor; his is the 

image-making poet who builds out of Irish mythology and 

Shelleyan symbolism. 3 Perhaps the three islands represent 

1 L. of W. ~. X. , p. 31 • 
2Collected Poems, p. 70. 

3peter Ure, "Oisin and Kathleen," Yeats (New York: 
Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1965), p. 19. 
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different as.pects of experiences or different kinds of 

life. The land of youth and love is probably Sligo and 

Innisfree. The land of darkness ani struggle suggests 

Ireland's struggle with England. The island of Forget

fulness may be a parable of old age. John Unterecker 

points out that the three books are defined by "an 

internal structure of interrelated images • • • partie-

ularly images of bird and tree which are in turn sup

plemented by images of water and moan." 1 These images 

make it possible to read the poem "spatially," so that 

the blind eagles of Book II and the silent, flopping 

owls of Book III are stressed against the painted, sing

ing Asian birds of Book I. According to Yeats it is not 

really necessary to understand his symbolic language in 

The Wanderings of Oisin, for he wrote to Miss Tynan: 

In the second part of 'Oisin·' under disguise of symbolism 
I have said several things to which I only have the key. 
The romance is for my readers. They must not find out. 
If they did, it would spoil the art. Yet the whole poem 
is full of symbols--if it be full of aught but clouds.2 

Nevertheless, Yeats admitted to Ellen O'Leary in February, 

1889, that The ·wanderings of Oisin is somewhat obscure: 

1 John Unterecker, A Reader's Guide to William 
Butler Yeats (New York: The Noonday Press,---1965), pp. 49-50. 

2
L • of W. ~. Y. , p • 8 8 • 



121 

"'Oisin' needs an interpreter. There are three incompat-

ible things which man is always seeking--infinite feeling, 

infinite battle, infinite repose--hence the three islands." 1 

Already Yeats seems to be grasping the symphonic 

harmony of life's seeming paradoxes, aided probably by his 

father's contradictory statements that the artist is a man 

of action on the one hand and a man of solitude on the 

other. On May 5, 1896, he wrote to Mr. Horta n: · "The 

intellect must do its utmost 'before inspiration is possible.' 

It clears the rubbish from the mouth of the sybil's cave, 

but it is not the sybil." 2 Preferring to read and dream, 

he disciplined himself to blend action and contemplation. 

Of this necessary discipline he wrote to Lady Gregory on 

Arpil 25, 1901: "I feel that I am getting deeper into 

Shakespeare's mystery and shall be perfectly happy 

until I have begun to write and that will be, as always, 

a misery."3 And in a later poem, Yeats stressed the 

1 
Ibid., p. 111. 

2
1. of W. B. Y., p. 262. 

3
Ibid., p. 349. 



122 

tediousness of artistic creativity--"A line will take us 

hours maybe." 1 

In many of his early poems Yeats uses occultism 

as at once a source of symbols and a means of proving 

to himself the mind's capacity for establishing unity. 

In "To the Rose upon the Roo d of Time" Yeats indicated 

that this group of poems would be occult, personal, and 

Irish. Specifically, they deal with the Rosicrucian and 

the Kabalistic doctrines he was learning in the Order of 

the Golden Dawn, from which he drew on to express both 

rose and tree symbolism, his frustrated love for Maud 

Gonne, and those ancient pre-Christian legends that 

focused on Cuchulain, Fergus, and Conch.ubar: 

Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of all my days! 
Come near me, while I sing the ·ancient ways: 
Cuchulain battling with the bitter tide; 
The Druid, grey wood-nurtured, quiet eyed, 
Who cast round Fergus dreams, and ruin untold; 
And thine own sadness, whereof stars, grown old 
In dancing silver-sandalled on the se~, 
Sing in their high and lonely melody. 

According to Unterecker, Yeats drew on memories 

of intense conversations with members of the Golden Dawn 

among them Mrs. Dorothea Hunter, who, in a trance, had 

1"Adam's Curse," Collected Poems, p. 78, v. 4. 

2 
Collected Poems, p. 31. 
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provided imagery for a poem by informing him that the 

music of heaven is "the continuous clashing of earth's 

sword ·s • " 1 Yeats managed in "To Some I Have Talked with 

by the Fire" to combine the kabalistic doctrine of God's 

Ineffable Name, a veiled prophecy of religious revolu

tion that would culminate in the return of old gods, with 

current folk belief: 

While I wrought out these fitful Danaan rhymes, 
My heart would brim with dreams about the times 
When we bent down above the fading coals 
And talked of dark folk who live in souls 
Of passionate men, like bats in the dead trees; 
And 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 good; 
And of the embattled flaming multitude 
Who rise , wing above wing, flame above flame, 
And , like a storm, cry the Ineffable Name, 
And with the clashing their sword-blades make 
A rapturous music, till the morning break 
And the white hush and all but the loud beat 
Of their long wings, the flash of their white feet. 2 

(vv. 1-16) 

Within the rituals of the Golden Dawn, Yeats 

developed his power of concentration and contemplation 

to such a degree that his thoughts and dreams became 

"vision" and all were translated into symbolic language, 

1 Collected Poems, p. 71. 

2
Ibid., p. 49. 
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as typified in II The Fiddler of Dooney" from The vvind 

Among the Reeds: 

When I play on my fiddle in Dooney, 
Folk dance like a wave of the sea; 
My cousin is priest in Kelvarnet 
My brother in Mocharabui ee. 

I passed my brother and cousin: 
They read in their books ., of prayer; 
I read in my book of songs, 
I bought at the Sligo fair. 

When we come at the end of time 
To Peter sitting in state, 
He will smile on the three old spirits, 
But call me first through the gate; 

For the good are always the merry; 
Save by an evil chance, 
And the merry love the fiddle, 
And the merry love to dance: 
And when the folk there spy me, 
They will all come up to me, 
With 'Here is the fiddler of Doonry!' 
And dance · like a wave of the sea. 

(vv. 1-20) 

Yeats, the "fiddler," seems to feel that the artist will 

be admitted to Beatific Vision ahead of the "three old 

spirits"--perhaps Judaism, Catholici sm, and Protestantism, 

so wrapt in their "books of prayer" (superficial ceremony 

and rigid adherence to "the letter of the law," while the 

spirit of love is forgotten)--for the "fiddler" adheres 

1Ibid., p. 71 

2 Auto., p. 63. 
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to the "one thing necessary," Love. His music, born of 

the simple and good folk of Sligo, has a universal appeal 

to those who love to "dance" (perhaps ascend to the world 

of the mystical), and "like a wave of the sea" its effects 

will stretch to infinity, where the artist will be cele

brated for eternity. The speaker of the poem is a common 

man speaking colloquially, with no learned language and 

few figures of speech. 

Already Yeats had put into practice his mature 

theory that "We should write out our thoughts in as nearly 

as possible the language we thought them in, as though 

in a letter to a friend," 1 The variations on the meter-

anapestic trimeter with some iambics--yields a close 

approximation to natural speech and unsophisticated, can

did simplicity. Summing up at this time his notion of 

symbolism in theory and practice, Yeats asserts that "the 

substance of all style" is a "continuous indefinable 

symbolism," which he chooses to illustrate from Robert 

1 
Auto., p. 63. 
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Burns, in his essay "The Symbolism of Poetry," published 

in 1900: 

There are no lines with more melancholy beauty than these 
by Burns: 

The white moon is setting behind the white wave, 
And Time is setting with me, 0! 

and these lines are perfectly symbolical. Take from them 
the wave and whiteness and setting Time and the last melan
choly cry, they evoke an emotion which cannot be evoked 
by any other arrangement of colours and sounds and forms • 
• • • All sounds, all colours, all forms, either because 
of their pre-ordained energies of long association, evoke 
indefinable and yet precise emotions, or as I prefer to 
think, whose footsteps over our hearts we call emotions; 
and when sound and colour, and form are in a musical rela
tion to one another, they become, as it were, one sound, 
one colour, one form, and evoke an emotion that is made 
out of their distinct evocations and yet is one emotion. 1 

"Symbol," he wrote further in an essay on Blake, "is the 

only possible expression of some invisible essence, a 

transparent lamp about an invisible flame , " 2 In the 

essay "Magic," Yeats asserted that symbols are the great-

est of all powers whether they are used consciously by 

the masters of magic, or half unconsciously by their 

successors, the poet, the musician and the artist."3 

1 "The Symbolism of Poetry," Essays and .Introduetions, 
p p • 1 55-1 57 . 

2"William Blake and His Illustrations to the 
Divine Comedy," ibid. , p. 11 6. 

3"Magic," ibid., p. 49. 
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Although Yeats admired poetry which appears spon-

taneous, he discovered that the leap from intuitive image 

to utterance of spontaneous art is a process of patient 

anguish. "It · is not inspiration that exhausts one, but 

art," 1 he declared in a letter to Miss Tynan in 1888. In 

another letter some months later, he asserted: "With me 

everything is premeditated for a long time." 2 He chose 

his words carefully; he believed that a wmisprint in a 

short lyric was quite ruinous," and he made many revisions 

of his poems. In a letter to Elizabeth White written on 

January 10, 1889, he criticized her choice of words in a 

poem she had sent him: 

'Dim' and 'hill,' by the way, are too nearly rhymes with
out being so, to come so close together as you do in this 
verse. • • • A blank verse line· should always end with a 
slight pause in the sound. Words like 'for' at the end 
of the eightBline of 'A Mother's Dream' and 'who' at the 
end of the second line on the next page are not good 
final words. Such words have no natural pause after t~~m. 
They belong to the next line.3 

Yeats' choice of words was often severely criticized by 

his fellow critics and sometimes the poet went to great 

1 
1. of W. B. Y. , p. 87. 

2Ibid. , p. 107. 

31. of W. B. Y., pp. 103-104. 
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pains to justify his usage, as he did in the following 

lines taken from an early version of The Wanderings of 

Oisin: 

Her hair was of citron tincture 
And gathered in a silver cincture. 1 

( vv. 24-25) 

Concerning these much criticized lines, Yeats wrote to 

John O'Leary on February 3, 1889: 

'Tincture" and 'Cincure' are used by me quite correctly. 
See Webster's Dictionary, it says tincture primarily is 
'a tinge or shade of colour; as a tincure of red' and 
cincture is 'that which encompasses o2 encloses.' The 
Freeman reviewer is wrong about this. 

To achieve more fully the appearance of spontaneity 

of poetic art, Yeats employed his friends, Florence Farr 

and Dolmetsch, to work out musical notations by which 

his poetry might be spoken. By means of musical notations 

Yeats hoped to control the reading of his poetry so that 

it conveyed the artist's true emotion. The laboriously 

achieved dramatic modulations and rhythms effectively 

stimulated spontaneity of poetic art. In his essay 

"Speaking to the Psaltery," one may find many examples 

1 Ibid. , p • 1 08n. 

2Ibid., p. 108. 
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1 W. B. Yeats, "Speaking t 1o the Psaltery," Essays 
and IntroduQtions, p. 26. 
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of this "new art" of regulated speech which Yeats admits 

was probably an ancient custom that gradually led to folk 

tunes. 1 

The mature Yeats vowed that "all art is dedicated 

to wisdom and not because i t teaches anything but because 

it reveals divine substances."2 A supremely re ligious 

man of the "tincturen of John of the Cr oss and Teresa of 

Avila, Yeats accepted "the Christ in your own breast, in 

the power of your own will and divine imagination,"3 but 

he seems to have rejected all that inhibited the fullness 

of what is human to religions smothered by harsh and 

unloving doctrines as well as in religions made shallow 

by emotionalism and no discipline. But even in the early 

poem "The Fiddler of Dooney," already quoted, those who 

differ in conduct and convi ctions are also f ound in 

heaven , where St. Peter smile s on them; t hus he once 

wrote to William Horton, an artist who was attracted to 

the mystical activities of the Golden Dawn: 

In my own belief the Divine Humanity cannot enter the heart 
till the heart ceases from indignation. The Christ who 
has moved the world was half Indian half Greek in temper 

1 1. of W. ~.X., pp. 373 - 374 . 

2
Ibid. , p. 268. 

3
Ibid., p. 261. 
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He saw the world as a fire of love, but from this fire 
fell not Hebraic heat, the moral self-indulgence of a sen
sual race--but a pure Greek light. 1 

Yeats' faith was Poetry, of which the dramatic 

form was most sublime: it issued from the "imagination 
agaj_nst 

and intellect," the things eternal in man crying out,\ that 

which is temporal and perishing • • • laboring to awaken 

again our interests in moral and spiritual realities • 

the foundation of the arts."1 Together with dramatic 

. . 

energy Yeats valued religious emotion, finding it incom

patible with moralizing themes. In a letter to Miss Tynan, 

who was in the process of writing the life of a nun, he 

cautioned on July 5, 1890: 

I hope they allow you to make her human. Not too much 
of the white light of piety. Remember it is the stains 
of earth colour that m~ke man differ from man and give 
interest to biography. 

Also, in a very early letter to Frederick Gregg, Yeats 

criticized the literary integrity of George Eliot; she 

had failed to make her characters human: 

Tito, her most famous character1 is as interesting as a 
cat on the vivisection table. ln him there is none of 
that beauty that Hugo gave to everything he touched, not 
only to Esmeralda but to the hunchback, ••• Tito is 
created out of anger, not love •••• She understands 

1 
1. of W. B. Y., p. 263. 

2Ibid., p. 155. 
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only the conscious nature of man. His intellect, his 
morals,--she knows nothing of the dim unconscious nature, 
the world of instinct, which ••• is the accumulated 
wisdom of all living things.1 

Because Yeats had accepted his father's theory 

that the greatest literary art is dramatic poetry, he 

was receptive to the suggestion of Edward Dowden, 

Professor of English Literature at Trinity University 

in Dublin: "Dowden urged me to write a poetic drama."2 

To perfect his dramatic form in poetry Yeats became 

actively engaged in writing for the theatre. In March, 

1889, he wrote to Katharine Tynan: "I am looking for 

dramatic thoughts."3 In April he wrote that "the 

dramatic is far the pleasantest poetic form,"4 and i n 

May he wrote again: 

I have written so much in dramatic form ••• Blake's 
system of thought. It is amazinglypoetical. It has 
done my own mind a great deal of g,ood in liberating me 
from formulas and th~ories of several kinds of poetic 
feeling and thought.' 

1Ibid., p. 31. 

2 Auto., p. 52. 

3 1. of W. 12_. Y. , p. 11 6. 

4
Ibid., p. 122. 

5Ibid., pp. 152-153. 



132 

Yeats letter to John Quinn written on May 15, 1903, marks 

the end of Yeats the romanticist and signals the onset of 

Yeats the classicist, for he wrote: 

Ideas of Good and Evil is out of my present mood and no 
longer~rue for me-.--.-•• Other things have made me look 
upon the world, I think, with the somewhat more defiant 
eyes. The book is too lyrical, too full of aspiration 
after remote things~ too full of desires. Whatever I do 
from this out will," I think, be more creative. I will 
express myself by thoughts that lead straight to action, 
straight to some sort of craft. I have always felt that 
the soul has two movements primarily:

1 
one to transcend 

forms, and the other to create forms. 

A letter to Frank Fay, written in 1903, reveals 

that the poet considered The King's Threshold (written in 

collaboration with Lady Gregory) to be his best dramatic 

verse to date. 2 Since Yeats calls it his "best," it may 

be interesting to examine a few lines from Seanchan's 

dying prophecy: 
I lay awake, 

There had come a frenzy into the light of the stars 
And they were coming nearer and I knew 
All in a minute they were about to marry 
Colds out upon the plough-lands, to beget 
A mightier race than any that has been; 

The stars had come so near to me that I caught 
Their singing; it was praise of that great race 

1 Ibid • , p • 40 3 • 

2
1 • of w. ~. X. , p • 409 • 
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That would be haughty, mirthful, and white-bodied 
With a high head, and open hand, and how 
Laughing, it would take the mastery of the world. 1 

From this excerpt one may gather evidence of much growth 

since the poet wrote "She Who Dwelt Among the Sycamores. " 

Masculinity has replaced the flaccid phrases of "singeth 

she" and "I am lone lady Quietness, my sweet,/ And on this 

loom I weave thy destiny!"; the rhythm and figures are 

less strained and more spontaneous in sound; imagery is 

strong and exciting--"the stars were about to marry 

clods ••• to beget a mightier race." Reflecting once 

more upon "The Fiddler of Dooney," one recalls that the 

"good" are "merry," and one concludes that Seanchan proph-

ecies that the good shall possess the earth when he says, 

"Laughing, it would take the mastery of the world." The 

dramatic, religious, passionate, imaginative, and authentic 

were interrelated aspects of "personality," which Yeats 

held superior to the conventional, moral, rational, 

tangible and false. 

1 Quoted by Peter Ure in "The Man That Died," Yeats 
the Playwright (New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 196~p. 41. 
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On August 18, 1904, he wrote in a letter to Frank 

Fay a few observations he had learned from the theatre 

about dramatic speech: 

We must grope our way toward a new yet ancient perfection 
••• the art of the theatre which knows nothing of style, 
which knows nothing of magnificent words, nothing of the 
music of speech. • • • Our art must restore the voice of 
its importance ••• finest effects ?f our style, out of 
the expressiveness of speech itself. 

From this time Yeats never ceased to move forward in the 

development of a system which would enure even his simp-

lest poems. He evaluated his own artistic contribution 

on February 9, 1931, in a letter to Olivia Shakespear: 

I think I have done one good deed in clearing out of the 
state from death to birth all the infinities and eternities, 
and picturing a state as 'phenomenal' as that from birth 
to death. I have constructed a myth--one only assents to 
philosoph2. Heaven is an improvement of sense--one listens 
to music. 

Sixteen years of apprenticeship had released a voice--

controlled but intuitive--which would create a "personal 

utterance" so complete that death alone could bring 

further vision. 

1 1. of W. B. X., pp. 440-441. 

2
Ibid., p. 781. 
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