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ABSTRACT 

One of t h e  major s u b j e c t s  of W .  B. Y e a t s t s  p o e t r y  

i s  p o e t r y  i t s e l f ;  concomi tan t ly ,  one of  t h e  key speaking  

v o i c e s  i n  t h e  p o e t r y  i s  t h e  p o e t  as p o e t .  While t h i s  

p o e t i c  v o i c e  i s  unmistakably Y e a t s f s  own, Yeats i n s i s t s  

t h a t  a p o e t  "never  speaks  d i r e c t l y  as t o  someone a t  t h e  

b r e a k f a s t  t a b l e , "  f o r  he  i s  " p a r t  of  h i s  own phantasmagoria ."  

The speake r  i s  a c r e a t e d  f i g u r e ,  a s  a  c h a r a c t e r  i n  drama. 

T h i s  t h e s i s  ana lyzes  t h r e e  "poses"  which Yeats adop t s  

i n  o r d e r  t o  p r o j e c t  a moulded a f i g u r e  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  w i t h i n  

h i s  l y r i c s .  A f t e r  some d e f i n i t i o n  of  terms and a  b r i e f  

c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of t h e  symbol i n  Yeats's work, t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  

f a l l s  i n t o  t h r e e  d i v i s i o n s :  a s tudy  of t h e  poe t  a s  I r i s h  

s t o r y - t e l l e r  o r  s h a n a c h i e ;  a  s t u d y  of t h e  p o e t  as v i s i o n a r y  

or magus; and f i n a l l y ,  a  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of t h e  p o e t  a s  o l d  

man. I n  a l l  t h r e e  cases, t h e  "pose" d e l i b e r a t e l y  draws 

on a  long t r a d i t i o n ,  and t h e  t h e s i s  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  r e a s o n s  

f o r  Yeatsfs s e l e c t i o n  of t h e s e  t r a d i t i o n s .  

The "pose" which an a r t i s t  chooses  l a r g e l y  de t e rmines  

which symbols he employs; Y e a t s ' s  s h a n a c h i e ,  f o r  example, 

nay i n  ment ioning t h e  "be l l -b ranch"  o r  t h e  S i d h e ,  hope t o  

evoke a knowing response  from an audience  s t eeped  i n  C e l t i c  

c u l t u r e .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  a c t  of adopt ing  a  "pose" i s  a  way of  

evoking symbols, of  c a l l i n g  them f o r t h  from what Yeats c a l l s  



iv 

the anirna rnundi. In the role of visionary, for example, the 

poet is assuming a particular perceptual framework and open- 

ing his mind to visionary symbols. 

Story-teller, magus and old man illustrate the 

development of the artist in Yeatsts lyrics. These roles 

are interwoven and overlapping, and as the poet incorporates 

all three, his work becomes a composite of the symbols they 

offer him. The lyrics included in the discussion represent 

Yeats's poetry from his first published volume to the 

posthumous L a s t  Poems, 

The study of Yeatsls poetic "poses" serves as an 

entrance into the world of archetypal symbols which Yeats 

uses. The thesis claims that the poet's participation in 

the timeless realm of symbols transforms the figuration of 

the artist into a symbol which bridges the gap between 

temporal limitations and the "artifice of eternity.'' 
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INTRODUCTION 

S t u d e n t s  o f  W i l l i a m  B u t l e r  Yeats a r e  se ldom f o r c e d  t o  

s u r m i s e  what t h e  p o e t  migh t  have  f e l t  a b o u t  h i s  own work, 

f o r  Y e a t s  h a s  p r o v i d e d  more t h a n  ample commentary a b o u t  h i s  

own a r t  a s  w e l l  a s  t h a t  o f  o t h e r s .  H i s  A u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  though 

f i l l e d  w i t h  r e c o u n t i n g s  of  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  i s  a l s o  a 

s t a t e m e n t  of  p o e t i c  t h e o r y  and a n  a c c o u n t  o f  h i s  growth a s  

a n  a r t i s t .  H i s  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  e s s a y s  l a r g e l y  c o n c e r n  h i s  

e x p e r i e n c e s  w r i t i n g  and t h e  a r t i s t i c  c o n c l u s i o n s  t o  which 

t h e y  have  l e d  him. Y e a t s l s  p e r s o n a l  l e t t e r s ,  many o f  which 

h e  i n t e n d e d  f o r  p u b l i c a t i o n , 1  and h i s  d i a r i e s  c o n s i s t  a l m o s t  

e n t i r e l y  o f  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  h i s  own and o t h e r s 1  w r i t i n g .  Y e t  

some of  t h e  most  i n t r i g u i n g  and i m p o r t a n t  i d e a s  Y e a t s  

a r t i c u l a t e d  a b o u t  a r t  o c c u r  i n  t h e  poems t h e m s e l v e s .  A 

'1n a  l e t t e r  t o  K a t h e r i n e  Tynan d a t e d  December 1 2 ,  
1913 ,  Yea t s  e x p r e s s e s  s l i g h t  annoyance t h a t  s h e  p u b l i s h e d  
p a r t s  o f  h i s  l e t t e r s  i n  h e r  book Twenty-Five Years  w i t h o u t  
c o n s u l t i n g  him. H e  c a u t i o n s  her:- .if you a r e  g o i n g  
t o  p u b l i s h  any more l e t t e r s  of  mine,  p l e a s e  l e t  m e  see them 
f i r s t .  I may e v e n ,  i n  d e f i a n c e  of  a l l  r i g h t  c o n d u c t ,  
improve them" (The L e t t e r s  o f  W.  B .  Y e a t s ,  e d .  A l l a n  Wade, 
p.  5 8 6 ) .  W e  a l s o l e a r n  f r o m t w o 9 1 4 t e r s  t h a t  Yeats was 
engaged i n  p r e p a r i n g  his f a t h e r ' s  l e t te rs  f o r  p u b l i c a t i o n ,  
SO t h e  i d e a  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a l i e n  t o  him. 



great number of the poems during every period of his writing 

life employ the voice or persona of the artist consciously 

and directly discussing the nature of art. 

One can argue that every poem is, in a sense, about 

art, since each creative work affirms the value of art and 

affirms for the reader the value of participating in the 

experience of the poem. George T. Wright, in an extremely 

perceptive book called The  P o e t  in t h e  Poem, suggests that 

the poet's aim in writing verse is: " . . . not to have the 
reader undergo a direct apprehension of human experience, 

but to have him undergo an apprehension of sung human 

experience. Attention is not drawn away from the experience 

presented, but toward the fact of its being sung. The poet 

tells of the importance of poetry. The craft itself has 

meaning for people . . . Every poem is an assertion of the 

value of singing, at the same time that it is a realization 

of that value. " 2  Yeats, while he was undoubtedly aware of 

this implicit affirmation of the value of art in everything 

he wrote, also chose to affirm that value explicitly. What 

is so fascinating about the poems in which the artist discusses 

the difficulties involved in transforming his experience 

into "sung" experience is the inextricability of 

2~eorge T. Wright, The Poet in The Poem: --- - 
of Eliot, Yeats and Pound (Berkeley, ~ a m o r n l a ,  - - 
p. 41. 

process and 

The Personae 
1 x 2 1  , 
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p r o d u c t .  Thus ,  w h i l e  Y e a t s  w r i t e s  a b o u t  h i s  d i s c o u r a g e m e n t  

a s  a n  a r t i s t  ( " A l l  Th ings  can  Tempt M e "  and "The F a s c i n a t i o n  

o f  What ' s  D i f f i c u l t " ) ,  a b o u t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  and t h e i r  r e a c t i . o n  

t o  h i s  p o e t r y  ("The Fisherman"  and "The P e o p l e " ) ,  a b o u t  

h i s  own i n t e r n a l  s t r u g g l e s  ( " A  Dia logue  o f  S e l f  and S o u l "  

and " V a c i l l a t i o n " ) ,  and a b o u t  t h e  v i s i o n s  from which h i s  a r t  

emana tes  ("The Double V i s i o n  o f  Michae l  R o b a r t e s "  and 

"Byzan t ium") ,  w e  have  b e f o r e  u s  t h e  f i n i s h e d  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  

p r o c e s s  of  c r e a t i o n  which i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  of  t h e  poem. W e  

c a n  see t h e  poem r a t h e r  l i k e  a  series o f  boxes  w i t h i n  boxes :  

t h e  p o e t  w r i t i n g  a b o u t  a  p o e t  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  w r i t i n g .  I n  

e x p l o r i n g  t h e  l e v e l s  o f  meaning i n  such  poems, w e  f i n d  t h a t  

Yeats t e l l s  a g r e a t  d e a l  n o t  o n l y  a b o u t  t h e  a r t i s t ,  b u t  

a b o u t  t h e  whole wor ld  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  i n  which  t h e  a r t i s t  

i s  p a r t i c i p a n t .  

A s t u d y  o f  t h e  v o i c e  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  a s  p r o j e c t e d  i n  

Yeats 's  l y r i c  p o e t r y  r e v e a l s  t h r o u g h  t h e  p o e t r y  i t s e l f  a n  

o r g a n i z e d ,  growing f i g u r a t i o n  o f  "The p o e t "  i n  Yeats's work. 

A .  Norman J e f f a r e s ,  J o s e p h  Hone, R ichard  El lmann,  V i r g i n i a  

Moore, and o t h e r  of  t h e  b e s t  Yea t s  c r i t i c s  have  d e v e l o p e d  

a " p o r t r a i t  o f  t h e  a r t i s t "  from Y e a t s l s  b i o g r a p h y  and l e t t e r s ,  

and have  p r o v i d e d  a comprehensive  background a g a i n s t  which 

w e  c a n  view t h e  p o e t r y .  U n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  however,  no  one h a s  

c o n c e n t r a t e d  p r i m a r i l y  upon t h e  d e v e l o p i n g  a r t i s t  p r e s e n t e d  

w i t h i n  t h e  p o e t r y  i t s e l f .  Wright  forms some g e n e r a l  con- 



c l u s i o n s  a b o u t  p e r s o n a e ,  w i t h  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  a f f o r d e d  

t o  Y e a t s ,  Pound and E l i o t .  While h e  o f f e r s  some e x t r a o r d i n a r y  

i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  p o e t i c  v o i c e ,  h i s  s t u d y  i s  b o t h  b r o a d l y  

aimed and b r i e f ;  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  h e  d o e s  n o t  d e a l  w i t h  Y e a t s ' s  

p e r s o n a e  i n  much d e t a i l .  Both Thomas P a r k i n s o n  ( W .  B. Yeats :  

T h e  L a t e r  P o e t r y )  and C.  K .  S t e a d  (The New P o e t i c )  a t t a c k  t h e  

t r i c k y  problem o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  work of  

a r t  and t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  a  k i n d  of  e t e r n a l  t r i a n g l e .  S t e a d  

works a l l  t o o  b r i e f l y  w i t h  a l a r g e  body o f  p o e t r y  from t h e  

e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  and d e v o t e s  l i t t l e  d e t a i l  t o  

Yeats. 

Thomas P a r k i n s o n ,  however,  h a s  gone a  l o n g  way i n  

d e f i n i n g  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  Yea t s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

a r t i s t  and a r t i f a c t .  A s  i n  h i s  e a r l i e r  c r i t i c a l  work,  W.  B .  

Yeats:  S e l f  C r i t i c ,  P a r k i n s o n  sees drama a s  t h e  key t o  t h e  

s t r u c t u r e  of  a l l  t h e  p o e t ' s  work: 

Two main i d e a s  . . . u n d e r l i e  t h e  r u m i n a t i o n s  t h a t  
Yea t s  made on t h e  p u z z l i n g  problem of  t h e  r e l a t i o n  
between maker and a r t i f a c t .  The f i r s t  i d e a  i s  t h a t  
t h e  p o e t  e s t a b l i s h e d  h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  by a c t i o n s  
t h a t  were i n  t h e  most profound s e n s e  a r t i f i c i a l :  
hence  t h e  r e c u r r e n c e  o f  such  t e r m s  a s  "pose"  o r  
" r o l e "  o r  " a r t i f i c e "  . . . The second i d e a  i s  t h a t  
l y r i c  poetry--and l i f e  i t s e l f - - w e r e  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  
a  d r a m a t i c  p r o c e s s .  3 

P a r k i n s o n  goes  f u r t h e r  i n  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e  " d r a m a t i c "  p o e t  

may speak  i n  f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  modes: a s  " i n d i v i d u a t e d  b e i n g  

' ~ h o m a s  P a r k i n s o n ,  W. B. Yea t s :  The L a t e r  P o e t r y  - 
( B e r k e l e y ,  C a l i f o r n i a ,  1964) 36. 



whose life gives weight to his work;"4 as a more social 

5 
character representative of class or culture; as a "prophet 

and pure agent of the community of spirit; " as dramatist, 

"the shaper of personifications of passions; " 7  or as "editor 

of books. '8 The suggestion that these facets of the speaker 

exist,is important but Parkinson does not continue in his 

book to develop any of these "modes," nor even to clarify 

his reasons for choosing these five. Actually, Yeats is 

explicit as to why particular "modes" or poses are necessary 

for him as a lyric poet, and his reasons warrant extended 

discussion further on in this introduction. 

Sister M. St. Augustine Lemieux in a 1966 study9 also 

directly considers the problem of the "I" in Yeats's poetry 

outside primarily biographical discussions. She deals only 

with the poems in The Wind ing  S t a i r  and O t h e r  Poems; as a 

result, her presentation does not trace any development in 

the modes of the "I," but concerns a more static manifestation 

of the artist. Basically, Sister Lemieux, perhaps taking 

her cue from Parkinson, divides the "I" into several different 

"modes": the concealed "I," the meditative "I," the mythical 

"I," and others. According to her conclusion, the self 

'sister M. St. ~ugustine ~emieux, p.m., Modes of the 
I: Yeatsls Selves in 'The Winding Stair Other ~oernT'- 
6npublished dissertation(~niversity of Notre Dame, 1966). 



which emerges from Y e a t s l s  p o e t r y  i s  t h e  p u b l i c  image o f  

t h e  a r t i s t ' s  p r i v a t e  i d e a l  s e l f  and n o t  t o  be equa t ed  w i t h  

t h e  b i o g r a p h i c a l  f i g u r e .  lo She a l s o  p roposes  t h a t  Y e a t s l s  

p o e t r y  i n  T h e  w i n d i n g  S t a i r  r e f l e c t s  a  s e a r c h  th rough  

a r t i s t i c  s t y l e  f o r  t h e  s e l f  behind a l l  t h e  s e l v e s ,  a  k ind  

o f  " t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  Yea t s . "  D e s p i t e  some o c c a s i o n a l  s eman t i c  

p u z z l e s ,  i t  seems t o  m e  t h a t  S i s t e r  Lemieux ls  s t u d y  p l a c e s  

some v a l u a b l e  new f o c u s e s  on Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

h e r  a n a l y s i s  o f  how Yeats  c r e a t e s  from h i s  l i f e  and h i s  

f r i e n d s  a  whole myth ic  s t r u c t u r e .  I q u e s t i o n  h e r  c a t e g o r y  

of t h e  "concea led  I , "  one i n  which t h e  " I "  i s  n o t  d i r e c t l y  

exp re s sed .  W e  must ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  assume a speak ing  v o i c e  f o r  

any poem. S i s t e r  Lemieux seems t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  when t h e  

speake r  does  n o t  announce h imse l f  d i r e c t l y  a s  " I "  t h a t  

Yea t s  i s  c o n c e a l i n g  something.  

I n  t h e  "Reve r i e s "  s e c t i o n  o f  h i s  A u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  Yeats  

speaks  e x p l i c i t l y  a b o u t  h i s  u s e  o f  what Pa rk in son  and Lemieux 

may w e l l  mean by "modes": 

I was abou t  t o  l e a r n  t h a t  i f  a  man i s  t o  w r i t e  l y r i c  
p o e t r y  he  must be shaped by n a t u r e  and a r t  t o  some 
one o u t  o f  h a l f  a  dozen t r a d i t i o n a l  p o s e s ,  and be  
l o v e r  o r  s a i n t ,  s age  o r  s e n s u a l i s t ,  o r  m e r e  mocker 
of a l l  l i f e ;  and t h a t  none b u t  t h a t  s t r o k e  o f  l u c k l e s s  
l u c k  can open b e f o r e  him t h e  accumulated  e x p r e s s i o n  
o f  t h e  wor ld .  11 

l l w .  B. Yea t s ,  The ~ u t o b i o g r a p h y  of  Wi l l i am  B u t l e r  - 
Yeats  ( N e w  York, MacMillan [I9161 , 1 9 6 5 ) T p .  57. A l l  f u t u r e  
r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h i s  work w i l l  be  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n  and w i l l  be 
d e s i g n a t e d  s imply  ~ u t o b i o q r a p h y .  



One vital consideration critics fail to emphasize is that 

these poses are not accidental; neither are they Yeats's 

innovations for the sake of explaining his particular method. 

They are "shaped by nature and art," they are traditional, 

and because their roots go much further back in tine than 

the poet's, they offer him access to "the accumulated 

expression of the world.'' 

The present study proposes to examine certain poses 

of the speaker in Yeats's lyrics for an understanding of the 

concept of the poet presented through them. The speaking 

poet, though we never forget that he is Yeats, is, as 

Parkinson suggests, artifice in the most profound sense; he 

is Yeats fashioned as "The Poet," the carefully shaped 

figuration of the artist who can conduct his reader into 

the imaginative realm of art. It is partly the use of voices 

bearing a proud tradition which lends the figuration of the 

speaker his authority. 

Because of the necessity of limiting the discussion, 

I have selected poems in which the speaker clearly discourses 

on the subject of poetry. I have, however, made no attempt 

to consider all poems of this description, since the subject 

of a poem is, of course, largely a matter of interpretation. 

It becomes evident that the pose Yeats assumes in a particular 

poem determines to a great extent not only what he says 

about art, but the symbols he employs and his style of writing 

as well; for the pose becomes a way of seeing. 



Three of the traditional voices which Yeats projects 

represent a chronological development of the figuration of 

the artist: the Irish storyteller or shanachie, the vision- 

ary poet or magus, and the old man. These figures are not 

mutually exclusive; on the contrary, they overlap, and 

sometimes all three are combined in a single poet figure. 

They cannot be seen as strictly chronological, for an old 

man appears in some of Yeats's earliest works and the ballad- 

singer, closely related to the story-teller, figures 

prominently in the Last Poems. However, each of these 

figures is clearly a vital part of the total concept of the 

artist as Yeats conveys this concept. 

In the discussion which follows, a chapter is devoted 

to each of these three of the poet's poses. The method I 

have employed is a detailed consideration of a few select 

poems in which these figures discourse about art. The poems 

selected are, I think, representative in each of the three 

cases. I have also attempted to concentrate on poems about 

which there are not already vast quantities of critical 

commentary; thus, the omission of "Among School Children," 

even though the poet's voice in that poem echoes qualities 

of both visionary and aged poet. The notable exceptions to 

this guideline are the Byzantium poems and "Lapis Lazuli," 

which I found too crucial both to Yeats and my argument to 

omit. 



The attitudes or poses, as Yeats terms them, bear 

a close relationship to the "mask," a word one automatically 

associates with Yeats. In the sense of the mask used in 

drama--particularly the Japanese Noh Theatre--the meanings 

are closely aligned. The word persona is the Latin 

equivalent for the Greek ProsopGn, or dramatic mask, derived 

from the name for the mouthpiece inside the mask which 

amplified and altered the voice of the speaker; then it came 

to signify the mask of the actor, and finally the actor's 

role. l2 The distinction between the mask with this 

etymological heritage and the word as we generally use it 

is an important one which both G. T. Wright and John Jones 

attempt to clarify: 

The mask of the drama is not what it is in our 
ordinary usage, a device for hiding the face. 
On the contrary, the mask of drama, or of primitive 
dance, is clearly intended to reveal more than it 
hides, to affirm more than it obscures . . . the 
stylized mask symbolizes, stands for something--an 
attitude, a view of life, one aspect of the universe 
--which is of too great significance for the 
expressiveness of any human fact to be able to 
convey. 13 

Jones further emphasizes the revealing qualities of the 

original "mask:" "We should allow mask and face to draw 

semantically close together, and then we should enrich the 

'*,John Jones, On ~ristotle and Greek Tragedy - -- 
l968), p. 44. 

(London, 



f a c e  f a r  beyond o u r  own c o n c e p t i o n ,  u n t i l  it i s  a b l e  t o  

embrace . . . t h e  look  of  t h e  man t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  t r u t h  

a b o u t  him . . . . They s t a t e d ;  t h e y  d i d  n o t  h i n t  o r  

h i d e .  It 1 4  

While  Y e a t s l s  s t y l i z e d  e x p r e s s i o n  t h r o u g h  h i s  d r a m a t i c  

p o e t  s p e a k e r s  i s  i n t e r r e l a t e d  w i t h  t h e  u s e  o f  d r a m a t i c  mask, 

I have  p u r p o s e l y  avo ided  u s i n g  t h e  word t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  

f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  p o e t  b e c a u s e  it i n e v i t a b l y  c a u s e s  c o n f u s i o n .  

Yea t s  employed t h e  t e r m  "mask" i n  v e r y  p a r t i c u l a r  ways, 

f i r s t  a r t i c u l a t e d  i n  Per  Arnica S i l e n t i a  Lunae i n  1917:  

'1 t h i n k  a l l  h a p p i n e s s  depends  on t h e  e n e r g y  t o  
assume t h e  mask of some o t h e r  l i f e ,  on t h e  r e - b i r t h  
a s  something n o t  o n e ' s  s e l f ,  something c r e a t e d  i n  
a moment and p e r p e t u a l l y  renewed . . . I f  w e  c a n n o t  
imagine  o u r s e l v e s  a s  d i f f e r e n t  from what  w e  a r e ,  and 
t r y  t o  assume t h a t  second s e l f ,  w e  c a n n o t  impose a  
d i s c i p l i n e  upon o u r s e l v e s  though w e  may a c c e p t  one 
from o t h e r s .  A c t i v e  v i r t u e ,  a s  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  from 
t h e  p a s s i v e  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  a  code ,  i s  t h e r e f o r e  
t h e a t r i c a l ,  c o n s c i o u s l y  d r a m a t i c ,  t h e  w e a r i n g  o f  a  
m a s k . .  . . I  15  

I n  Y e a t s l s  mythology a s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  A V i s i o n ,  an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  

mask i s  a lways  o p p o s i t e  h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  o r  " W i l l . "  W e  f i n d  

t h e  most  d r a m a t i c  working o u t  of t h e  t h e o r y  i n  The P l a y e r  

Queen,  where t h e  a c t r e s s  who wears  t h e  q u e e n ' s  mask l i t e r a l l y  

IsW. B.  Y e a t s ,  p e r  Arnica ~ i l e n t i a  Lunae,  P r i n t e d  i n  - 
E s s a y s  (London, 19241,  pp. 4 9 6 - 4 9 7 .  A l l  f u r t h e r  r e f e r e n c e s  
t o  P e r  Arnica S i l e n t i a  Lunae w i l l  be  t o  t h i s  e d i t i o n .  - 



becomes t h e  queen.  l6 Richard  Ellmann o f f e r s  a  c o n c i s e  

summary of  some o f  t h e  p o s s i b l e  meanings o f  t h e  word: 

To s t a r t  w i t h  i t s  s i m p l e s t  meaning, t h e  mask i s  t h e  
s o c i a l  s e l f .  Browning had spoken o f  two ' s o u l -  
s i d e s ,  one t o  f a c e  t h e  wor ld  w i t h , '  and one t o  show 
t h e  be loved .  But Y e a t s ' s  d o c t r i n e  assumes t h a t  w e  
f a c e  w i t h  a  mask b o t h  t h e  wor ld  and t h e  b e l o v e d .  
A c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  meaning i s  t h a t  t h e  mask i n c l u d e s  
a l l  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between o n e ' s  own and o t h e r  
p e o p l e ' s  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  o n e ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  . . . . 
I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  mask i s  d e f i n s i v e  armor:  w e  wear 
i t ,  l i k e  t h e  l i g h t  l o v e r ,  t o  d e e p  from b e i n g  h u r t  . . . . F i n a l l y ,  t h e  mask i s  a  weapon o f  a t t a c k ;  
w e  p u t  it on t o  keep  up a  n o b l e  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  our -  
s e l v e s ;  it i s  a  h e r o i c  i d e a l  which w e  t r y  t o  l i v e  
up t o .  17  

I f  Yea t s  u s e s  mask t o  mean a l l  o f  t h e s e  t h i n g s  a l o n g  w i t h  i t s  

i m p l i c a t i o n s  when p a r t  of t h e  G r e a t  Wheel i n  A Vision, t h e n  

t h e  word c a n n o t  be  l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  p o e t ,  

even though t h e  p o e t  above a l l  o t h e r s  must f i n d  h i s  mask, 

f o r ,  " W e  make . . . of  t h e  q u a r r e l  w i t h  o u r s e l v e s  p o e t r y .  11 1 8  

Y e a t s  a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  Rena i s sance  p o e t s  became c r e a t i v e  

p e r s o n s  by" . . . t u r n i n g  from t h e  m i r r o r  t o  m e d i a t i o n  upon 

t h e  mask. "19 A "Daimonic man' of  Phase  17 ,  Yea t s  found h i s  

l b ~ o r  a n  ex tended  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  masks i n  t h i s  
p l a y ,  see Wil l iam Becker ,  "The Mask Mocked: O r  F a r c e  and 
t h e  D i a l e c t i c  of S e l f , "  Sewanee Review, LXI, i ( W i n t e r ,  
1 9 5 3 ) )  pp. 82-108. 

El lmann,  Yea t s :  The Man and t h e  Masks ---- 
(New York, 1 9 4 8 ) ,  pp. 1 7 2 - 1 7 3 .  

1 8 y e a t s  , Per  Amica ~ i l e n t i a  Lunae, p .  492. - 



mask i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  Phase  3 ,  " S i m p l i f i c a t i o n  t h r o u g h  i n t e n -  

s i t y . "  S u r e l y  h i s  l i f e l o n g  a t t e m p t  f o r  "Uni ty  o f  ~ e i n g "  

can  b e  s e e n  a s  t h e  s t r u g g l e  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  mask. The 

f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t  Yea t s  p r o j e c t s  i n  h i s  l y r i c s  may t e l l  

u s  much a b o u t  t h e  mask; i n d e e d ,  w e  may o b s e r v e  h i s  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  w i t h  h i s  o p p o s i t e ,  a s  i n  " V a c i l l a t i o n "  o r  "Daemon and 

B e a s t , "  b u t  t h i s  f i g u r e ,  even when w e  may i d e n t i f y  him w i t h  

Y e a t s l s  o p p o s i t e ,  c a n n o t  w i t h  a c c u r a c y  be  c a l l e d  h i s  "mask." 

Most i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e  p o s e s  which Y e a t s  assumes i n  h i s  

p o e t r y  must  be  u n d e r s t o o d  i n  t h e i r  c a p a c i t y  t o  r e v e a l ,  n o t  

t o  c o n c e a l ;  t h r o u g h  them t h e  p o e t  t r i e s  t o  a t t a i n  ". . . 
t h a t  p o i n t  o f  a r t i f i c e  where t h e  t r u e  s e l f  c o u l d  f i n d  i t s  

tonque  . " 2 0  Pe rhaps  P a r k i n s o n 1  s a n a l y s i s  o f  Y e a t s  s comments 

on t h e  p o e t  Henley i n d i c a t e  why a  b i o g r a p h i c a l  s t u d y  o f  a 

p o e t  d o e s  n o t  c o m p l e t e l y  r e v e a l  t h i s  " t r u e  s e l f : "  

Henley t h u s  became a n  emblem of  t h e  a r t i s t ,  a  b e i n g  
whose l i f e  p r o j e c t e d  a  p e r s o n a  t h a t  embodied a  
complex of  a e s t h e t i c  forms t h a t  were f r e q u e n t l y  t h e  
o p p o s i t e  o f  h i s  p u b l i c  c h a r a c t e r  o r  p r i v a t e  s e l f .  
H e  was t h e  c e n t e r  of  a  p e r s o n i f y i n g  p a s s i o n  t h a t  
a l lowed  him t o  a d o p t  a  r o l e  and t h u s  un lock  a  r a n g e  
o f  e x p r e s s i o n  q u i t e  s e p a r a t e d  from h i s  b i o l o g i c a l  
o r  s o c i a l  c o n d i t i o n .  21  

C.K. S t e a d  reminds  u s  t h a t  w h i l e  " s e l f - p o r t r a i t u r e "  s u g g e s t s  

" s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n , "  it must be  remembered t h a t  t h i s  a c t  i s  

L u ~ e a t s ,  A u t i o b i o g r a p h y ,  p.  8 4 .  

2 1 ~ a r k i n s o n ,  p.  28. Yea t s  I s  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  Henley 
on which P a r k i n s o n  founds  h i s  s t a t e m e n t s  can  be found i n  t h e  
Autob iography ,  pp. 82-88. 



n o n - r e a l i s t i c  f o r  Yea t s  : " . . . t o  d r a m a t i z e  h i m s e l f  was 

n o t  t o  e x p r e s s  h i s  own p e r s o n a l i t y ;  it was t o  a d o p t  a  

p e r s o n a .  1122 

T h i s  i d e a  of  r o l e - p l a y i n g  f o r  t h e  p o e t  s h o u l d  p e r h a p s  

be  p u t  i n  a  c o n t e x t  l a r g e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  Yea t s  and h i s  contem- 

p o r a r i e s .  I n  T h e  Poetry of Experience, Rober t  Langbaum 

s t a t e s  t h a t  f o r  t h e  r o m a n t i c  p o e t 2 3  t h e r e  r emains  " . & .  

2 2 ~ .  K .  S t e a d ,  The N e w  P o e t i c :  Y e a t s  t o  E l i o t  - 
(Middlesex ,  England,  1 9 m , p .  35. 

" ' ~ o b e r t  Langbaum, The 
Dramat ic  Monologue i n  Modern 
~ l t h o u 3  Langbaum a a r e s s e s  h i m s e l f  t o  a  s p e c i f i c a l l y  r o m a n t i c  
problem, h i s  a n a l y s i s  i s  a p t  f o r  Yea t s  even though Yea t s  may 
n o t  be c o n s i d e r e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  "Romantic." To a r g u e  i n  what 
ways Y e a t s  i s  Romantic would o n l y  s e r v e  t o  c o n f i r m  t h e  
b a f f l i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  f i n d i n g  an  a d e q u a t e  d e f i n i t i o n  f o r  
Romanticism. C e r t a i n l y  he  was g r e a t l y  i n f l u e n c e d  by h i s  
r e a d i n g  of  t h e  Romantic p o e t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  S h e l l y ,  a s  comments 
i n  b o t h  h i s  e s s a y s  and Autobiography make c l e a r .  George 
B o r n s t e i n  ( Y e a t s  and S h e l l e y ,  1970)  and Harold  Bloom ( ~ e a t s ,  - 
1970)  i n s i s t  t h a t  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  i s  c r u c i a l  t o  e v e r y  p a r t  of  
Y e a t s ' s  w r i t i n g .  Graham Hough (The -- L a s t  Romant ics ,  1947)  
and Frank Kermode (The Romantic Image, 1957) c o u n t  Yea t s  among - 
t h e  Romantic f o l d  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e i r  d e f i n i t i o n s .  A l l e n  
T a t e  remarks  i n  " Y e a t s ' s  Romanticism" ( r e p r i n t e d  i n  John 
U n t e r e c k e r ,  ed .  , Y e a t s :  A C o l l e c t i o n  of  c r i t i c a l  E s s a y s ,  
pp. 155-162) t h a t  " ~ e a t s ~ s  r o m a n t i c i s m w ~ l l  be  c r e a t e d  by h i s  
c r i t i c s . "  Bloom, however,  c o n t e s t s  t h i s  remark and d e v o t e s  
much of  h i s  r e c e n t  book t o  e s t a b i l s h i n g  Yea t s  a s  an  unmis- 
t a k a b l y  Romantic p o e t  because  he i n t e r n a l i z e s  what  Bloom 
c o n s i d e r s  a  Romantic q u e s t .  Langbaum, i n  t h e  work q u o t e d ,  h a s  
d e f i n e d  what c o n s t i t u t e s  Romanticism b r o a d l y ,  and i n s o f a r  a s  
h e  i n c l u d e s  Rober t  Browning w i t h i n  t h i s  s p h e r e ,  it  i s  s a f e ,  
I t h i n k ,  t o  i n c l u d e  Yea t s  a s  w e l l .  
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the critical awareness that the self is something other than 

the object, that the identification has been deliberately 

undertaken and is only temporary . . . For whether the 

romanticist projects himself into the past, nature, or another 

person, he never forgets that he is playing a role. "24 The 

"role" achieves the subjective-objective marriage in a dynamic 

and dramatic relationship between poet and the object of his 

poem. The speaker in Yeatsls "The Double Vision of Michael 

Robartes," for example, shifts the focus continually from 

the "object," his vision, to the "subject," himself, and back 

again. As a result, subject and object are defined in terms 

of each other: we see the vision through Robartesls perception, 

but his perception changes through the poem, and he is changed 

as a result of the experience. "The Double Vision of Michael 

Robartes," along with much of Yeats's other work, seems to 

fit what Langbaum calls "poetry of experience," a poem about 

the structure c& experience itself. The communication of 

this artistic experience requires a certain kind of central 

character, and Langbaum's identification of him is significant: 



Because the observer has the same function whether 
or not he bears the poet's name, we should not--in 
these poems where he is Wordsworth or Keats or 
Shelley--think of him as the man his friends knew 
and his biographers write about; we should rather 
think of him as a character in a dramatic action, 
a c h a r a c t e r  who has  b e e n  endowed by  t h e  p o e t  w i t h  
t h e  q u a l i t i e s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  make t h e  poem happen 
t o  h im.  2 5  

Langbaum's distinction between biographical poet and speaker 

is, I,think, too sharp; but while I see no danger in 

approaching that speaker as Wordsworth or Shelley or Yeats, 

our view of the biographical poet should not be an obstacle 

to our seeing him as qualified to experience the events of 

the poem. In the case of "The Double Vision," the poet must 

be endowed with the capability of receiving supernatural 

vision regardless of the individual reader's assessment of 

Yeats's ability as a seer. To understand the qualities 

which Yeats projects through this poet figure requires some 

knowledge of the tradition of the visionary poet as much 

as it requires background on Yeats's life and circumstances 

at the time of the writing of the poem. 

The second section of this introduction will concern 

itself with the nature of the artist's relationship with 

the symbol in Yeats's work. In any discussion of Yeats's 

artist, the symbol is of primary importance, for without 

25~bid., p. 52, emphasis mine. - 



t h e  symbol t h e r e  i s  no a r t  f o r  Yea t s .  Consequen t ly ,  I 

found a  p r e l i m i n a r y  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of t h e  symbol e s s e n t i a l  

i n  d e v e l o p i n g  any f u r t h e r  p o i n t s .  A s  I have a l r e a d y  s u g g e s t e d ,  

t h e  pose  t h e  a r t i s t  chooses  t o  a d o p t  d e t e r m i n e s  t o  some e x t e n t  

t h e  symbols which become a v a i l a b l e  t o  him. Then symbols ,  

l i k e  t h e  pose  i t s e l f ,  become p a r t  o f  what Yeats c a l l s  t h e  

a r t i s t ' s  phantasmagor ia :  

A p o e t  w r i t e s  a lways of  h i s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e ,  i n  h i s  
f i n e s t  work o u t  of  i t s  t r a g e d y  . . . he  n e v e r  s p e a k s  
d i r e c t l y  a s  t o  someone a t  t h e  b r e a k f a s t  t a b l e ,  t h e r e  
i s  a lways  a  phantasmagor ia .  Dante and M i l t o n  had 
mytho log ies ,  Shakespeare  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  o f  E n g l i s h  
h i s t o r y  o r  of  t r a d i t i o n a l  romance; even when t h e  
p o e t  seems most h i m s e l f  . . . he i s  n e v e r  a bund le  
o f  a c c i d e n t  and i n c o h e r e n c e  t h a t  s i t s  down t o  
b r e a k f a s t ;  h e  h a s  been r e b o r n  a s  an  i d e a ,  something 
i n t e n d e d ,  comple te .  A n o v e l i s t  might  d e s c r i b e  h i s  
a c c i d e n c e ,  h i s  i n c o h e r e n c e ,  he must n o t ;  h e  i s  more 
t y p e  t h a n  man, more p a s s i o n  t h a n  t y p e .  H e  i s  L e a r ,  
Romeo, Oedipus ,  T i r e s i a s ;  he h a s  s t e p p e d  o u t  of  a  
p l a y ,  and even t h e  woman he  l o v e s  i s  R o s a l i n d ,  Cleo-  
p a t r a  . . , H e  i s  p a r t  of  h i s  own phan tasmagor ia  
and w e  a d o r e  him because  n a t u r e  h a s  grown i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  
and by s o  d o i n g  a  p a r t  of  o u r  c r e a t i v e  power. 26 

2 6 ~ .  8 .  Y e a t s ,  Essays  and I n t r o d u c t i o n s  ( N e w  York, - 
1 9 6 1 ) ,  p. 5 0 9 .  



Y e a t s ' s  f i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  volume of  p o e t r y ,  The  Wander- 

i n g s  of O i s i n  and O t h e r  Poems ( 1 8 8 9 ) ,  c o n t a i n s  a l m o s t  no 

poems on t h e  s u b j e c t  of p o e t r y ,  and t h e  s p e a k e r s  a r e  f o r  t h e  

most p a r t  c h a r a c t e r s  o t h e r  t h a n  t h e  p o e t .  The d r a m a t i c  

s p e a k i n g  v o i c e  was a l r e a d y  v e r y  much a  p a r t  o f  Y e a t s ' s  s t y l e ;  

"Anashuya and V i j a y a "  ( o r i g i n a l l y  e n t i t l e d  " J e a l o u s y " ) ,  

"Ephemera," and "The Cloak,  t h e  Boa t ,  and t h e  Shoes" o r i g i n -  

a t e d  a s  p a r t  of  t h e  d i a l o g u e  w i t h i n  h i s  e a r l y  p l a y s .  

Even though w e  must look  t o  t h e  poems i n  The  Rose  f o r  

t h e  emergence o f  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  p o e t ,  two poems i n  

t h e  s e c t i o n  "Crossways ,"  "The Song o f  t h e  Happy Shepherd" and 

"The Sad Shepherd , "  i n t r o d u c e  t h e  f i g u r e  of  a  s i n g e r .  27 The 

a s s o c i a t i o n  of  t h e  s h e p h e r d - s i n g e r  and t h e  p o e t  i s  a s  o l d  

a s  t h e  p a s t o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  from which Yea t s  i s  working.28 The 

2 7 " ~ h e  Song o f  t h e  Happy Shepherd , "  The - Variorum 
E d i t i o n  of  t h e  Poems o f  W .  B. Y e a t s ,  ed .  Peter  A l l t  and 
R u s s e l  ~ l s ~ a c h  ( N e w ~ = k [ 1 9 4 0 ]  1968) , p.  6 4 .  A l l  f u t u r e  
q u o t a t i o n s  from Y e a t s ' s  poems, u n l e s s  o t h e r w i s e  d e s i g n a t e d ,  
w i l l  b e  from t h i s  e d i t i o n ,  w i t h  page and l i n e  numbers c i t e d  
i n  t h e  t e x t .  "The Song of  t h e  Happy Shepherd" was o r i g i n a l l y  
a n  e p i l o g u e  t o  Y e a t s ' s  f i r s t  p r i n t e d  p l a y ,  The I s l a n d  o f  
S t a t u e s ,  s u b t i t l e d  "An Arcad ian  Faery   ale- -enough, 
the s p e a k e r  i s  n o t  t h e  s h e p h e r d ,  b u t  a  s a t y r  c a r r y i n g  a  sea -  
s h e l l .  I assume t h a t  t h e  s a t y r  s i n g s  t h e  s h e p h e r d ' s  song ,  
u n l e s s  h i s  f i g u r e  i s  somehow meant t o  merge w i t h  t h a t  of 
t h e  shepherd .  

281n t h e  Autobiography (p .  6 1 ) ,  Yea t s  c a l l s  The - I s l a n d  
of  t h e  S t a t u e s  an  a r c a d i a n  p l a y  i n  i m i t a t i o n  of  Edmund S p e n s e r .  -- 



s p e a k e r  of "The Happy Shepherd" l a m e n t s  t h e  l o s s  of  t h e  

woods of  Arcady and t h e i r  r ep lacement  by t h e  "Grey T r u t h "  o f  

m a t e r i a l i s m  and s c i e n c e .  He o f f e r s  i n  i t s  s t e a d  t h e  v a l u e  

of  p o e t r y :  "Words a l o n e  a r e  c e r t a i n  good." Changing 

t h i n g s  such a s  w a r r i n g  k i n g s  and even " t h e  wander ing  e a r t h  

h e r s e l f "  o f f e r  no permanent  v a l u e ;  t h e y  a r e  p r e s e r v e d  o n l y  

i n  " r e a d i n g  some e n t a n g l e d  s t o r y : "  

G o  g a t h e r  by t h e  humming s e a  
Some t w i s t e d ,  echo-harbour ing  s h e l l ,  
And t o  i t s  l i p s  t h y  s t o r y  t e l l ,  
And t h e y  t h y  c o m f o r t e r s  w i l l  b e ,  
Rewording i n  melodious  g u i l e  
Thy f r e t f u l  words a  l i t t l e  w h i l e ,  
T i l l  t h e y  s h a l l  s i n g i n g  f a d e  i n  r u t h  
And d i e  a  p e a r l y  b r o t h e r h o o d ;  
For  words a l o n e  a r e  c e r t a i n  good: 
S i n g ,  t h e n ,  f o r  t h i s  i s  a l s o  s o o t h .  

( p .  66, 35-44) 

The s h e p h e r d ' s  s t o r y  r e - t o l d  th rough  t h e  medium o f  a r t  seems 

t o  be t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  " c e r t a i n  good."  The f i n a l  l i n e  i n  

t h e  poem, "Dream, dream, f o r  t h i s  i s  a l s o  s o o t h , "  c o n n e c t s  

dreams w i t h  t h e  song of p o e t r y ,  and t h e  p o e t ' s  "songs  of 

o l d  e a r t h ' s  dreamy you th"  ( l i n e  5 4 )  b r i n g  joy t o  s i c k  

c h i l d r e n  o f  t h e  wor ld .  

"The Sad Shepherd , "  however, dreams of  so r row,  and 

h i s  p o e t i c  a t t e m p t  t o  t r a n s f o r m  h i s  melancholy  by  s i n g i n g  

i n t o  t h e  s e a s h e l l  r e s u l t s  o n l y  i n  f a i l u r e :  "But  t h e  s a d  

d w e l l e r  by t h e  sea-ways l o n e /  Changed a l l  h e  s a n g  t o  i n -  

a r t i c u l a t e  moan/ Among h e r  w i l d e r i n g  w h i r l s ,  f o r g e t t i n g  him" 

(P. 6 9 ,  2 6 - 2 8 ) .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i n  outcome o f  t h e  two songs  



may be  a  warning t o  t h e  a r t i s t  a g a i n s t  s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e ;  

b u t  c e r t a i n l y  t h e  happy shepherd  emerges a s  a  f i g u r e  whose 

v a l u e s  a r e  f i r m l y  p l a c e d  n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e  medium of  song ,  b u t  

i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of Arcady and a  former  wor ld  "on dreaming 

f e d . "  A r r a  Garab sees t h e  p o e t  p r e s e n t e d  h e r e  a s  s t e e p e d  

i n  s u b j e c t i v i t y :  

The s p e a k e r  . . . vows t o  a t t u n e  h i m s e l f  t o  v e r i t i e s  
a c c e s s i b l e  t o  t h e  s t i l l  f a i t h f u l  h e a r t  of  t h o s e  
who d e e p  t h e  t r u s t  of  h a p p i e r  g e n e r a t i o n s  and t h e i r  
s a t i s f y i n g  scheme o f  o r d e r  . . . Because a l l  e lse 
p r o v e s  weak o r  u n t r u e ,  h e  p r e a c h e s  s o l i p s i s t i c  i n t r o -  
s p e c t i o n  and commends t o  t h e  " s i c k  c h i l d r e n  of  t h e  
wor ld"  a  womb-like . . . s e a s h e l l - - t r u l y  a  c l a s s i c  
image of  s u b j e c t i v e  w i t h d r a w a l ,  and o f  t h e  work o f  
a r t  i n t o  which t h e  u n r e c o n s t r u c t e d  a r t i s t  w i t h -  
draws a s  h e  p r o s e c u t e s  h i s  underground m i s s i o n .  29 

H i s  "underground m i s s i o n "  becomes l i t e r a l  a s  t h e  p o e t  re t i res  

t o  t h e  g r a v e  of  a  h a p l e s s  f aun  t o  s i n g  h i s  m i r t h f u l  songs .  

The p a s t o r a l  l i t e r a r y  c o n v e n t i o n s  Yea t s  u t i l i z e s  i n  

t h e s e  shepherd  poems do n o t  a l l o w  t h e  emergence o f  t h e  p o e t  

a s  Yea t s  l a t e r  p r e s e n t s  him, p e r h a p s  a s  much due  t o  Y e a t s ' s  

d i s c o m f o r t  w i t h  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n s  as any p r o p e n s i t y  f o r  them 

t o  b e  t o o  b i n d i n g .  The f i r s t  poem i n  which w e  f i n d  a  more 

d e l i b e r a t e  f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  p o e t  i s  t h e  open ing  l y r i c  of  

The R o s e ,  a  g roup  of s h o r t e r  poems c o n t a i n e d  i n  The C o u n t e s s  

K a t h l e e n  and V a r i o u s  Legends  and L y r i c s ,  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1892.  

2 9 ~ r r a  Garab,  B e  ond B zant ium:  The L a s t  Phase  o f  
Yea t s  ' s C a r e e r  ( D e  Kal*i*g 1 -.T - 



"To t h e  Rose upon t h e  Rood of  Time" p r e f a c e s  n o t  

o n l y  t h e  poems i n  T h e  Rose ,  b u t  a l s o ,  I would s u g g e s t  t h a t  

it t h e m a t i c a l l y  p r e f a c e s  Y e a t s ' s  e n t i r e  body of  work a f t e r  

t h e  f i r s t  volume. A c l o s e  exar . l inat ion of  t h e  poem r e v e a l s  

a  g r e a t  d e a l  a b o u t  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t  who a c t s  a s  

s p e a k e r .  I t  shows c l e a r l y  t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  r o l e  i s  

i n e x t r i c a b l y  in te rwoven  w i t h  t h e  symbol,  and a l t h o u g h  b o t h  

a r e  complex, b o t h  p o e t  and symbol a r e  i d e n t i f i e d  and d i s c u s s e d  

i n  t h e  l y r i c .  The v a l u e  o f  a r t ,  vague ly  i m p l i e d  by s e a s h e l l  

and song i n  t h e  shepherd  poems, i s  h e r e  made e x p l i c i t  and 

c o n v i n c i n g .  Not o f t e n  c o n s i d e r e d  a  major  work o f  Y e a t s ' s ,  

t h e  poem bears q u o t a t i o n  i n  f u l l :  

Red Rose, proud Rose,  s a d  Rose of  a l l  my days!  
Come n e a r  me, w h i l e  I s i n g  t h e  a n c i e n t  ways: 
Cuchu la in  b a t t l i n g  w i t h  t h e  b i t t e r  t i d e ;  
The D r u i d ,  g r e y ,  wood-nurtured,  q u i e t - e y e d ,  
Who c a s t  round Fergus  dreams,  and r u i n  u n t o l d ;  
And t h i n e  own s a d n e s s ,  whereof s t a r s ,  grown o l d  
I n  d a n c i n g  s i l v e r - s a n d a l l e d  on t h e  s e a ,  
S i n g  i n  t h e i r  h i g h  and l o n e l y  melody. 
Come n e a r ,  t h a t  no more b l i n d e d  by man's  f a t e ,  
I f i n d  under  t h e  boughs o f  l o v e  and h a t e ,  
I n  a l l  poor  f o o l i s h  t h i n g s  t h a t  l i v e  a  d a y ,  
E t e r n a l  b e a u t y  wander ing  on h e r  way. 

Come n e a r ,  come n e a r ,  come near--Ah, l e a v e  m e  s t i l l  
A l i t t l e  s p a c e  f o r  t h e  r o s e - b r e a t h  t o  f i l l !  
L e s t  I no more h e a r  common t h i n g s  t h a t  c r a v e ;  
The weak worm h i d i n g  down i n  i t s  s m a l l  c a v e ,  
The f i e ld -mouse  r u n n i n g  by me i n  t h e  g r a s s ,  
And heavy m o r t a l  hopes  t h a t  t o i l  and p a s s ;  
But  s e e k  a l o n e  t o  h e a r  t h e  s t r a n g e  t h i n g s  s a i d  
By God t o  t h e  b r i g h t  h e a r t s  of  t h o s e  l o n g  d e a d ,  
And l e a r n  t o  chaun t  a  tongue men d o  n o t  know. 
Come n e a r ;  I would, b e f o r e  my t i m e  t o  go ,  
S i n g  o f  o l d  E i r e  and t h e  a n c i e n t  ways: 
Red Rose, proud Rose, sad  Rose o f  a l l  my d a y s .  

(pp .  100-101) 



I n  t h e  form of  an  i n v o c a t i o n ,  a l b e i t  t o  an  uncon- 

v e n t i o n a l  muse, t h e  poem i s  u n q u e s t i o n a b l y  a b o u t  p o e t r y  and 

t h e  p o e t ' s  d e s i r e s  f o r  h i s  a r t .  The s p e a k e r  of  t h e  poem 

resembles  t h e  happy shepherd  o n l y  i n s o f a r  a s  he  seems t o  

b e  a  s i n g e r :  "Come n e a r  m e ,  w h i l e  I s i n g  of  a n c i e n t  ways."  

The word " c h a u n t "  i n  l i n e  2 2  a l s o  r e i n f o r c e s  t h i s  pose .  

G.T.  Wright  makes some p e r t i n e n t  remarks  a b o u t  t h e  v o i c e  of  

t h e  s i n g e r ,  which he  c o n s i d e r s  t h e  most t r a d i t i o n a l  f o r  

t h e  E n g l i s h  l y r i c :  

When t h e  t r o u b a d o u r s  of  Provence  s e n t  j o n g l e u r s  t o  
s i n g  songs  f o r  them, t h e y  e s t a b l i s h e d  a  t r a d i t i o n  
t h a t  t h e  l y r i c  fo l lowed  f o r  many c e n t u r i e s  . . . 
The j o n g l e u r  i s  t h e  l y r i c  p e r s o n a ,  and h e  s i n g s  
t h r o u g h  masks of  h i s  own, t h e  d i f f e r e n t  r o l e s - - l o v e r ,  
mourner ,  panegyr is t - -which  compound h i s  r o l e  a s  
s i n g e r .  A s  t h e  o r i g i n s  of  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  become 
o b s c u r e d ,  t h e  d i s p a r i t y  between s i n g e r  and p o e t  
d e c r e a s e s ,  and t h e  l y r i c  p e r s o n a  comes t o  be  i d e n t i -  
f i e d  a s  s i n g e r  o r  p o e t ,  o r  p o e t  a s  s i n g e r .  30 

The s p e a k e r  i n  "To t h e  Rose upon t h e  Rood of  Time,"  w h i l e  he  

f i t s  i n t o  t h e  l a r g e r  c o n t e x t  of t h e  s i n g e r  i n  E n g l i s h  l y r i c s ,  

a l i g n s  h i m s e l f  much more s p e c i f i c a l l y  w i t h  t h e  I r i s h  s i n g e r .  

The songs  he  o f f e r s  a r e  n o t  of h i s  own making, b u t  I r i s h  

l e g e n d s :  "Cuchula in  b a t t l i n g  w i t h  t h e  b i t t e r  t i d e ; /  The 

Dru id ,  g r e y ,  wood-nurtured,  q u i e t - e y e d , /  Who c a s t  round Fergus  

dreams,  and r u i n  u n t o l d . "  The f i r s t  c h a p t e r  below w i l l  d e a l  

a t  l e n g t h  w i t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of t h e  I r i s h  b a r d  who re- te l ls  



a n c i e n t  l e g e n d s  i n  h i s  song.  Wi th in  "To t h e  Rose upon t h e  

Rood of  Time," however,  t h e  p o e t ' s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  h i m s e l f  

p roves  s l i g h t l y  m i s l e a d i n g ,  f o r  he  does  n o t  r e c o u n t  a  l egend  

i n  t h e  l y r i c ,  b u t  s p e a k s  i n s t e a d  a b o u t  h i m s e l f  a s  t h e  s i n g e r  

h e  would l i k e  t o  b e .  H e  a l s o  i n t r o d u c e s  o t h e r  poems i n  

The Rose ,  such  a s  "Fergus  and t h e  D r u i d , "  " C u c h u l a i n ' s  

F i g h t  w i t h  t h e  S e a , "  and "A Faery  Song,"  poems which a r e  

l e g e n d s  re-sung.  But  t h e  s i n g e r  i s  o n l y  one pose  o f  t h e  p o e t  

i n  t h i s  i n t r o d u c t o r y  poem, and d o e s  n o t  encompass t h e  e n t i r e  

f i g u r a t i o n .  

To u n d e r s t a n d  some of  t h e  o t h e r  p o s e s  of  t h e  s p e a k e r ,  

w e  must f i r s t  b e  aware of some of  t h e  symbol ic  q u a l i t i e s  

o f  t h e  muse whom he  a d d r e s s e s ,  t h e  Rose. I n  The S y m b o l i c  

Rose ,  Barbara  Seward f o l l o w s  t h e  image o f  t h e  r o s e  and i t s  

g a t h e r i n g  a s s o c i a t i o n s  from medieva l  t h r o u g h  contemporary  

l i t e r a t u r e .  She c l a i m s  t h a t  Y e a t s ' s  r o s e  embodies " . . . 
t h e  f i r s t  s u c c e s s f u l  a t t e m p t  s i n c e  Blake  t o  c r e a t e  i n  

B r i t i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  a  f u l l - s c a l e  symbol ic  method . . ." and 

" . . . t h e  f i r s t  s u c c e s s f u l  a t t e m p t  s i n c e  Dante  t o  e x p r e s s  

t r a d i t i o n a l  a s  w e l l  a s  p e r s o n a l  meanings i n  t h i s  s i n g l e  

symbol. "31 She a s s e r t s  t h a t  a  h i s t o r y  of  t h e  r o s e  i s  

a u t o m a t i c a l l y  a  h i s t o r y  of  symbolism, s i n c e  it h a s  f l o u r i s h e d  

w i t h  symbol ic  w r i t i n g :  "Because of  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  imply 

" ~ a r b a r a  Seward, The Symbolic Rose ( N e w  York, 1960)  , 
p .  89. The c h a p t e r  c a l l e p ~ e a t s  and T r a n s i t i o n "  compr i ses  
pages  88-117. 



i n d e f i n i t e  l e v e l s  of s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  t h e  symbol h a s  a lways  

h e l d  s p e c i a l  a p p e a l  f o r  r e l i g i o u s  o r  romant ic  w r i t e r s  

s e e k i n g  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e  i n e x p r e s s i b l e .  " 3 2  T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  

t h e  r o s e  r e p r e s e n t s  i d e a l  b e a u t y ,  b o t h  s p i r i t u a l  and p h y s i c a l .  

I n  D a n t e ' s  Paradiso (Cantos  XXX and X X X I ) ,  Heaven and a l l  

i t s  g l o r y  a r e  r e v e a l e d  t o  Dante i n  t h e  form of  a  w h i t e  r o s e .  
33 

Feminine p h y s i c a l  beau ty  f i n d s  c o n t i n u a l  e x p r e s s i o n  i n  t h e  

3 3 ~ h i s  v i s i o n  of t h e  r o s e  comes t o  Dante a f t e r  he s a y s  
h e  " . . . p e r c e i v e d  t h a t  I was r a i s e d  above/ The l i m i t s  o f  
my own i n t e l l i g e n c e . "  Because Yea t s  knew Dante w e l l ,  t h i s  
b e a u t i f u l  p a s s a g e  from t h e  P a r a d i s o  w i l l  h e l p  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  
power of  t h e  symbol Yea t s  i s  working w i t h :  

On h i g h  t h e r e  s h i n e s  a  b r i l l i a n c e  t h a t  d i s p l a y s  
The s i g h t  of  God t o  wha t soever  c r e a t u r e  
F i n d s  i t s  peace  i n  s i g h t  of  him a l o n e .  
I t  s p r e a d s  i n t o  a  c i r c l e  of  such  w i d t h ,  
T h a t  i t s  c i r c u m f e r e n c e  would be  t o o  l a r g e  
To form a  g i r d l e  round t h e  sun i t s e l f  

a , .  

And i f  t h e  l o w e s t  g r a d e  r e f l e c t s  such  l i g h t ,  
How v a s t  indeed  must be  t h e  a m p l i t u d e  
Of t h i s  g r e a t  r o s e ,  i n  i t s  r e m o t e s t  p e t a l s .  

I n t o  t h e  ye l low of  t h ' e t e r n a l  rose- -  
Which opens  outward ,  r i s i n g  t i e r  on t i e r ,  
And b r e a t h e s  a  b r e a t h  of e v e r l a s t i n g  s p r i n g - -  
Did B e a t r i c e - - l i k e  one who h o l d s  h i s  peace  
And y e t  would speak--conduct  me, . . . 

Thus,  i n  t h e  semblance of a  snow-white r o s e ,  
There  w a s  d i s p l a y e d  t o  m e  t h e  s a i n t l y  t h r o n g  
T h a t  C h r i s t ,  w i t h  H i s  own b l o o d ,  had made h i s  b r i d e .  

Dante ,  A l i g h i e r i ,  The Div ine  Comedy, t r a n s .  Lawrence G r a n t  
White ( N e w  York, 1948), p. 183. 



r o s e ,  and M i s s  Seward ' s  c h a p t e r  on i t s  u s e  i n  F rench  symbol- 

i s t  p o e t r y  may h e l p  t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e  f r e q u e n t  a p p e a r a n c e  

of  t h e  r o s e  i n  Yea t s .  For  him, t h e  image r e f l e c t s  p e r s o n a l ,  

n a t i o n a l ,  and o c c u l t  meanings.  A s  a  p e r s o n a l  symbol o f  

b e a u t y ,  t h e  r o s e  i s  undoub ted ly  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  Maud Gonne, 

t o  whom many of t h e  poems i n  T h e  Rose a r e  d e d i c a t e d .  3 4  H e r  

f emin ine  c o u n t e r p a r t s  of i d e a l  b e a u t y ,  Helen o f  Troy ,  

D e i d r e ,  t h e  Helen of  I r i s h  l e g e n d ,  and Mary H i n e s ,  s u b j e c t  

o f  t h e  b l i n d  I r i s h  p o e t  R a f t e r y ,  c a l l  up a  t r a d i t i o n  of  

b e a u t y  a t  once  b o t h  i n s p i r i n g  and d e s t r u c t i v e .  35 AS a  

n a t i o n a l  emblem, t h e  r o s e  had l o n g  s e r v e d  a s  an  embodiment 

o f  I r e l a n d ,  a s  Yea t s  conf i rms  i n  h i s  n o t e  t o  t h e  poem: "The 

Rose i s  a  f a v o u r i t e  symbol w i t h  t h e  I r i s h  p o e t s  . . . and 

i s  u s e d ,  n o t  mere ly  i n  l o v e  poems, b u t  i n  a d d r e s s e s  t o  

I r e l a n d  . . . " 3 6  J e f f a r e s  adds  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t ,  

"Rose was t h e  name of  a  g i r l  w i t h  b l a c k  h a i r  i n  I r i s h  

p a t r i o t i c  p o e t r y ;  s h e  was R o i s i n  Dubh, Dark R o s a l e e n ,  and 

p e r s o n i f i e d  I r e l a n d .  " 3 7  For  a  p o e t  s i n g i n g  of  " o l d  E i r e  

and t h e  a n c i e n t  ways ,"  t h i s  muse c o u l d  h a r d l y  be  more 

3 4 ~ .  Norman J e f f a r e s ,  A - Commentary -- on t h e  C o l l e c t e d  
Poems of  W .  B .  Yea t s  (London, 1968) , pp. 22-47  on The Rose. -- -- - - 

 eats emphasizes  i n  A V i s i o n  ( p .  6 7 )  t h a t  o u t  o f  
t h e  un ion  of  Zeus and Leda came b o t h  l o v e  and war.  D e i d r e ' s  
b e a u t y  b r o u g h t  on t h e  d e a t h  of  h e r  l o v e r ,  and l egend  t e l l s  
t h a t  a  young man p o s s e s s e d  by t h e  b e a u t y  of  Mary H i n e s ,  
drowned w h i l e  t r y i n g  t o  c a t c h  b e t t e r  s i g h t  of h e r .  

"Notes"  t o  Variorum e d i t i o n ,  

' - ' ~ e f  f a r e s  , Commentary, p. 2 3 .  



appropriate. His use of the rose symbol has emphasized 

the speaking poet the roles of both patriot and lover. 

Yet Ireland and the physical beauty of a woman are 
I 

not encompassing enough to exhaust the symbol of the rose. 

The first clue to its occult implications is found in the 

poem's title. Prior to his composition of T h e  Rose, Yeats 

had joined the "Order of the Golden Dawn," a Rosecrucian 

sect fathered by MacGregor Mathers, author of T h e  Kabbalah 

U n v e i  Z e d .  38 The order used as its emblem a four-leaved 

rose in conjunction with a cross,39 a combination which could 

be termed a mystic marriage. Their intersection implies 

the meeting of temporal and eternal, a jointure made visually 

explicit in the short story, "Rosa Alchemicart' when the rose 

petals on the mosaic ceiling of Michael Robartesl temple 

actually descend in the form of ancient divine beings and 

fall to the floor on which lies an image of a pale Christ 

upon a pale cross. There they join the mystic dance of the 

initiates into Rosicrucian order. The moment of the dance 

effects a union of divine with mortal and completes the 

alchemical process of pure distillation of material into 

spiritual. It is to this mystical, alchemical rose, then, 

38~llmann, Man and Masks, p. 93. -- 
3 9 ~  reproduction of the emblem can be seen on the 

cover of The Secret Rose, a collection of short stories - 
published in 1897. 



t h a t  t h e  p o e t  forms h i s  i n v o c a t i o n .  40 

"To t h e  Rose upon t h e  Rood o f  Time" d i r e c t s  o u r  

a t t e n t i o n  n o t  e x c l u s i v e l y  t o  t h e  r o s e ,  b u t  a l s o  t o  t h e  

f i g u r e  o f  t h e  p o e t  and h i s  a t t e m p t  t o  b r i d g e  t h e  gap 

between t empora l  and e t e r n a l ,  t o  f i n d  e t e r n a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

i n  t h i n g s  t h a t  " l i v e  b u t  a  day."  The s i n g e r  se ts  t h e  t a s k  

of  t h e  p o e t  a p a r t  from t h a t  of  o r d i n a r y  men who a r e  

" b l i n d e d  by man's  f a t e , "  s u g g e s t i n g  h e r e  what Frank Kermode 

h a s  s e e n  a s  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  i n e v i t a b l e  f o r  t h e  p o e t .  "Love 

and h a t e "  a r e  b u t  o r d i n a r y  emot ions ;  t h e  p o e t ' s  v i s i o n  must 

f i n d  i n  them " e t e r n a l  b e a u t y  wander ing  on h e r  way." The 

m y s t i c a l  r o s e  i s  c a l l e d  upon t o  form t h e  b a s i s  of  such  

v i s i o n .  

I n  t h e  second s t a n z a ,  however,  t h e  s p e a k e r  s h i f t s  

h i s  r e q u e s t :  I' . . . Ah, l e a v e  m e  s t i l l /  A l i t t l e  s p a c e  f o r  

t h e  r o s e - b r e a t h  t o  f i l l ! "  S e e i n g  may be  s u f f i c i e n t  f o r  t h e  

m y s t i c ,  b u t  n o t  f o r  t h e  p o e t ,  who must a lways  concern  

h i m s e l f  w i t h  t h e  l anguage .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r  Y e a t s ,  whose 

o b j e c t i v e  was t o  b u i l d  t h e  c u l t u r e  of  an  e n t i r e  n a t i o n ,  t h e  

4 0 ~ l l m a n n  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  Yea t s  was f o l l o w i n g  t h e  c a l l  
o f  S t a n i s l a s  d e  G u a i t a ,  i n  whose Rosa Mys t i ca  Yea t s  had r e a d :  
"The Rose t h a t  I i n v i t e  you t o  p luck- - sympathe t i c  f r i e n d  who 
t u r n  t h e s e  pages--does n o t  f l o w e r  on t h e  s h o r e s  o f  far-away 
c o u n t r i e s  . . . Are you s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  a  deep  emot ion  of 
t h e  i n t e l l e c t ?  and d o  your  f a v o r i t e  t h o u g h t s  s o  h a u n t  you 
a s  t o  g i v e  you a t  t i m e s  t h e  i l l u s i o n  o f  b e i n g  r e a l ?  . . . 
You a r e  t h e n  a  m a g i c i a n ,  and t h e  m y s t i c  Rose w i l l  go of h e r  
own a c c o r d ,  however l i t t l e  you d e s i r e  i t ,  t o  bloom i n  your  
ga rden"  (Man and Masks, p.  9 4 )  . -- 
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p o e t ' s  v i s i o n  i s  n o t  a p r i v a t e  one .  The problem posed h e r e  

i s  t h a t  posed by Blake  i n  "The Mar r i age  o f  Heaven and H e l l "  

when t h e  s p e a k e r  a s k s  E z e k i e l  and I s a i a h  i f ,  i n  r e c o r d i n g  

t h e i r  v i s i o n s ,  t h e y  w i l l  n o t  " . . . be misunders tood  and 

s o  be  t h e  c a u s e  of  i m p o s i t i o n . "  When I s a i a h  answers  t h a t  

he  " . . . c a r e d  n o t  f o r  consequences ,  b u t  w r o t e , "  41 he  

s p e a k s  f o r  t h e  p r o p h e t  ( and ,  p e r h a p s ,  f o r  B lake)  , b u t  Yea t s  ' s  

p o e t  invok ing  t h e  r o s e  f e a r s  t h a t  h e  may " c h a u n t  a tongue  

men d o  n o t  know." H i s  o c c u l t  v i s i o n  must b e  checked ,  " L e s t  

I no more h e a r  common t h i n g s  t h a t  c r a v e  . . . But s e e k  a l o n e  

t o  h e a r  t h e  s t r a n g e  t h i n g s  s a i d /  By God t o  t h e  b r i g h t  h e a r t s  

o f  t h o s e  l o n g  dead . "  The poem i n d i c a t e s  a t  leas t  two p o e t i c  

problems which i t s  w r i t e r  f a c e s :  he  must s i n g  of  a n c i e n t  

ways and s t i l l  r e n d e r  them mean ingfu l  t o  a contemporary  

and s p e c i f i c a l l y  I r i s h  a u d i e n c e ,  and h e  must  create h i s  

p e r s o n a l ,  e s o t e r i c  v i s i o n  a comprehens ib le  poem. Meanwhile,  

h e  i s  a c u t e l y  aware of  h i s  own l i m i t a t i o n s ,  f o r  t h e  "Rood 

o f  Time" a l s o  means a measure of  t i m e ,  and t h e  p o e t ' s  

t a s k  must b e  accompl ished " b e f o r e  my t i m e  t o  go."  

With some i d e a  of  what t h e  a r t i s t  d e s i r e s  h i s  a r t  

t o  accompl i sh ,  it  remains  t o  e s t a b l i s h  f u r t h e r  t h e  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  between t h e  p o e t  and t h e  r o s e  he  a d d r e s s e s .  The "Rose 

upon t h e  Rood of  Time" i s  n o t  o n l y  a symbol; i n  a more 

"William B l a k e ,  The - Marr iage  - of Heaven -- and H e l l ,  
p r i n t e d  i n  B l a ~ e :  Complete w r i t i n g s ,  ed .  G e o f f r e y  Keynes 
(London, 1 9 6 6 ) ,  p.  153.  



g e n e r a l  s e n s e ,  it r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  f u n c t i o n  of  a l l  symbols  

i n  p o e t r y .  I n  an e s s a y  c a l l e d  "The Symbolism of  P o e t r y , "  

p u b l i s h e d  i n  1900,  Yeats  w r i t e s :  

A l l  sounds ,  a l l  c o l o u r s ,  a l l  fo rms ,  e i t h e r  because  
of  t h e i r  p r e o r d a i n e d  e n e r g i e s  o r  b e c a u s e  of  l o n g  
a s s o c i a t i o n ,  evoke i n d e f i n a b l e  and y e t  p r e c i s e  
emot ions ,  o r ,  a s  I p r e f e r  t o  t h i n k ,  c a l l  down among 
u s  c e r t a i n  disembodied powers,  whose f o o t s t e p s  
o v e r  o u r  h e a r t s  w e  c a l l  emot ions ;  and when sound,  
and c o l o u r ,  and form a r e  i n  a  m u s i c a l  r e l a t i o n ,  a  
b e a u t i f u l  r e l a t i o n  t o  one a n o t h e r ,  t h e y  become, a s  
it w e r e ,  one sound,  one c o l o u r ,  one form, and evoke 
a n  emotion t h a t  i s  made o u t  o f  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t  
e v o c a t i o n s  and y e t  i s  one emot ion .  42 

Yeats makes a p p a r e n t  i n  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  t h a t  t h e  symbol 

i s  no m e r e  l i t e r a r y  d e v i c e ,  b u t  a  powerful  f o r c e  a f f e c t i n g  

b o t h  a r t i s t  and r e a d e r .  I t  i s  n o t  c o n t a i n e d  p r i v a t e l y  

w i t h i n  t h e  mind o f  an  i n d i v i d u a l  a r t i s t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  c a l l e d  

m y s t e r i o u s l y  i n t o  h i s  mind. I n  h i s  e s s a y  on magic,  Yea t s  

a s s e r t s  a  g r e a t  mind o r  g r e a t  memory ( i n  Per Amica S i Z e n t i a  

Lunae he u s e s  t h e  t e r m  anima m u n d i )  handed down th rough  

g e n e r a t i o n s ,  and which can  be  "evoked by symbols .  "43  In 

h i s  e x p e r i m e n t s  w i t h  v a r i o u s  symbols ,  e x p e r i m e n t s  which seem 

s t r i k i n g l y  " s c i e n t i f i c "  f o r  one who c la imed  t o  eschew 

s c i e n c e ,  Yea t s  had n o t e d  remarkab le  c o n s i s t e n c y  i n  h i s  

s u b j e c t s '  r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  same symbols: 

4 2 ~ e a t s ,  E s s a y s  and ~ n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  pp. 156-157. - 



I worked w i t h  o t h e r s ,  sworn t o  t h e  scheme f o r  
t h e  most p a r t ,  and I made many c u r i o u s  o b s e r v a t i o n s .  
I t  was t h e  symbol i t s e l f ,  o r ,  a t  any r a t e ,  n o t  my 
c o n s c i o u s  i n t e n t i o n  t h a t  produced t h e  e f f e c t ,  f o r  
i f  I made a n  e r r o r  and t o l d  some one t o  g a z e  a t  t h e  
wrong symbol--they were p a i n t e d  upon c a r d s - - t h e  
v i s i o n  would be s u g g e s t e d  by t h e  symbol,  n o t  by my 
t h o u g h t ,  o r  two v i s i o n s  would appear  s i d e  by s i d e ,  
one from t h e  symbol and one from my t h o u g h t .  4 4  

Even though t h e  symbols i n  t h i s  p a s s a g e  seem d i s t u r b i n g l y  

t a n g i b l e ,  Y e a t s ' s  c o n c l u s i o n ,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  i n h e r e n t  power i n  

symbols ,  conf i rms  h i s  t h e o r y  t h a t  t h e  symbol i s  n o t  o f  t h e  

p o e t ' s  c r e a t i o n  o r  c o n t r o l .  

V i r g i n i a  Moore h a s  i n  T h e  U n i c o r n  fo l lowed  t h e  p o e t  

th rough  s e v e r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  from which h i s  symbols a r e  d e r i v e d ,  

i n c l u d i n g  Druidism,  R o s i c r u c i a n i s m ,  h i s  Blake  s t u d i e s ,  and 

l a t e r ,  p h i l o s o p h y ,  s p i r i t i s m ,  and E a s t e r n  r e l i g i o u s .  I n  

e v e r y  c a s e ,  t h e  symbols send r o o t s  back t o  b e l i e f s  and 

c u l t u r e s  c e n t u r i e s  o l d .  F .  A.  C .  Wilson r i g h t l y  c o n c l u d e s :  

"A t r a d i t i o n a l  symbol,  t h e n ,  r e t a i n e d  f o r e v e r  an  a r c h e t y p a l  

v a l i d i t y ,  and would communicate w i t h  m y s t e r i o u s  poignancy 

and power. ' 45  Wilson l o c a t e s  one mains t ream o f  Y e a t s l s  

t h o u g h t  i n  t h e  P l a t o n i c  and n e o - P l a t o n i c  symbol ic  s y s t e m  and 

t r a c e s ,  p r i m a r i l y  from Y e a t s ' s  p l a y s ,  images r i c h  w i t h  

accumula ted  meaning. Through t h e  symbol t h e  p o e t  e n t e r s ,  i n  

a s e n s e ,  i n t o  a n o t h e r  world--a r ea lm of  t r a n c e ,  dream, o r  

4 4 ~ e a t s ,  Autobiography , p.  1 7 3 .  

4 5 ~ .  A. C .  Wilson,  W. B. Yeats  and T r a d i t i o n  (London, - - 1 9 5 8 ) ,  p. 3 0 .  



vision which Yeats was to describe as a state between waking 

and sleeping : 

When a man writes any work of genius, or invents 
some creative action, is it not because of some 
knowledge or power has come into his mind from 
beyond his mind? . . . our images must be given 
to us, we cannot choose them deliberately. 46 

The necessity for symbolism in poetry was clear to 

Yeats by 1893, when he and Edwin Ellis collaborated on a two- 

volume commentary to accompany their edition of Blake's 

works. A 1924 essay on Blake opens: "William Blake was the 

first writer of modern times to preach the indissoluble 
I 

marriage of all great art with the symbol. "47 In "The Symbolic 

System" from the Yeats-Ellis commentary, Yeats remarks that 

Blake is dealing with "discreet degrees (a Swedenborgian term)" 

of reality, and that they are related to each other by 

" . . . correspondence; and by that alone, for all other 
methods imply identity. "48 He then attempts to provide a 

"table of correspondences" in Blake's poetry between the 

Divine Macrocosm and the human microcosm. Because these two 

levels are not continuous, analogies 

meaningless; but the symbol connects 

Blake would undoubtedly have frowned 

of one to the other are 

the two. Although 

at the table, his own 

46~eats, Autobiography, p. 182. 

47~eats , Essays and ~ntroductions, p. 116. 
7 

48~he - Works of William Blake, Poetic, Symbolic, - and 
Critical, ed. Edwin Ellis and W. B. Yeats, three volumes 
(London, 1893), p. 237. 



s t a t e m e n t s  a b o u t  t h e  symbol would i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Y e a t s  was 

on t h e  r i g h t  t r a c k ;  a c c o r d i n g  t o  Hazard Adams, t h e  " I  . . . 
s h a p i n g  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n , '  t h e  p o e t i c  form of  

e x p e r i e n c e  which opens  t h e  windows t o  a  t imeless s p a c e l e s s  

r e a l i t y  of  s p i r i t  . . . i s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  human t e r m s  by a  

"49  What a  p o e t  e x p r e s s e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  s y m b o l i c a l  sys tem.  

i m a g i n a t i o n ,  t h e n ,  c a n n o t  be  d e s c r i b e d  o r  e x p l a i n e d ;  it must 

b e  " s e e n , "  i m a g i n a t i v e l y  g r a s p e d ,  and t h e  v e h i c l e  t h r o u g h  

which w e  c a n  comprehend t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  i s  t h e  symbol. 

J u s t  a s  Y e a t s l s  concep t  of  t h e  symbol i s  in te rwoven  

w i t h  t h e  d o c t r i n e  o f  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s ,  s o  it c a n n o t  be  d i v o r c e d  

from t h e  o c c u l t  t r a d i t i o n  i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  Gwendolyn Bays 

h a s  p rov ided  some background f o r  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  i n  The  O r p h i c  

V i s i o n ,  and b o t h  h e r  book and t h e  assumpt ion  t h a t  t h e  a r t i s t  

i s  v i s i o n a r y  and p r o p h e t  w i l l  come under  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  i n  

t h e  second c h a p t e r  t o  f o l l o w .  Y e t  i f  w e  a r e  t o  g r a s p  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  p o e t  t o  symbol i n  t h e  r o s e  poem a t  hand,  t h e n  

t h e  meaning of  t h e  symbol t o  a  v i s i o n a r y  p o e t  s h o u l d  a t  l eas t  

b e  i n t r o d u c e d .  John S e n i o r  i n  The  Way Down and Out a r g u e s  

t h a t  a  s a t i s f a c t o r y  d e f i n i t i o n  of t h e  symbol may be  i m p o s s i b l e  

f o r  u s  t o d a y ,  s i n c e  s c i e n t i f i c  symbols pe rvade  o u r  v o c a b u l a r y ,  

b u t  t h a t  t h e  s y m b o l i s t  and o c c u l t  p o e t s  announced unequiv-  

o c a l l y  what t h e y  t h o u g h t  it was: 

49Hazard Adams, a lake and Yea t s :  The C o n t r a r y  V i s i o n  - - 
( I t h a c a ,  1 9 5 5 ) ,  pp. 2 0 - 2 1 .  



A symbol,  t h e y  s a y ,  i s  what  t h e  Hindu would c a l l  
a  yant ra- -an  image which p e r m i t s  t h e  mind t o  
b r e a k  th rough  i t s  o r d i n a r y  l i m i t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  see 
t h i n g s  n o t  a s  t h e y  seem, b u t  a r e ,  and t h i s  i s  t o  
p e r c e i v e  them a s  i n f i n i t e .  P l a t o  s a y s ,  i n  a 
famous passage  i n  t h e  P h a e d r u s ,  t h a t  t h e  p r e s e n c e  
of  a  b e a u t i f u l  o b j e c t  o f t e n  e x c i t e s  a  vague sen-  
s a t i o n  of  something f o r g o t t e n ,  a  memory of  some 
p u r e r  l i f e  o f  t h e  s p i r i t  t h a t  o u r  g r o s s  n a t u r e  
c a n n o t  q u i t e  remember . . . The v a l u e  of  t h e  
symbol i s  t h a t ,  i n  evoking t h e  s e n s a t i o n  o f  vague- 
n e s s ,  it s t r e t c h e s  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  
A s  w e  have s e e n ,  among o c c u l t i s t s  t h e  symbol i s  
a  means o f  l e a d i n g  t h e  psyche i n t o  e n l i g h t e n m e n t .  50 

I f  one r e c a l l s  Y e a t s ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  symbol a s  " . . . 
evoking i n d e f i n a b l e  and y e t  p r e c i s e  e m o t i o n s , "  M r .  S e n i o r ' s  

d e f i n i t i o n s  seem p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p t .  F u r t h e r ,  added t o  t h e  

s u g g e s t i o n s  o f  b e a u t y  i n  t h e  symbol i s  Y e a t s ' s  p a s s a g e  i n  

"Symbolism i n  p a i n t i n g "  (1898) : 

A l l  a r t  t h a t  i s  n o t  mere s t o r y - t e l l i n g ,  o r  mere 
p o r t r a i t u r e ,  i s  symbol ic ,  and h a s  t h e  purpose  o f  
t h o s e  symbol ic  t a l i s m a n s  which medieva l  mag ic ians  
made w i t h  complex c o l o u r s  and forms . . . i f  you 
l i b e r a t e  a  pe r son  o r  a  l a n d s c a p e  from t h e  bonds of  
mot ives  and t h e i r  a c t i o n s ,  c a u s e s  and t h e i r  e f f e c t s ,  
and from a l l  bonds b u t  t h e  bonds of your  l o v e ,  
it  w i l l  change under  your  e y e s ,  and become a symbol 
o f  an  i n f i n i t e  emot ion ,  a  p e r f e c t e d  emot ion ,  a  p a r t  
of  t h e  Div ine  Essence  . . . 5 1  

The emot ions  which t h e  symbol s t i r s  i n  u s ,  come from t h e  

anima mundi and l i b e r a t e d  from a l l  bonds ,  p r o v i d e  t h e  impe tus  

t o  b r e a k  th rough  t h e  mind ' s  o r d i n a r y  l i m i t a t i o n s  and p e r c e i v e  

5 0 ~ o h n  S e n i o r ,  The Way Down and Out: The O c c u l t  i n  - 
Symbol i s t  L i t e r a t u r e  ( ~ T ~ o r k  [ 1 9 5 8 I 9 6 8 ) ,  p . 1 0 4 .  

5 1 ~ e a t s ,  E s s a y s  and ~ n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  pp. 148-149. - 



the correspondences. The artist who wields these symbols 

has no mean responsibility; he is medium of the infinite 

emotions. 

One might conclude from the discussion so far that 

the role as medium for the symbol to effect its magic is a 

passive one for the poet. Yeats dispels that notion in 

another passage from "Symbolism in Pcetry:" 

Because an emotion does not exist, or does not 
become perceptible. and active among us, till it 
has found its expression . . . poets and painters 
and musicians . . . are continually making and 
unmaking mankind. 52 

The symbol gains life through the active expression of the 

artist, and only he can call the symbol from the anima mundi 

to make the emotion live for the reader of his art. Wilson 

reconciles the passive and active roles of the artist in 

this way: "An inherited symbolism, for him [Yeatsl , was 

always a living and personal thing, because it would have 

passed through the crucible of the poet's own private faith. I! 53 

Donald Stauffer has tried to isolate and list the ten 

essential characteristics of Yeats 's symbol, 54 but such an 

attempt contains the same pitfalls as Yeats's own attempt 

to provide a table of correspondences for Blake* A list 

54~onald Stauffer, The Golden Nightingale: Essays on - - 
Some Principles of Poetry in the ~yrics of William ~utler - 
Yeats ( ~ e w  ~ork,y949). - - 
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of categories is meaningless outside the context of individual 

poems. I have tried here to suggest some qualities of the 

symbol and to emphasize its crucial position in all Yeats's 

art. 

In "To the Rose upon the Rood of Time" the poet 

invokes the rose to come near because his images must be given 

him from outside. Because the symbol, as we have seen, is 

grounded in tradition and the great mind, it is essential 

to the poet who sings of ancient ways. More important, 

however, the rose represents all symbols because it is the 

correspondence providing the possibility of seeing "eternal 

beauty" in temporal things. The overall problem in "To the 

Rose upon the Rood of Time" is the poetical one of the artist's 

difficulty in entering into the world of the symbol, and 

only the voice of the artist can truly reveal this theme. 

The artist in the poem wants, literally, the best of both 

worlds, the temporal and eternal, "the rose upon the rood 

of time." 

As one studies the emergence of the figuration of the 

poet in Yeats's lyrics, the relationship of poet and symbol 

becomes increasingly more intriguing. Further, as the symbol 

gives the artist new ways of seeing by effecting correspon- 

dences, so the artist's pose or role offers a similar 

advantage by allowing the artist a whole new range of 

expression. Like the symbol, the pose has its roots in 

ageless tradition, and so provides Yeats with a way of avoid- 



i n g  what i s  t r i v i a l  and p a s s i n g .  I have  a l r e a d y  h i n t e d  

t h a t  Y e a t s l s  a d o p t i o n  of  t r a d i t i o n a l  l y r i c  p o s e s  i s  a way of 

evok ing  p a r t i c u l a r  symbols.  I s u g g e s t  f u r t h e r  t h a t  t h e  

p r o j e c t e d  f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  a r t i s t  becomes a  symbol,  a p a r t  

o f  what  Yea t s  c a l l s  " a  t r a d i t i o n  of myse l f . "  The e x t e n t  

t o  which t h i s  symbol i s  magni f i ed  a s  t h e  p o e t  i n  Y e a t s l s  

l y r i c s  g a i n s  d e p t h  and complex i ty  i s  a  major  concern  of  t h e  

d i s c u s s i o n  t o  f o l l o w .  



THE POET AS S H A N A C H I E  

Know t h a t  I would a c c o u n t e d  be 
True  b r o t h e r  o f  a  company 
T h a t  s a n g ,  t o  s w e e t e n  I r e l a n d ' s  wrong,  
B a l l a d  and s t o r y ,  r a n n  and song ;  

"To I r e l a n d  i n  t h e  Coming Times" 

I n  1901 Yea t s  p u b l i s h e d  what c o u l d  be  c a l l e d  a  re- 

a s s e s s m e n t  of h i s  t h i n k i n g  abou t  p o e t r y  i n  a n  e s s a y  c a l l e d  

"What i s  ' P o p u l a r  P o e t r y ' ? "  H e  f i r s t  summarized h i s  former  

o p i n i o n s :  " I  wanted t o  w r i t e  ' p o p u l a r  p o e t r y '  l i k e  t h o s e  

I r i s h  p o e t s ,  f o r  I b e l i e v e d  t h a t  a l l  good literatures w e r e  

p o p u l a r  . . . and I h a t e d  what I c a l l e d  t h e  c o t e r i e s .  I1 1 

However, he e x p l a i n s  t h a t  by 1901 h i s  ph i losophy  had a l t e r e d ,  

and he  concluded t h a t  p o p u l a r  p o e t r y  a s  w e  u s u a l l y  under-  

s t a n d  t h e  t e r m  i s  n o t  " p o e t r y  of t h e  p e o p l e , "  b u t  t h a t  it 

r a t h e r  "never  came from t h e  p e o p l e  a t  a l l .  I1 2 

P o p u l a r  p o e t s ,  whom Yea t s  e p i t o m i z e s  i n  Longfe l low,  

a r e  s u f f e r i n g  from a  s h a l l o w n e s s  i n  t r a d i t i o n  and ,  Yea t s  

s u g g e s t s ,  t r y  t o o  h a r d  f o r  s e l f - c o n t a i n m e n t  i n  t h e i r  v e r s e ,  

which i s  f r e e  from a l l  e s o t e r i c  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  Consequen t ly ,  

t h e  o n l y  t r a d i t i o n  t h e y  r e f l e c t  i s  t h a t  of  t h e  e d u c a t e d  

middle  c l a s s :  

' y e a t s t  Essays  - and ~ n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p .  4 .  
? 
L I b i d . ,  p.  5.  



Longfe l low,  and Campbell ,  and M r s .  Hemans, and 
Macaulay i n  h i s  L a y s ,  and S c o t t  i n  h i s  l o n g e r  
poems a r e  t h e  p o e t s  o f  a  predominant  p o r t i o n  of  
t h e  middle  c l a s s ,  of peop le  who have  u n l e a r n e d  
t h e  u n w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n  which b i n d s  t h e  un- 
l e t t e r e d  . . . t o  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t i m e  and t o  
t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  of t h e  wor ld ,  and who have n o t  
l e a r n e d  t h e  w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n  which h a s  been 
e s t a b l i s h e d  upon t h e  u n w r i t t e n .  3  

Yea t s  laments  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  s u c h  p o e t s  d o  n o t  borrow any 

b e a u t y  from wri ters  who went b e f o r e  them: 

. . . one can  g e t  a l l  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  i n  s t o r y  and 
i d e a  w i t h o u t  s e e i n g  them a s  i f  moving b e f o r e  a 
h a l f - f a d e d  c u r t a i n  embroidered  w i t h  k i n g s  and 
queens ,  t h e i r  l o v e s  and b a t t l e s ,  and t h e i r  d a y s  
o u t  h u n t i n g ,  o r  e l s e  w i t h  h o l y  l e t t e r s  and images 
of s o  g r e a t  a n t i q u i t y  t h a t  nobody can t e l l  t h e  
god o r  goddess  t h e y  would commend t o  u n f o l d i n g  
memory. 4 

P o e t r y  which i n  Yeats's t e r m s  i s  n o t  " p o p u l a r , "  b u t  

"of  t h e  peop le , ' '  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  e s s a y  by S h e l l e y ,  S p e n s e r ,  

Tennyson, Omar ~ h a ~ ~ & n ,  and Ben Johnson ,  f i n d s  no a u d i e n c e  

i n  modern I r e l a n d ,  which d e l i g h t s  i n  t h e  obv ious .  The 

count ing-house  h a s  c r e a t e d  a  new c l a s s  " w i t h o u t  b r e e d i n g  and 

w i t h o u t  a n c e s t r y , "  t h e  Paudeens who j e e r e d  a t  P l a y b o y  o f  t h e  

W e s t e r n  W o r l d  and t a u n t e d  Maud Gonne Macbride a f t e r  h e r  

s e p a r a t i o n .  

I n  r enounc ing  h i s  former  i l l u s i o n s  c o n c e r n i n g  p o p u l a r  

p o e t r y ,  Yea t s  t u r n s ,  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t o  p o e t r y  of  c o t e r i e s  

which ' I .  . . presupposes  t h e  w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n  [and]  d o e s  

3 ~ b i d . ,  pp. 5-6. 



n o t  d i f f e r  i n  k i n d  from t h e  t r u e  p o e t r y  of  t h e  p e o p l e ,  

which p resupposes  t h e  u n w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n .  "5  Thus he  p l a c e s  

h i s  hope i n  s m a l l  c l i q u e s  of  p o e t s  such  a s  t h o s e  i n  t h e  

Young I r e l a n d  S o c i e t y ,  whose e x p r e s s  aim was t o  r e c a p t u r e  

t h e  u n w r i t t e n  G a e l i c  t r a d i t i o n  and i m p a r t  i t  t o  contemporary 

p o e t r y .  They p r e s e n t  t h e  o n l y  f e a s i b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  a n  

I r e l a n d  w o e f u l l y  d e f i c i e n t  i n  t h e  q u a l i t y  of  b o t h  w r i t e r  

and r e a d e r .  

Both a u d i e n c e  and a r t i s t  i n  I r e l a n d  had succumbed 

t o  t h e  narrow i n t e r e s t s  o f  m i d d l e - c l a s s  l i f e .  I have  a l r e a d y  

emphasized Y e a t s ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  t h e  symbols used  i n  

l i t e r a t u r e  s t r e t c h  back g e n e r a t i o n s ;  t h e r e f o r e ,  it i s  n o t  

s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  s h a l l o w  v e r s e  concerned w i t h  t empora ry  c a u s e s  

r e v i l e d  him. H e  a c c u s e s  even Rober t  Burns o f  " t r i v i a l i t y  

of  emot ions"  and " p o v e r t y  of  i d e a s .  " Yeat  s c o n c l u s i o n s  

a b o u t  contemporary p o p u l a r  p o e t r y  a r e  n o t  e x p l a i n e d  by s imply  

c a l l i n g  him a  h o p e l e s s l y  i d e a l i s t i c  young w r i t e r .  Even i f  

one  c o n s u l t s  s o u r c e s  o t h e r  t h a n  Y e a t s ,  p o p u l a r  B r i t i s h  p o e t r y  

a t  t h e  t u r n  of t h e  c e n t u r y  l e f t  much t o  be  d e s i r e d .  

C .  K .  S t e a d  i n  T h e  Iiew P o e t i c  a n a l y z e s  t h e  s t a t u s  

o f  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  England d u r i n g  t h e  f i r s t  decade  o f  t h e  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  To d e s c r i b e  t h e  a u d i e n c e  he  chooses  from 

Arnold  B e n n e t t  such  p h r a s e s  a s  " g i g a n t i c  temperamenta l  

d u l l n e s s , "  " l a c k  of  humour," and " s u l l e n  h a t r e d  of  a l l  i d e a s  

wha tever :  " 



The popu la r  p o e t s ,  t h e n ,  were n o t  t h o s e  who o f f e r e d  
t h e  complex q u a l i t i e s  u s u a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  good 
p o e t r y ,  b u t  t h o s e  whose minds r a n  a t  t h e  l e v e l  o f  
p u b l i c  e x p e c t a t i o n .  P o e t r y  was a c c e p t a b l e  when it 
e f f e c t i v e l y  v e r s i f i e d  I m p e r i a l i s t  s e n t i m e n t s ,  t h e  
p u b l i c  s c h o o l  s p i r i t ,  o r  p a t r i o t i c  f e r v o r ;  o t h e r -  
wise  it was u n l i k e l y  t o  be  r e a d .  7 

The examples of  p o p u l a r l y  acc la imed  p o e t r y  which M r .  S t e a d  

p r o v i d e s  i n  h i s  well-documented c h a p t e r ,  "1909-1916: P o e t s  

and t h e i r  P u b l i c , "  a f f o r d  b o t h  e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  humourous 

r e a d i n g  and a  c l e a r e r  i d e a  o f  what men l i k e  Y e a t s ,  Pound, 

and D .  H. Lawrence were b a t t l i n g .  S t e a d  c o n c l u d e s  t h a t :  

"No new p o e t r y  of  s u b s t a n c e  cou ld  b e  w r i t t e n  by men who 

remained dependen t  on t h e  a p p r o v a l  o f  p o p u l a r  r e v i e w e r s  and 

t h e  g e n e r a l  p u b l i c  a t  t h i s  t ime .  There  were no means by 

which good new p o e t r y  c o u l d  f i n d  a  wide a u d i e n c e .  "*  S t e a d  

s a y s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  of  Yea t s  t h a t  he  r e f r a i n e d  f o r  twenty  y e a r s  

from a l l o w i n g  h i s  books t o  be  reviewed by t h e  I r i s h  newspapers  

because  t h e  I r i s h  p u b l i c  c o u l d  n o t  be  t r u s t e d  t o  judge 

l i t e r a r y  s t a n d a r d s .  S t e a d ' s  a n a l y s i s  makes it c l e a r  t h a t  

p o e t s  cou ld  n o t  be  a s s u r e d  much b e t t e r  judgment i n  England.  

The d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  p o p u l a r  a u d i e n c e s  i s  b o t h  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  dilemma of Y e a t s ' s  and a  more u n i v e r s a l  problem 

of  t h e  t r i a n g u l a r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  a r t i s t ,  t h e  

a u d i e n c e ,  and t h e  work of  a r t .  lo  eats ' s l i t e r a r y  r e s p o n s e  

l o s t e a d  ' s book d e f i n e s  r.nd 
p robes  t h i s  t r i a n g l e  i n  a  
b r i e f  b u t  e x c e l l e n t  d i s c u s s i o n .  



to the dilemma is reflected in "The Fisherman," dated 

June 4, 1914 and finally reprinted in The Wild Swans 

"The Fisherman" begins with a detailed portrait of 

the audience for whom the poem's "I" would like to write: 

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; 

(p. 347, 1-12) 

The wise and simple fisherman attired in Connemara cloth 

represents Ireland's "people" as the p ~ e t  wants to describe 

them, men whose uneducated but innate sensibilities would 

allow them to comprehend immediately lines from Shelley, 

~ha~~:m, or Ben Johnson. Such a man would be able not only 

to appreciate the beauty of a natural setting at dawn, but 

also concomitantly, the beauty of good art. 

With this portrait of the fisherman, however, the 

poet contrasts a collage bitterly opposing his imagined 

audience; this other picture is of the audience he continually 

sees himself facing: 

"~ef f ares, Commentary, p. 179. 



The 
The 
The 
The 

The 
The 
The 
And 

l i v i n g  man t h a t  I h a t e ,  
dead men t h a t  I l o v e d ,  
c raven  man i n  h i s  s e a t ,  
i n s o l e n t  unreproved ,  

c l e v e r  man who c r i e s  
c a t c h - c r i e s  of  t h e  clown,  
b e a t i n g  down of t h e  w i s e  
g r e a t  A r t  b e a t e n  down. 

(pp.  347-348, 13-24) 

T h i s  s u r e l y  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  "minds e d u c a t e d  a l o n e  by schoo l -  

m a s t e r s  and newspapers ,"  which Yea t s  denounces i n  "What i s  

P o p u l a r  P o e t r y ? "  And t h e  poem i s  c l e a r  t h a t  one danger  of  

w r i t i n g  f o r  t h i s  m i d d l e - c l a s s  a u d i e n c e  i s  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  

o f  g r e a t  a r t .  l2 The a r t i s t  i n  "The Fisherman" r e p l a c e s  t h a t  

a u d i e n c e  w i t h  one of h i s  own c r e a t i o n :  

Maybe a  twelvemonth s i n c e  
Suddenly I began 
I n  s c o r n  of t h i s  a u d i e n c e ,  
Imagining a  man, 

A man who does  n o t  e x i s t ,  
A man who i s  b u t  a dream; 
And c r i e d ,  ' B e f o r e  I am o l d  
I s h a l l  have w r i t t e n  him one 
Poem maybe a s  c o l d  
And p a s s i o n a t e  a s  t h e  dawn.' 

(p .  348, 25-40) 

12For  f u r t h e r  l i t e r a r y  e v i d e n c e  of Y e a t s l s  d i s g u s t  
w i t h  t h e  aud ience  modern I r e l a n d  o f f e r e d ,  one need o n l y  
t u r n  t o  t h e  volume R e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  where d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t  
o v e r  t h e  Hugh Lane c o n t r o v e r s y  spa rked  such  p i e c e s  a s  
"Paudeen,"  "Septerrber 1913 ,"  and "To a  Wealthy Man who 
promised a Second S u b s c r i p t i o n  t o  t h e  ~ u b l i n  Munic ipa l  
G a l l e r y  i f  it were proved t h e  Peop le  wanted P i c t u r e s . "  



"The ~isherman" is a particularly fascinating 

experience in the artistic process, for the poet-speaker is 

seen in the process of creating both poem and audience at 

the same time--of calling the picture to his mind's eye, 

giving it form, writing both "to" and "about" the person he 

imagines. We are given the experience of creation with the 

artist while we read the result of the creation. 

This formation of a reader by the figure of the poet 

can be seen as an actual process on the part of Yeats. By 

rejecting the popular audience and writing for the wise and 

simple fisherman, the poet elects to write a verse "of the 

people" without popularizing it. At the same time, he hopes 

that his act of writing for the ideal audience will bring 

them into existence, the key to such ideas as "Unity of 

Culture." Whatever powerful force could work to draw Ireland 

together must, Yeats believed, be more cultural than political 

in nature. Conversely, culture, including literature, 

should have behind it strong national consciousness, represent- 

ing cultural integrity as the national temperament shapes 

archetype1 myths to its own needs. l3 The plan of Yeatsls 

literary coteries was to make the Irish reading public 

cognizant of their cultural integrity and literary heritage; 

13G. M. Harper, "Yeats s Intellectual Nationalism," 
The Dublin I4aqazine, IV, ii (Summer, 1965) , W. B.  Yeats - 
Centenary ~dition, pp. 8-26. 



i r o n i c a l l y ,  such  a  p l a n  r e q u i r e d  him t o  view h i s  a u d i e n c e  

a s  t h e y  w o u l d  be  when he had shaped them. 

I n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  c r e a t i n g  an  i d e a l  a u d i e n c e  i n   he 

Fisherman ,"  Yea t s  i s  a l s o  showing u s  an i d e a l  p o e t ,  one who 

can  s c o r n  t h e  f l u c t u a t i o n s  of  p u b l i c  t a s t e .  T h a t  p o e t  i s  

a t t u n e d  t o  t h e  f i s h e r m a n ,  and t h u s  must be  p a r t  of  t h e  g r e a t  

u n w r i t t e n  t r a d i t i o n  i n  I r e l a n d .  I n  c r e a t i n g  such  an  i d e a l  

p o e t ,  Yea t s  l o o k s  t o  I r e l a n d ' s  p a s t  f o r  t h e  mains tay  o f  i t s  

t r a d i t i o n s  and f i n d s  t h e  key f i g u r e  of t h e  s h a n a c h i e  o r  

I r i s h  s t o r y - t e l l e r .  A t  e a s e  b o t h  w i t h  t h e  c o t e r i e s  and t h e  

p e a s a n t s ,  t h e  s h a n a c h i e  r e c o n c i l e s  t h o s e  two segments  of  

s o c i e t y  which i n  "What i s  P o p u l a r  P o e t r y ? "  a r e  viewed a s  

t h e  o n l y  p o t e n t i a l l y  c r e a t i v e  r e s e r v e s .  

The s h a n a c h i e  was, a c c o r d i n g  t o  P a d r a i c  Colum, a 

c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  i n  I r i s h  c u l t u r a l  and s o c i a l  h i s t o r y .  l4 ~ o l u m  

t e l l s  of f i r e s i d e  g a t h e r i n g s  o r  s e a n c h a s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  

t h e  G a e l i c - s p e a k i n g  d i s t r i c t s ,  where a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s h a n a c h i e  

n a r r a t e d  b o t h  s t o r i e s  and l o c a l  h i s t o r y .  Alwyn and B r i n l e y  

Rees i n  C e l t i c  H e r i t a g e ,  emphasize t h e  impor tance  o f  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n :  

Old p e o p l e  speak of s t o r y t e l l e r s  who c o u l d  r e c i t e  
a  d i f f e r e n t  s t o r y  e v e r y  n i g h t  t h e  whole w i n t e r  
t h r o u g h ,  b u t  it was unlucky t o  t e l l  h e r o  t a l e s  
d u r i n g  t h e  day t ime  . . . s t o r y t e l l i n g  had a  
r e c o g n i z e d  p l a c e  on c e r t a i n  ce remonia l  o c c a s i o n s :  

1 4 p a d r a i c  Colurn, e d . ,  A T r e a s u r y  o f  I r i s h  F o l k l o r e  
( N e w  York, 1954) , " ~ n t r o d u c t i o ~ , "  p.  xiii. 



d u r i n g  n i g h t  v i g i l s  a t  h o l y  w e l l s ,  . . . a t  
wakes and c h r i s t e n i n g s  . . . But p r i d e  o f  
p l a c e  was g i v e n  t o  t h e  h e r o - t a l e s  and wonder- 
t a l e s ,  many of  which would t a k e  a n  hour  t o  
d e l i v e r ,  some of  them a s  long  a s  s i x  h o u r s  
o r  more . . . . The s t o r y  t e l l e r s  do  n o t  c l a i m  
t o  be  t h e  a u t h o r s  of  t h e i r  s t o r i e s .  Most o f  
t h e  l o n g e r  t a l e s  t h e y  round o f f  w i t h  t h e  t r a -  
d i t i o n a l  t a g :  ' T h a t  i s  my s t o r y !  I f  t h e r e  be  
a l i e  i n  it, be  it so!  I t  i s  n o t  I who made 
o r  i n v e n t e d  i t . '  15 

T h i s  was t h e  c u l t u r a l  a n c e s t r y  which men l i k e  Ferguson re- 

d i s c o v e r e d  when t h e y  t r a n s l a t e d  G a e l i c  l e g e n d s .  Y e a t s ,  t o o ,  

w i t n e s s e d  what remained o f  f i r e s i d e  g a t h e r i n g s ,  f i r s t  when 

he  c o l l e c t e d  s t o r i e s  f o r  h i s  1893 volume, The  C e l t i c  

T w i l i g h t ,  and l a t e r  i n  1897 when he accompanied Lady Gregory 

from c o t t a g e  t o  c o t t a g e  a t  Coo le ,  t r a n s c r i b i n g  f o l k  t a l e s .  

These were n o t ,  however, h i s  f i r s t  i n t r o d u c t i o n s  t o  t h e  

p e a s a n t  s t o r i e s ,  f o r  he had been b r o u g h t  up h e a r i n g  h i s  

m o t h e r ' s  t a l e s  of  S l i g o .  16 

The s h a n a c h i e  m a i n t a i n e d  a  p a r t i c u l a r  r o l e  i n  h i s  

s o c i e t y .  He c la imed fo remos t  t o  be one of  t h e  p e o p l e ,  s h a r i n g  

t h e i r  emot ions  and e x p e r i e n c e s .  G.  T .  Wright  u s e s  t h i s  f i g u r e  

i n  a  more g e n e r a l  d i s c u s s i o n  a b o u t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

f o l k  wri ter  and a u d i e n c e :  

1 5 ~ l w y n  and B r i n l e y  Rees,  C e l t i c  H e r i t a  e :  A n c i e n t  
T r a d i t i o n  - i n  I r e l a n d  and Wales  ondo don, l d  1 4 .  

l b y e a t s ,  Autobioqraphy,  p.  19.  "She would spend h o u r s  
l i s t e n i n g  t o  s t o r i e s  o r  t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  of  t h e  i l o t s  and E f i s h i n g  p e o p l e  o f  Rosses  P o i n t ,  o r  of h e r  own S  i g o  g i r l h o o d ,  
and it was always assumed between h e r  and u s  t h a t  S l l g o  was 
more b e a u t i f u l  t h a n  o t h e r  p l a c e s . "  



They must speak the same language in more senses 
than one. The "I" of many old ballads, for example, 
is a folk storyteller who, like his audience, 
knows of the strangeness abroad in the world, of 
suddenness in love and death, of shock and grief 
and lapses in the clarity of causes. He claims no 
superiority to his audience; and his point of view, 
his attitude toward life, his view of the pungent 
realities, all are available to his listeners--are, 
perhaps, theirs before they are his. 17 

His kinship with the peasant audience does not mean, however, 

that they are his only audience; Yeats claims that in Irish 

tradition through the seventeenth century, Gaelic legends 

had the attention and belief of both peasant and noble 

alike. 18 

It is not just ordinary experiences of birth, death, 

celebration, and grief which the story teller shares with his 

audience. The peasants, like their ancestors, are closer 

not only to the natural world than are the educated classes, 

but to the supernatural as well: "I have noticed that 

clairvoyance, pre-vision and allied gifts, rare among the 

educated classes, are common among peasants. Among those 

peasants there is much more of Asia where Hegel has said 

every civilization begins. ltl' The s h a n a c h i e ' s  stories had 

great appeal for the listener whose imagination reached 

beyond the limits of the everyday world: 

*yeatst Essays - and ~ntroductions, p. 516. 



When one inquires what kind of stories are these 
which have been credited with such extraordinary 
power, one finds that they tell of the adventures 
of heroes and heroines; enchantments and dis- 
enchantments; kings and queens, ogres and monsters 
and fairies . . . ghosts and revenants, prophesies 
and destinies; and quests for magic vessels and 
weapons, and similar marvels. 20 

Alwyn Rees makes it clear that the shanachie, like his audience, 

really believed in all the marvels of the tales he told: 

"Hector MacClean, writing in 1860, observed that the adventures 

of heroes such as Ossian were as true and real to the story- 

tellers of Barra and those who listened to them as were the 

latest exploits of the British Army to the readers of 

newspapers. ,121 

The title of shanachie carries with it throughout 

Irish history an honoured position in society which goes beyond 

that of spokesman for common human experience and social 

fulcrum at the winter fireside. The storyteller is a vital 

member of the ruling class: 

In medieval Ireland and Wales, poets were . . . 
members of a privileged order within the learned 
class. Though, in Ireland, their profession was 
largely hereditary, their apprenticeship was both 
long and arduous, and an essential part of it con- 
sisted in learning hundred tales, 'to narrate them 
to kings and lords and gentlemen.' The learned 
class, comprising druids and poets, was comparable 
in many ways with the Brahmin caste in India . . . 

20~ees, p. 19. 

21popular Tales of the West Highlands, ed. and trans. 
L-- 

J. F. Campbell, I, xiii, as quoted in xeest Po 20. 
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The s h a n a c h i e  o f t e n  s e r v e d  a s  h i s t o r i a n  and r o y a l  g e n e o l o g i s t  

a s  w e l l  a s  s t o r y - t e l l e r .  Ra the r  l i k e  t h e  c o u r t  f o o l  i n  

S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  p l a y s ,  he a l s o  e x e r t e d  a  s t r o n g  i n f l u e n c e  on 

k i n g s  and was e x p e r t  on t h e  p r e r o g a t i v e s  and d u t i e s  of  t h e  

r o y a l t y .  Perhaps  t h e  most s t r i k i n g  p i e c e  of i n f o r m a t i o n  R e e s  

o f f e r s  a b o u t  t h e  p o e t ' s  p o s i t i o n  i s  t h a t  t h e  m a s t e r  p o e t  

o r  o l l a m  was e q u a l  t o  t h e  k i n g  h i m s e l f  b e f o r e  t h e  l aw .  
2 3  

Thus,  i n  t h e  p l a y  On t h e  K i n g ' s  T h r e s h h o l d ,  Yeats  draws from 

a s t r o n g  t r a d i t i o n  when h i s  c h a r a c t e r  of  m a s t e r  p o e t  demands 

t h e  r i g h t  t o  s i t  a t  t h e  k i n g ' s  t a b l e  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r  n o b l e s  

o f  t h e  kingdom. To r e l i n q u i s h  h i s  p o s i t i o n  t o  mere lawmakers 

and p r i n c e s  would be  t o  a l l o w  t h e  k i n g  t o  d e g r a d e  h i s  kingdom 

by denying I r e l a n d  h e r  h e r i t a g e .  The l a n d  d e p r i v e d  of  s p e c i a l  

powers which o n l y  t h e  p o e t  p o s s e s s e s  would b e  a  weaker 

kingdom, f o r  " . . . such  p r i e s t l y  f u n c t i o n s  a s  d i v i n a t i o n  

and prophecy a l s o  came w i t h i n  t h e  p r o v i n c e  o f  t h e s e  e a r l y  

I r i s h  p o e t s  who . . . th rough  r i t u a l  and t r a n c e  . . . c o n d u c t  

t h e i r  aud ience  on journeys  t o  a n o t h e r  wor ld .  I1 2 4  

I n  " C e r t a i n  Noble P l a y s  of  ~ a p a n "  ( A p r i l ,  1 9 1 6 ) ,  

Yea t s  comments t h a t :  



Real ism i s  c r e a t e d  f o r  t h e  common p e o p l e  and was 
always t h e i r  p e c u l i a r  d e l i g h t ,  and it  i s  t h e  d e l i g h t  
t o d a y  o f  a l l  t h o s e  whose minds,  e d u c a t e d  a l o n e  by 
s c h o o l m a s t e r s  and newspapers ,  a r e  w i t h o u t  memory 
of  b e a u t y  and e m o t i o n a l  s u b t l e t y  . . . A p o e t i c a l  
p a s s a g e  c a n n o t  be unders tood  w i t h o u t  r i c h  memory, 
and l i k e  t h e  o l d e r  s c h o o l  of  p a i n t i n g  a p p e a l s  t o  
a  t r a d i t i o n .  25 

Yea t s  found such  a  r i c h  memory emanat ing  from t h o s e  i n  whom 

v e s t i g e s  of  t h e  I r i s h  s t o r y t e l l e r  remained.  The f i r e s i d e  

g a t h e r i n g s  i n  v i l l a g e r s '  homes where he  l i s t e n e d  t o  t a l e s  

of  magic and s t r a n g e  e v e n t s  were more a k i n  t o  t h e  s e a n c h a s  

of  o l d  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  e l s e  modern I r e l a n d  had r e t a i n e d .  

I n  h i s  e s s a y  on magic, Yea t s  once a g a i n  emphasizes  t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  p e r c e p t i o n s  of  t h e  p e a s a n t  and t h o s e  

o f  t h e  m i d d l e - c l a s s  : 

, . . o u r  l i f e  i n  c i t i e s ,  which d e a f e n s  o r  k i l l s  
t h e  p a s s i v e  m e d i t a t i v e  l i f e ,  and o u r  e d u c a t i o n  
t h a t  e n l a r g e s  t h e  s e p a r a t e d ,  se l f -moving mind, 
have  made o u r  s o u l s  l e s s  s e n s i t i v e .  Our s o u l s  
t h a t  were once naked t o  t h e  winds of heaven a r e  
now t h i c k l y  c l a d ,  and have l e a r n e d  t o  b u i l d  a  
house and l i g h t  a  f i r e  upon i t s  h e a r t h ,  and s h u t -  
t o  t h e  d o o r s  and windows. 26 

I n  beconing a l i e n a t e d  from t h e  n a t u r a l  wor ld  and s u b s t i t u t i n g  

t h e  Itgrey t r u t h "  o f  m a t e r i a l i s m ,  w e  have l o s t  o u r  imrnaginat ive 

s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l - - d h o u l s  and f a i r i e s ,  s p i r i t s  

and gods.  A p o e t  who can r e c r e a t e  t h e  v o i c e  of  t h e  p e a s a n t  

2 5 ~ e a t s ,  Essays  - and I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p.  2 2 7 .  

2 6 ~ e a t s  , Essays  - and I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p.  4 1 .  



c a n  re-awaken t h a t  s e n s e  o f  mystery  which t h e  wor ld  of 

paudeens  h a s  a l l  b u t  d e s t r o y e d .  I n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  

F a i r y  and F o l k  T a l e s  o f  t h e  I r i s h  P e a s a n t r y ,  Yeats  p r a i s e s  

t h e  c o l l e c t o r s  of  I r i s h  f o l k l o r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  Hyde: 

They have  made t h e i r  work l i t e r a t u r e  r a t h e r  t h a n  
s c i e n c e ,  and t o l d  u s  of  t h e  I r i s h  p e a s a n t r y  r a t h e r  
t h a n  of  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  r e l i g i o n  o f  mankind, o r  what- 
e v e r  else t h e  f o l k - l o r i s t s  a r e  on t h e  gad a f t e r  . . . They have  caugh t  t h e  v e r y  v o i c e  of  t h e  
p e o p l e ,  e a c h  g i v i n g  what was most n o t i c e d  i n  h i s  
day [ s i c ] .  27 

To c a p t u r e  t h e  v o i c e  of  t h e  p e o p l e  whose i m a g i n a t i v e  s e n s i b i l -  

i t ies  w e r e  n o t  numbed became f o r  Yea t s  t h e  v e r y  e s s e n c e  of  

p o e t r y .  

R ichard  Ellmann q u o t e s  Yeats  a t  a mee t ing  w i t h  George 

Moore a s  s a y i n g  t h a t  one c o u l d  l e a r n  t o  w r i t e  f rom t h e  

p e a s a n t s ,  " t h e i r  s p e e c h  b e i n g  l i v i n g  s p e e c h ,  f l o w i n g  o u t  of  

t h e  h a b i t s  of  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  s t r u c k  o u t  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f .  ,128 

H e  was k e e n l y  c o n s c i o u s  o f  t h e  I r i s h  p o e t ' s  h e r i t a g e  i n  t h e  

s t o r y - t e l l e r .  Even if we d i d  n o t  have  h i s  r e c o r d s  of  t h e  

o l d  t a l e s  i n  The C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t  and I r i s h  F a i r y  and ~ o l k  

T a l e s  and a  p l a y  l i k e  On t h e  K i n g ' s  T h r e s h h o l d ,  h i s  c l o s e  

c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w i t h  Lady Gregory and Douglas Hyde would 

leave no d o u b t  of  h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  key f i g u r e s  o f  t h e  o r a l  

t r a d i t i o n .  I n  h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  T h e  C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t ,  he 

2 7 ~ u o t e d  by J o s e p h  Hone, W. B. Yea t s :  1865-1939 - - -- 
(London [I9621 l 9 6 5 ) ,  p .  59. 

* * ~ l l m a n n ,  pp. 147-148 



l i n g e r s  f o r  a  few pages  over  an o l d  man named Paddy F l y n n ,  

a  s t o r y - t e l l e r  from whom many of  t h e  t a l e s  i n  t h e  volume 

a r e  d e r i v e d :  

H e  was a  g r e a t  t e l l e r  of t a l e s ,  and u n l i k e  o u r  
common romancers ,  knew how t o  empty heaven ,  h e l l ,  
and p u r g a t o r y ,  f a e r y l a n d  and e a r t h ,  t o  p e o p l e  h i s  
s t o r i e s .  H e  d i d  n o t  l i v e  i n  a  shrunken wor ld ,  
b u t  knew o f  no less ample c i r c u m s t a n c e  t h a n  d i d  
Homer h i m s e l f .  Perhaps  t h e  G a e l i c  p e o p l e  s h a l l  by 
h i s  l i k e  b r i n g  back a g a i n  t h e  a n c i e n t  s i m p l i c i t y  
and a m p l i t u d e  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n .  What i s  l i t e r a t u r e  
b u t  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  moods by t h e  v e h i c l e  of  
symbol and i n c i d e n t ?  And a r e  t h e r e  n o t  moods 
which need heaven,  h e l l ,  p u r g a t o r y ,  and f a e r y l a n d  
f o r  t h e i r  e x p r e s s i o n ,  no less t h a n  t h i s  d e l a p i -  
d a t e d  e a r t h ?  . . . L e t  u s  go f o r t h ,  t h e  t e l l e r s  
of t a l e s ,  and s e i z e  whatever  p r e y  t h e  h e a r t  l o n g  
f o r ,  and have no f e a r .  E v e r y t h i n g  e x i s t s ,  eve ry -  
t h i n g  i s  t r u e ,  and t h e  e a r t h  i s  o n l y  a l i t t l e  
d u s t  under  o u r  f e e t .  2 9  

"Ancient  s i m p l i c i t y  and a m p l i t u d e  o f  i m a g i n a t i o n "  were f o r  

Yeats t h e  mark of t h e  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n .  A s t o r y - t e l l e r ' s  

p e r s p e c t i v e  was n o t  l i m i t e d  t o  r e a l i s m ,  and t h u s  o f f e r e d  t h e  

p o e t  and l i s t e n e r  f a r  more beau ty  t h a n  s o  c a l l e d  " p o p u l a r "  

p o e t r y .  

T h i s  g o a l  was n o t  o n l y  a e s t h e t i c  f o r  Y e a t s ,  f o r  "Uni ty  

of  C u l t u r e "  depended upon t h e  b a l l a s t  of  a  new n a t i o n a l  

l i t e r a t u r e .  30 The I r i s h  Dramatic  Movement was i n i t i a t e d  t o  

b r i n g  " d e l i g h t  i n  good s t o r i e s ,  i n  man's  f o r c e  and woman's 

3 0 ~ f .  Zwerdling I s  opening c h a p t e r  (The - H e r o i c  I d e a l )  
I 

on Y e a t s ' s  g o a l s  f o r    re land. He shows Yea t s  a s  t r u l y  unique; 

o t h e r s  i n  t h e  movement were u n i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  q u a l i t y  of 
t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  s o  l o n g  as it reeked  of p a t r i o t i s m .  



b e a u t y "  t o  t h e  peop le  of I r e l a n d :  " I t  seemed a s  i f  . . . 
a l l  w e  had t o  d o  was make t h e  town t h i n k  a s  t h e  c o u n t r y  

f e l t  . . . I1  3 1  

I r e l a n d ' s  most famous s h a n a c h i e  of  a  contemporary e r a  

was a  b l i n d  p o e t  named R a f t e r y  t o  whom Yea t s  r e f e r s  w i t h  

a l l e g i a n c e .  L i k e  Homer, R a f t e r y  e l e v a t e d  a r c h e t y p a l  C e l t i c  

b e a u t y  i n  t h e  form of  Mary Hines ,  t h e  I r i s h  p a r a l l e l  t o  Helen. 

Three  s t a n z a s  i n  "The Tower" a r e  devo ted  t o  R a f t e r y ' s  power 

i n  song:  

Some few remembered s t i l l  when I was young 
A p e a s a n t  g i r l  commended by a  song ,  
Who'd l i v e d  somewhere upon t h a t  rocky  p l a c e ,  
And p r a i s e d  t h e  c o l o u r  o f  h e r  f a c e ,  
And had t h e  g r e a t e r  joy i n  p r a i s i n g  h e r ,  
Remembering t h a t , i f  walked s h e  t h e r e ,  
Farmers j o s t l e d  a t  t h e  f a i r  
So g r e a t  a  g l o r y  d i d  t h e  song c o n f e r .  

And c e r t a i n  men, b e i n g  maddened by t h o s e  rhymes, 
O r  e l s e  by t o a s t i n g  h e r  a  s c o r e  of  t i m e s ,  
Rose from t h e  t a b l e  and d e c l a r e d  it r i g h t  
To t es t  t h e i r  f ancy  by t h e i r  s i g h t ;  
But t h e y  mis took t h e  b r i g h t n e s s  o f  t h e  moon 
For  t h e  p r o s a i c  l i g h t  of  day-- 
Music had d r i v e n  t h e i r  w i t s  a s t r a y - -  
And one was drowned i n  t h e  g r e a t  bog o f  Cloone.  

S t r a n g e ,  b u t  t h e  man who made t h e  song was b l i n d ;  
Y e t ,  now I have c o n s i d e r e d  i t ,  I f i n d  
T h a t  n o t h i n g  s t r a n g e ;  t h e  t r a g e d y  began 
With Homer t h a t  was a  b l i n d  man, 
And Helen h a s  a l l  l i v i n g  h e a r t s  b e t r a y e d .  

(pp. 4 1 0 - 4 1 1 ,  3 3 - 5 3 )  

The s t r o n g  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  between t h e  s p e a k e r  and t h e  o l d  

b a r d  t o  whom he  a l l u d e s  i s  unmis takab le .  I t  i s  i n  t h e  o r a l  

3 1 ~ e a t s  , Autobiography,  p.  380. 



t r a d i t i o n  which i n c l u d e s  Homer and R a f t e r y  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  

w i s h e s  t o  be  p l a c e d .  Even l a t e  i n  h i s  l i f e ,  i n  a s p e e c h  t o  

t h e  Royal Swedish Academy, Yea t s  q u o t e s  one of  R a f t e r y t s  

poems, remarking on i t s  bond w i t h  t h e  " a n c i e n t  w o r l d , "  and 

w i t h  c o u n t r y  i m a g i n a t i o n .  
32 

The impor tance  of  I r i s h  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  t o  Y e a t s ' s  

s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  and language h a s  a l r e a d y  proven a p o p u l a r  

concern  w i t h  Yea t s  c r i t i c s .  33 Y e t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  i s  a l s o  a  

marked i n f l u e n c e  on t h e  e n t i r e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  a s  he  

i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  Y e a t s ' s  v e r s e .  The a r t i s t  s p e a k e r  i s  c l e a r l y  

Y e a t s ,  b u t  Yea t s  a s  he  wished t o  p r o j e c t  h i m s e l f  i n  a  

p a r t i c u l a r  I r i s h  l i g h t .  When one s t u d i e s  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  

a r t i s t ,  t h e  s h a n a c h i e  b o t h  d i r e c t l y  and i n d i r e c t l y  becomes a 

p a r t  of  t h a t  f i g u r a t i o n .  H e  i s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  

f i g u r a t i o n  s o  t h a t  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  r o l e  i s  g i v e n  a l l  t h e  symbol ic  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e  a n c i e n t  t e l l e r  of  t a l e s .  An 

a n a l y s i s  of  some i n d i v i d u a l  poems w i l l  make t h e  u s e  o f  t h i s  

p o s e  more c l e a r .  

I n  1892 Yea t s  p u b l i s h e d  a poem which adamant ly  ex- 

p r e s s e s  h i s  t i e s  w i t h  G a e l i c  t r a d i t i o n .  E n t i t l e d  " ~ p o l o g i a  

a d d r e s s e d  t o  I r e l a n d  i n  t h e  coming d a y s , "  it s e r v e d  a s  a  

3 2 ~ e a t s ,  Autobiography,  pp. 378-387. 

j 3 s e e ,  f o r  example,  B e r g i t  B j e r s b y ,  The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  
o f  t h e  ~ u c h u l a i n  Legend i n  t h e  Works of  W. B 7 e a . t ~  (k 'o lc ro  
p a . , r l m y )  o r  u o r ~ ~ o a r e ,  TE m s  m r r i s  andt:& 
Yea t s  i n  R e l a t i o n  t o  E a r l y  Sa a  Lite=ure(Caiiibrldge, 19-37). 4e For  t h e m o s t  r e c e n F a n d  exce  l e n t  s o u r c e  s t u d y  f o r  Y e a t s t s  - -  - - - -  

l e g e n d s ,  s e e  P h i l l i p  Marcus, Yea t s  and t h e  Beginnings  -- of  t h e  
I r i s h  Rena i s sance  (Cambridge, ~ a s s .  7 9 7 o r .  



r e b u t t a l  t o  Maud Gonne and o t h e r  of Y e a t s ' s  f e l l o w  p a t r i o t s  

who had l e v e l e d  c o n s i d e r a b l e  c r i t i c i s m  a t  t h e  young p o e t ,  

a l l e g i n g  t h a t  h i s  p o e t r y  was n o t  p a t r i o t i c  enough. Y e a t s  

e x p l a i n e d  t h a t  t h e  poem, l a t e r  r e v i s e d  and i n c l u d e d  i n  

T h e  Rose w i t h  t h e  t i t l e  "To I r e l a n d  i n  t h e  Coming Times,"  

de fended  " a  p a s s i o n  f o r  t h e  symbolism o f  t h e  m y s t i c a l  r o s e  

which h a s  saddened my f r i e n d s .  " 3 4  I n  t h i s  poem, a s  i n  t h e  

volume 's  open ing  p i e c e ,  "To t h e  Rose upon t h e  Rood o f  Time,"  

t h e  s p e a k e r  r e f e r s  t o  h i m s e l f  a s  a  " s i n g e r .  "35 The ' rose -  

b o r d e r e d  hem" c l e a r l y  marks t h e  femin ine  s u b j e c t  of  h i s  

a d d r e s s  a s  I r e l a n d ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  r o s e  imagery b r i n g s  t o  mind 

a l l  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  connec ted  w i t h  t h e  symbol o f  t h e  r o s e .  

The p o e t ,  who d e c l a r e s  h i s  d e v o t i o n  t o  " h e r ,  whose h i s t o r y  

began/  Before  God made t h e  a n g e l i c  c l a n "  (p .  137 ,  7 - 8 ) ,  i s  

more i n s i s t e n t  t h a n  e v e r  upon h i s  r o l e :  "Nor may I less be  

coun ted  one/ With ~ a v i s ,  blangan, Ferguson . . ." (p. 138,  

Thomas osborne  Davis  (1814-45) ,  l e a d e r  o f  t h e  Young 

I r e l a n d  p a r t y ,  w r o t e  popu la r  p a t r i o t i c  poems; James C l a r e n c e  

Mangan (1803-49) t r a n s l a t e d  and a d a p t e d  I r i s h  m a t e r i a l  i n t o  

34Quoted  by J e f f a r e s ,  Commentary, p. 46. 

35See e a r l i e r  d i s c u s s i o n  of  t h e  r o s e  above i n  s e c t i o n  
I1 o f  t h e  ~ n t r o d u c t i o n .  Here ,  a s  i n  "To t h e  Rose upon t h e  
Rood of  Time," we shou ld  n o t e  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  a s s o c i a t e s  h i m s e l f  
w i t h  s i n g e r s  o f  " b a l l a d  and s t o r y , "  b u t  d o e s  n o t  a c t u a l l y  
pe r fo rm t h a t  r o l e  w i t h i n  t h e  poem. I n s t e a d ,  he  i s  a  p o e t  
w r i t i n g  abou t  p o e t r y  and i t s  d e s i r e d  e f f e c t  upon t h e  r e a d e r .  



h i s  v e r s e ;  S i r  Samuel Ferguson was t h e  t r a n s l a t o r  o f  G a e l i c  

l egend  whom Yea t s  h i g h l y  p r a i s e d  f o r  b r i n g i n g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  

back t o  l i f e .  36 Each s h a r e d  Y e a t s l s  a s p i r a t i o n  f o r  a  

d e d i c a t e d  I r i s h  c o t e r i e  which c o u l d  r e s t o r e  t o  I r e l a n d  some 

o f  h e r  l i t e r a r y  h e r i t a g e .  A comment i n  Y e a t s ' s  1937 e s s a y ,  

"A G e n e r a l  ~ n t r o d u c t i o n  f o r  my work,"  h e l p s  t o  e l u c i d a t e  

h i s  a d m i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e i r  work: 

I t  was th rough  t h e  o l d  Fen ian  l e a d e r  John O'Leary 
I found my theme . . . . H e  gave m e  t h e  poems of  
Thomas Dav i s ,  s a i d  t h e y  were n o t  good p o e t r y  b u t  
had changed h i s  l i f e  when a  young man, spoke of  
o t h e r  p o e t s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  Davis  and T h e  Nation . . . t h e y  had one q u a l i t y  I admired and admire :  
t h e y  were n o t  s e p a r a t e  i n d i v i d u a l  men; t h e y  spoke 
o r  t r i e d  t o  speak o u t  of  a  p e o p l e  t o  a  p e o p l e ;  
beh ind  them s t r e t c h e d  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n s .  37 

I n  h i s  p l e a s  t o  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  r e c o g n i z e  him a s  one 

w i t h  I r i s h  p a t r i o t s ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  of  "To I r e l a n d  i n  t h e  coming 

Times" d o e s  n o t  c l a i m  t o  be a  shanachie of  d a y s  l o n g  p a s s e d ;  

h e  i s  r a t h e r  an  a r t i s t  a t  t h e  t u r n  of  t h e  c e n t u r y  who i s  

k e e n l y  aware of  h i s  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of  " b a l l a d  

and s t o r y ,  r a n n  and song . "  He i s  a l s o  q u i t e  e x p l i c i t  a b o u t  

t h e  age-old  c o n n e c t i o n  of t h e  s i n g e r  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r  wor ld :  

. . . t o  him who ponders  w e l l  
My rhymes more t h a n  t h e i r  rhyming t e l l  
Of t h i n g s  d i s c o v e r e d  i n  t h e  d e e p  
Where o n l y  b o d y ' s  l a i d  a s l e e p .  
For  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  c r e a t u r e s  go  
About my t a b l e  t o  and f r o  . . .  
~ h ,  f a i r i e s ,  danc ing  under  t h e  moon, 
A Druid l a n d ,  a  Druid t u n e !  

( p .  138-139, 19-32) 



T h i s  p i c t u r e  of t h e  p o e t  v i s i t e d  by e l e m e n t a l  c r e a t u r e s ,  

a l t h o u g h  it  makes a  r a t h e r  u n s a t i s f y i n g l y  vague p o e t i c  image,  

l e a v e s  l i t t l e  doub t  t h a t  t h e  I r i s h  s i n g e r  r e c e i v e s  s p e c i a l  

i n s p i r a t i o n  from an e x t r a o r d i n a r y  Druid muse. The "deep/  

Where o n l y  b o d y ' s  l a i d  a s l e e p "  may r e f e r  t o  dreams l a t e r  

r e f l e c t e d  i n  p o e t r y , 3 8  b u t  it a l s o  undoubtedly  means d e a t h ,  

and t h e  p o e t ' s  d i s c o v e r i e s  i n  t h a t  r e a l m  presuppose  v e r y  

s p e c i a l  powers f o r  t h e  s i n g e r  who, l i k e  Orpheus ,  may be 

a l lowed t o  e n t e r  t h e  t i m e l e s s  world of d e a t h ,  o r  t o  

communicate w i t h  s p i r i t s  o r  g h o s t s .  

I n  t h e  l a s t  s e c t i o n  ( l i n e s  33-48) of  "To I r e l a n d  i n  

t h e  Coming Times,"  t h e  a r t i s t  o f f e r s  a  more p e r s o n a l  e l u c i -  

d a t i o n  of h i s  f u n c t i o n :  "While s t i l l  I may, I w r i t e  f o r  

you/ The l o v e  I l i v e d ,  t h e  dream I knew." W e  s h o u l d  n o t e  

t h a t  h e r e  t h e  p o e t  a s s i m i l a t e s  two l e v e l s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  

h i s  v e r s e .  The b a l l a d s  and o t h e r  I r i s h  m a t e r i a l s  a r e  n o t  

i n c o m p a t i b l e  w i t h  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  p e r s o n a l  dream and l o v e .  On 

a  more s t r i c t l y  b i o g r a p h i c a l  l e v e l ,  one c o u l d  s a y  t h a t  

Commentary, 

3 7 ~ e a t s ,  Essays  - and I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p .  510. 

38There i s  l i t t l e  need t o  d e v e l o p  h e r e  t h e  impor tance  
of  dreams i n  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y ;  he s t r e s s e s  it p l a i n l y  enough 
i n  t h e  Autobiography.  I would p o i n t  t o  two f a i r l y  e a r l y  
poems, "A Dream of Death" and "The Cap and t h e  B e l l s , "  b o t h  
o f  which Yea t s  c la imed t o  have d e r i v e d  and r e c o r d e d  d i r e c t l y  
from h i s  dreams.  The whole a s p e c t  of  t h e  dream i n  Yea t s  w i l l  
r e c e i v e  more a t t e n t i o n  i n  my c h a p t e r  on t h e  v i s i o n a r y  pose  
o f  t h e  a r t i s t .  



Yeats's fidelity to the "red rose-bordered hem" of Ireland 

and his devotion to Maud Gonne were not contrary. Thomas 

Parkinson's observation in W. B. Yeats S e  Z f - C r i t i c  adds 

still another dimension: 

Yeats's argument is circular: one should have a 
distinctive national style, a way of speaking; 
but this way of speaking is a way of seeing. By 
fidelity to national experiences, the matter of 
folklore and heroic legend, one will attain a 
national style and--if one is true to his own 
sense of experience--personal. 39 

Parkinson's statement suggests a further reason for basing 

the poetic voice on a traditional figure such as the 

s h a n a c h i e ,  for it provides a way of speaking and a way of 

seeing with which the poet then attunes his personal manner 

of seeing. Line 45, "I cast my heart into my rhymes,'' 

intensified the personal quality in stressing the emotion 

the poet "casts" into his work. "Cast" can also read "mould" 

or "give shape to;" then the emphasis is on the shaping 

of emotion into verse, on the poet as artificer. 

Like the speaker in "To the Rose upon the Rood of 

Time," the poet in "To Ireland in the Coming Times" expresses 

his continual awareness of time, which "made Ireland's heart 

begin to beat" and which also controls his personal expression: 

From our birthday, until we die, 
Is but the winking of an eye; 
And we, our singing and our love, 
What measurer Time has lit above, . . 

(p. 139, 34-38) 



Y e t  set a g a i n s t  h i s  t empora l  l i m i t a t i o n s  a r e  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  

c r e a t u r e s  and t h e  p l a c e  o f  " t r u t h ' s  consuming e c s t a s y , "  s o  

t h a t  t h r o u g h  h i s  songs  abou t  I r e l a n d  t h e  p o e t  i s  a b l e  t o  

t a p  r e s o u r c e s  beyond h i s  m o r t a l  l i m i t a t i o n s .  

"TO Some I have Talked w i t h  by t h e  F i r e , "  f i r s t  

p r i n t e d  i n  1895 a s  a  " D e d i c a t i o n  t o  a  new book o f  v e r s e ,  40 

b e a r s  a  more immedia te ly  r e c o g n i z a b l e  r e semblance  t o  t h e  

wor ld  o f  t h e  s h a n a c h i e :  

While I wrought  o u t  t h e s e  f i t f u l  Dannaan rhymes, 
My h e a r t  would br im w i t h  dreams a b o u t  t h e  t i m e s  
When w e  b e n t  down above t h e  f a d i n g  c o a l s  
And t a l k e d  of  t h e  d a r k  f o l k  who l i v e  i n  s o u l s  
Of ? a s s i o n a t e  men, l i k e  b a t s  i n  t h e  dead trees; 
And of  t h e  wayward t w i l i g h t  companies 
Who s i g h  w i t h  mingled sorrow and c o n t e n t ,  
Because t h e i r  b lossoming dreams have  n e v e r  b e n t  
Under t h e  f r u i t  o f  e v i l  and o f  good. 

(pp.  136-137, 1-9)  

The company s e a t e d  around t h e  f i r e  smacks unmis takab ly  of 

t h e  f l a v o u r  o r  t h e  s e a n c h a s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  l i g h t  of  t h e  

k i n d s  o f  s t o r i e s  t o l d  i n  t h o s e  g a t h e r i n g s  o f  o l d - - s t o r i e s  

of  a d v e n t u r e s ,  enchantments ,  and magic. The "wayward 

t w i l i g h t  companies" p robab ly  a l l u d e  t o  t h e  Tua tha  d e  Danaan, 

e a r l y  immorta ls  who took I r e l a n d  from t h e  e v i l  F i r b o l g s .  

4 0 ~ e f  f a r e s  , Commentary, p.  46. 



Niamh, who transports Oisin for three hundred years, is one 

of these immortal beings, and the mingling of sorrow and 

content" seems to recall her people in the land of the first 

hundred years in Yeatsls The Wander ings  o f  O i s i n .  The 

"embattled flaming multitude" (Line 10) , endowed with wings, 

are perhaps the wagers of "God's wars" mentioned elsewhere 

in "The Rose of Peace" and "The Rose of Battle." Like 

Yeats's old friend Paddy Flynn, this story-teller has at his 

disposal heaven and earth and whatever worlds he needs for 

expression. 

One does not have to argue whether Yeats himself 

"believed" in Druids, Sidhe, "dark folk" or any of the 

magical experiences which make up Ireland's folklore (although 

his beliefs are partly set out in the essay on magic). 

Virginia Moore's important study, The U n i c o r n ,  devotes itself 

to this sticky problem of the poet's personal belieft41 but 

for the purposes of the figuration of the artist examined 

here, we must assume that the poet in the poem believes in 

the wonders he recounts--like the traditional s h a n a c h i e  in 

whom he finds his heritage. 

Considering yeatsls ideals for his country and his 

dream of bringing back to art the imagination and beauty 

4 1 ~ n  her chapter on "Irish Lore and Druidism as 
Major ~octrinal Influences," Miss Moore summarizes druidic 
doctrine and Yeats's involvement in it. She concludes that: 
"No Druidic belief did he reject--neither the supernatural 
world not cyclic time, nor the soul as light, nor reincar- 
nation for a purpose" (p. 58). In the "General Introductionft 
Yeats says of ~ruidism: "I was horn into this faith, have 
lived in it, and shall die in it." (Essays - and Introductions, 
p. 518). 



which it seemed t o  have l o s t ,  it i s  i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t  Y e a t s l s  

work shows a  l o n g i n g  f o r  t h e  p a s t .  The s h a n a c h i e  becomes 

f o r  Yea t s  a  symbol o f  a t t i t u d e s  and c o n d i t i o n s  i n  I r e l a n d ' s  

p a s t  which were f a v o u r a b l e  t o  b e a u t i f u l  a r t .  H i s  t h r e e  

i d e a l  a r t i s t i c  c u l t u r e s - - I r e l a n d  b e f o r e  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y ,  Byzantium, and I t a l y  d u r i n g  t h e  Rena i s sance  

( p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  c o u r t  a t  U r b i n o ) - - a l l  p l a c e  t h e  a r t i s t  

h i g h  w i t h i n  s o c i e t y .  I n  "To a  Wealthy Man who promised a  

Second s u b s c r i p t i o n  t o  t h e  Dubl in  Munic ipa l  G a l l e r y  i f  it 

were proved t h e  Peop le  wanted P i c t u r e s , "  Yea t s  b i t t e r l y  

l a m e n t s  contemporary s o c i e t y  which,  u n l i k e  Urbino,  r e l e g a t e s  

a r t  t o  t h e  c o n t r o l  of  m i d d l e - c l a s s  o p i n i o n  which ,  a s  w e  have  

a l r e a d y  s e e n  i n  some d e t a i l ,  he  d e t e s t e d :  

What c a r e d  Duke E r c o l e ,  t h a t  b i d  
H i s  mummers t o  t h e  market  p l a c e ,  
What t h ' o n i o n  se l lers  t h o u g h t  o r  d i d  
So t h a t  h i s  P l a u t u s  se t  t h e  pace  
For t h e  I t a l i a n  comedies? 
And Guedobaldo, when he made 
T h a t  grammar s c h o o l  of  c o u r t e s i e s  
Where w i t  and b e a u t y  l e a r n e d  t h e i r  t r a d e  
Upon U r b i n o ' s  windy h i l l  . . . 

(p .  2 8 8 ,  9-17) 

What may seem a  haughty  a t t i t u d e  toward t h e  "on ion  s e l l e r s , "  

e q u i v a l e n t  t o  p r e s e n t  day Paudeens,  becomes more p a l a t a b l e  

when one r e a l i z e s  t h a t  Yea t s  and h i s  p r o j e c t e d  a r t i s t  

e l e v a t e  a r t  above e v e r y  o t h e r  f o r c e  i n  s o c i e t y .  I t s  c o n t r o l  

c a n n o t  be r e l e g a t e d  t o  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  minded popu lace ;  a r t  

and a r t i s t s  must have t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  and u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  



t h e  e l i t e .  Y e a t s ' s  comment i n  A Vision i n  a  p a s s a g e  p e r h a p s  

more f r e q u e n t l y  q u o t e d  t h a n  any o t h e r  i s  t h a t  h e  would 

c h o o s e  t o  spend  a  month i n  Byzant ium, had h e  h i s  c h o i c e  o f  

any c i t y  i n  a n t i q u i t y :  "I  t h i n k  t h a t  i n  e a r l y  Byzant ium 

. . r e l i g i o u s ,  a e s t h e t i c  and p r a c t i c a l  l i f e  w e r e  o n e ,  t h a t  

a r c h i t e c t  and a r t i f i c e r s  . . . s p a k e  t o  t h e  m u l t i t u d e  and 

t h e  few a l i k e . "  Haro ld  Bloom a c c u r a t e l y  assesses t h i s  

p a s s a g e :  

I f  t h e  e n t i r e  p a s s a g e  b e  t r a n s p o s e d  i n t o  a  d e s c r i p -  
t i o n  o f  a n  i d e a l i z e d  p o e t r y ,  w e  c a n  see wha t  Yeats 
hoped f o r  i n  h i s  own work. The p o e t  s p e a k s  t o  
m u l t i t u d e  and e s o t e r i c  g r o u p  a l i k e ,  and  w i t h  a n  
a l m o s t  i m p e r s o n a l  v o i c e .  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  see 
t h i s  f u l f i l l e d  i n  any a c t u a l  p o e t  . . . b u t  Yeats 's  
dream i s  a  moving one  n e v e r t h e l e s s .  4 2  

The m i l d  n o s t a l g i a  which  u n d e r l i n e s  "To Some I have  

T a l k e d  w i t h  by t h e  F i r e "  becomes a  clear e x p r e s s i o n  o f  

l o n g i n g  f o r  a  former  t i m e  i n  "The D e d i c a t i o n  t o  a Book o f  

S t o r i e s  s e l e c t e d  from t h e  I r i s h  N o v e l i s t s : "  

T h e r e  was a  g r e e n  b r a n c h  hung w i t h  many a b e l l  
When h e r  own p e o p l e  r u l e d  t h i s  t r a g i c  E i r e ;  
And from i t s  murmuring g r e e n n e s s ,  ca lm o f  F a e r y ,  
A Druid  k i n d n e s s ,  on a l l  h e a r e r s  f e l l .  
I t  charmed away t h e  merchan t  f rom h i s  g u i l t ,  
And t u r n e d  t h e  f a r m e r ' s  memory from h i s  c a t t l e ,  
And hushed  i n  s l e e p  t h e  r o a r i n g  r a n k s  o f  b a t t l e ;  
And a l l  grew f r i e n d l y  f o r  a  l i t t l e  w h i l e .  

( p .  129 ,  1-8)  

4 2 ~ a r o l d  Bloom, - Yea t s  ( N e w  York,  1970)  , p .  218. 



The powers a t t r i b u t e d  t o  p o e t r y  i n  t h i s  l y r i c  a r e  cons id -  

e r a b l e ;  t r u e  t o  t h e i r  d r u i d  magic,  poems and s t o r i e s  

l i t e r a l l y  charm t h e  l i s t e r n e r s .  To one f a m i l i a r  w i t h  C e l t i c  

l o r e ,  t h e  image of t h e  b e l l - b r a n c h  i s  n o t  a  new one.  I n  t h e  

s t o r y  of  O i s i n ,  t h e  b e l l - b r a n c h  l u l l s  him t o  s l e e p  f o r  t h e  

t h i r d  hundred-year  c y c l e  i n  t h e  l a n d  of t h e  immor ta l s .  

Another  I r i s h  t a l e  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  between t h e  

b e l l - b r a n c h  and s i n g i n g :  

One d a y ,  a s  Bran son of F e b a l  walks n e a r  h i s  r o y a l  
house ,  he  h e a r s  sweet  music behind him. The music  
l u l l s  him t o  s l e e p  and when he  wakes t h e r e  i s  a  
b ranch  of  s i l v e r  b e s i d e  him w i t h  w h i t e  blossom on 
it. Bran t a k e s  t h e  branch t o  t h e  house and when a l l  
t h e  h o s t s  a r e  assembled behind c l o s e d  r a m p a r t s  t h e y  
see a  woman i n  s t r a n g e  r a i m e n t  i n  t h e  middle  o f  t h e  
house .  To Bran s h e  s i n g s  a  l o n g  l a y  which a l l  can  
h e a r ,  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  s p l e n d o u r  and d e l i g h t  of  t h e  
wor ld  beyond t h e  s e a ,  w i t h  i t s  t h r i c e  f i f t y  i s l a n d s ,  
e a c h  of them l a r g e r  t h a n  I r e l a n d .  A s  s h e  d e p a r t s ,  
t h e  s i l v e r  b ranch- - ' a  branch of  t h e  a p p l e  t r e e  
from Emain ~ b 1 a c h ' - - s p r i n g s  from B r a n ' s  hand t o  
h e r s .  4 3  

The b e l l - b r a n c h  of t h e  s i n g e r  a f f o r d s  r e s t f u l n e s s  and magic ,  

and t h e  s p e a k e r  i n  "The Ded ica t ion"  l aments  t h e  p a s s i n g  of  

an  e r a  when p o e t r y  e x e r t e d  such powers o v e r  i t s  a u d i e n c e .  

However, he c o u n t e r s  w i t h :  " I  a l s o  b e a r  a  b e l l - b r a n c h  f u l l  

of  e a s e "  ( L i n e  1 2 )  . I n  i t s  o r i g i n a l  c o n t e x t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  

t h e  b e l l - b r a n c h  r e f e r s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  t h e  book of  I r i s h  

s t o r i e s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1890 which t h e  poem p r e f a c e s ;  b u t  



r e p r i n t e d  i n  a  c o l l e c t i o n  of v e r s e ,  t h e  b ranch  seems more 

g e n e r a l l y  t o  r e p r e s e n t  a l l  t h e  p o e t ' s  v e r s e .  

The t h i r d  s t a n z a  marks an  i n t e r e s t i n g  c o n t r a s t  t o  

t h e  I r i s h  l egend  of Bran and t h e  b ranch  of  Cmain Ablach:  

I t o r e  it from g r e e n  boughs winds t o r e  and t o s s e d  
U n t i l  t h e  s a p  o f  summer had grown weary! 
I t o r e  it from t h e  b a r r e n  boughs o f  E i r e ,  
T h a t  c o u n t r y  where a  man can be  s o  c r o s s e d ;  

T h i s  unexpected  wrenching image o f  " t e a r i n g "  a b ranch  of  

" e a s e "  d e n o t e s  a  g r e a t  s t r u g g l e  f o r  t h e  modern p o e t  t o  o b t a i n  

t h e  b ranch .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  t h e  t r e e ,  if it r e p r e s e n t s  

t h e  I r i s h  t r a d i t i o n  from which t h e  b e l l - b r a n c h  grows,  seems 

much n e g l e c t e d  of  l a t e  and b e s e t  by a  l a c k  of  c u l t u r a l  

nour i shment  i n  a  p o l i t i c a l l y  tempestuous  l a n d .  The b ranch  

s t i l l  r e t a i n s  t h e  power t o  b r i n g  l a u g h t e r  and s a d n e s s ;  y e t  

w h i l e  t h e  p o e t  a s s e r t s  h i s  (and I r e l a n d ' s )  l i t e r a r y  r o o t s ,  

t h e  po tency  of  t h e  b ranch  which can  " b r i n g  you memories/ 

Of h a l f - f o r g o t t e n ,  i n n o c e n t  o l d  p l a c e s "  ( l i n e s  21-22) p a l e s  

i n  comparison t o  i t s  former p r e s t i g e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  

two s t a n z a s  o f  t h e  poem. W e  a r e  made t o  f e e l  a  d e e p  s e n s e  

of  l o s s .  Y e t  somehow t h e  f i g u r e  of t h e  p o e t  c o n t a i n s  b o t h  

t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of t h e  b e l l - b r a n c h  and t h e  p r e s e n t  c o n d i t i o n s  

i n  I r e l a n d ;  f o r  p a s t  and p r e s e n t  a r e  b r o u g h t  t o g e t h e r  i n  

t h e  poem, and t h e  p o e t  seems t o  b e a r  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

b o t h  of  keep ing  a l i v e  t h e  h e r i t a g e  and making i t s  r e l e v a n c e  



known t o  h i s  " b a t t e r e d ,  badgered and d e s t r o y e d "  p e o p l e .  

So w h i l e  he  i s  n o t  a s  powerful  a s  t h e  shanachie, t h e  modern 

s t o r y - t e l l e r  can c a l l  upon t h e  power o f  t h e  symbols surround-  

i n g  t h e  adop ted  pose  of  t h e  shanachie. 
e 

To comprehend how s e r i o u s  i s  t h e  d e c l i n e  o f  p o e t r y  

and t h e  a r t i s t  s i n c e  t i m e s  of o l d  as Yea t s  e n v i s i o n s  them, 

we must see t h e  problem i n  even l a r g e r  p e r s p e c t i v e  t h a n  

weary I r e l a n d .  The f i g u r e  speak ing  i n  "The P o e t  p l e a d s  

w i t h  t h e  E l e m e n t a l  ~ o w e r s "  o f f e r s  a  cosmic v i e w p o i n t :  

The Powers whose name and shape  no l i v i n g  c r e a t u r e  knows 
Have p u l l e d  t h e  Immortal  Rose; 
And though t h e  Seven L i g h t s  bowed i n  t h e i r  dance  and wep t ,  
The P o l a r  Dragon s l e p t ,  
H i s  heavy r i n g s  u n c o i l e d  from glimmering d e e p  t o  deep:  
When w i l l  he wake from s l e e p ?  

(p.  1 7 4 ,  1-6) 

While t h e  p o e t  cou ld  t e a r  t h e  b e l l - b r a n c h  from t h e  w i t h e r e d  

t r ee ,  he  seems h e l p l e s s  i n  t h e  f a c e  of  t h e s e  ominous powers.  

Unable t o  o f f e r  t h e  branch of e a s e ,  he  can  p l e a d  w i t h  t h e  

e l e m e n t a l  powers t o  p r o v i d e  t h e  music:  " E n c i r c l e  h e r  I l o v e  

and s i n g  h e r  i n t o  peacet t  ( l i n e  9 ) .  The poem i s  r e m i n i s c e n t  

o f  Tennyson l s  "The ~ e s p e r i d e s , "  and cou ld  be  t h e  song of t h e  

g u a r d i a n s  of  t h e  golden a p p l e ,  had t h e y  f a i l e d  t o  c a u t i o n  

F a t h e r  Hesper:  I' . . . t w i n k l e  n o t  t h e y  s t e a d f a s t  s i g h t  . , . 
L e s t  t h e  red-combed dragon slumber/  Ro l l ed  t o g e t h e r  i n  p u r p l e  

f o l d s . /  ~ o o k  t o  him, f a t h e r ,  l e s t  he wink, and t h e  go lden  
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apple be stol'n away. "44 The immortal rose of eternal beauty, 

like Tennyson's golden apple, grows on what Yeats designates 

in his notes as the "Tree of Life. 1145 

The responsibility of protecting the Immortal Rose 

of beauty from dark immortal powers certainly suggests a 

weighty role for the poet, and this is one example in Yeats's 

poetry where the speaking artist is surely projected beyond 

biographical considerations of the poet as Yeats the man. 

The poem's original title, "A Mystical Prayer to the Masters 

of the Elements , Michael, Gabriel, and ~ a ~ h a e l , "  46 casts the 

poet not only as spokesman for his people, but also in the 

tradition of poets who are ancient wise men, men who know 

the wonders of "Great Powers of falling wave and wind and 

windy fire" (line 7) --masters of earth, water, air, and 

fire. This poem recalls more vividly the "elemental creatures" 

of "To Ireland in the Coming Times." 

The significance of the four elements in Yeats's 

poetry deserves an entire study in itself, and in "The Poet 

pleads with the Elemental Powers," as well as in several 

other verses in The Rose, the elements become a part of the 

imaginative world of the artist, part of the story-teller's 

environment, and part of his manner of seeing and organizing 

44~lfred Lord Tennyson, "The Hesperides," Poems of 
Tenn son ed. Jerome H. Buckley (Cambridge, ~assachusetts, 
I .  48-49, 45-53. 

45yeats , Notes to Variorum edition of poetry, p. 174. 
Yeats also identifies the '-Lights1' as the seven stars 
of the Great Bear and the Dragon as the constellation of the 
Dragon, #'and these, in certain old mythologies, encircle the 
Tree of Life." 



symbols .  I n  a  n o t e  t o  h i s  volume of  I r i s h  F a i r y  and  F o l k  

T a l e s ,  Yeats  i n c l u d e s  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n :  

Gods of  tQe ~ a r t h - - o c c u l t i s t s ,  from P a r a c e l s u s  t o  
E lephas  L e v i ,  d i v i d e  t h e  n a t u r e  s p i r i t s  i n t o  gnomes, 
s y l p h s ,  sa lamanders ,  u n d i n e s ;  o r  e a r t h ,  a i r ,  f i r e ,  
and w a t e r  s p i r i t s  . . . They a r e  i n v i s i b l e - - e x c e p t  
a t  r a r e  moments and t i m e s ;  t h e y  i n h a b i t  t h e  i n t e r i o r  
e l e m e n t s ,  w h i l e  we l i v e  upon t h e  o u t e r  and t h e  g r o s s  . . . a  t i d e  of them f l o w i n g  around t h e  e a r t h  
a r o u s e s  t h e r e ,  emot ions  and changes ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
i t s  n a t u r e .  4 7  

T h i s  p a s s a g e  may w e l l  r e v e a l  something o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  

e l e m e n t a l  powers w i t h  which t h e  I r i s h  p o e t  p l e a d s .  A b i t  

f u r t h e r  on i n  t h e  same n o t e ,  Yea t s  makes it c l e a r  why it must 

be  a  p o e t  who c a l l s  on t h e i r  power: 

--'They h a v e , '  s a y s  P a r a c e l s u s ,  ' a n  a v e r s i o n  t o  s e l f -  
c o n c e i t e d  and o p i n i o n a t e d  p e r s o n s ,  s u c h  a s  d o g m a t i s t s ,  
s c i e n t i s t s ,  . . . and a g a i n s t  v u l g a r  and quar re l some  
p e o p l e  of a l l  k i n d s ;  b u t  t h e y  l o v e  n a t u r a l  men, who 
a r e  simple-minded and c h i l d l i k e ,  i n n o c e n t  and s i n c e r e  . . . 4 8  

A f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  p o e t  based on t h e  s h a n c h i e ,  and w i t h  t h e  

aim of r e s t o r i n g  t h e  p e a s a n t s '  s i m p l i c i t y  and u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  

4 6 ~ e f f a r e s  i n  h i s  Commentary l i s t s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  o r i g i n a l  
t i t l e  of  t h i s  poem, b u t  a l s o  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  i n  t h e  poem 
a s  p r i n t e d  i n  The Second Book of The Rhymers' - Club ,  t h e  a n g e l s '  
names were r e p E e d b y h r e e  ~ r l s a n g e l s ,  " F i n v a r r a ,  I t  " ~ a e c r ~ ,  
and " C a o l t e . "  The t i t l e  was t h e n  a l t e r e d  t o  "Aodh p l e a d s  . . ." and f i n a l l y  s imply  a l t e r e d  t o  "The P o e t  . . . . I 1  

4 7 W .  B. * e a t s ,  I r i s h  F a i r y  and Fo lk  T a l e s  (New York, -- 
1 9 1 8 ) ,  p .  3 4 3 .  
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i s  i n  l e a g u e  w i t h  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  powers a g a i n s t  materialsim 

and dogmatism of t h e  modern wor ld  which i s  a n x i o u s  t o  c a s t  

o f f  t r a d i t i o n .  

I n  The ~ d e n t i t y  of Y e a t s ,  Ellmann p r o v i d e s  numerous 

examples  o f  ~ e a t s ' s  u s e  of  t h e  e l e m e n t s  as symbols  i n  h i s  

e a r l y  p o e t r y ,  and h e  r e l a t e s  it t o  Yeats's d e s i r e  t o  d e v i s e  

a s y s t e m  of  co r re spondences  somewhat l i k e  B l a k e ' s .  C e r t a i n l y  

Y e a t s  ' i n c o r p o r a t e s  t h e  e l e m e n t s  i n t o  h i s  "sys tem" of  t h e  

f o u r  l u n a r  q u a r t e r s  a s  o u t l i n e d  i n  A V i s i o n .  I n  a  l e t t e r  o f  

J u l y  24 ,  1934 ,  Y e a t s  w r i t e s  t o  O l i v i a  S h a k e s p e a r e  some 

e x p l a i l a t i o n  o f  h i s  symbolism: 

Water under  t h e  e a r t h  
The E a r t h  - - The bowel s ,  e tc .  I n s t i n c t  

The Water 

The A i r  

The F i r e  

- - The b l o o d  & t h e  
s e x  o r g a n s  P a s s i o n  

- - The l u n g s ,  l o g i c a l  
t h o u g h t  Thought  

They a r e  my f o u r  q u a r t e r s :  The E a r t h  b e f o r e  [ l u n a r  p h a s e ]  
8 ,  t h e  Water b e f o r e  1 5 ,  t h e  A i r  b e f o r e  22,  t h e  F i r e  
b e f o r e  I .  49 

The e l e m e n t s  a r e  most c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

s h a n a c h i e  i n  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Red Hanrahan,  a  c h a r a c t e r  i n  Yeats ts  

p r o s e  and spokesman, l i k e  Aedh, f o r  s e v e r a l  o f  t h e  e a r l y  poems. 

4 9 ~ e a t ~ ,  L e t t e r  t o  O l i v i a  S h a k e s p e a r e ,  q u o t e d  by 
El lmann,  The I d e n t i t y  - of  Yea t s  (New York, 19641,  p. 36. 



I n  S t o r i e s  of R e d  Hanrakan,  w e  f i r s t  see him a s  a young 

s c h o o l m a s t e r ,  " t h e  l e a r n e d  man and g r e a t  songmaker ,  50 

w i t h  h i s  p r i m e r  and h i s  V i r g i l  a lways  i n  t h e  s k i r t  o f  h i s  

c o a t .  H i s  a p p e a r a n c e  i s  much l i k e  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  by 

Robin F lower :  

' I n  I r e l a n d  . . . where t h e  r u i n  o f  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y  s c a t t e r e d  t h e  s t u d e n t s  o f  t h e  s c h o o l s  among 
t h e  common f o l k ,  t h e  wander ing  s c h o l a r - - s c h o o l -  
m a s t e r ,  p o e t  and musician--was a known f i g u r e  where- 
ever a n y t h i n g  o f  t h e  o l d  l i f e  s u r v i v e d  u n t i l  o n l y  
t h e  o t h e r  d a y . '  5 1  

Only a f t e r  H a n r a h a n ' s  i n i t i a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  m y s t e r i e s  o f  t h e  

o t h e r  w o r l d 5 2  d o e s  h e  t a k e  on t h e  e n i g m a t i c  q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  

s h a n a c h i e  and become a  p r o p h e t i c  a s  w e l l  a s  l e a r n e d  c h a r a c t e r .  

H i s  p o e t r y  and s t o r i e s  e f f e c t  s t r o n g  i n f l u e n c e  as w e  c a n  see 

i n  "The T w i s t i n g  of t h e  Rope," when h e  l i t e r a l l y  e n c h a n t s  t h e  

d a u g h t e r  o f  t h e  house--much l i k e  t h e  young woman w i t h  t h e  b e l l -  

b r a n c h  e n c h a n t s  Bran  and h i s  company--with h i s  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e  

o t h e r  w o r l d .  I n  one  s t o r y ,  t h e  song  h e  t e a c h e s  h i s  s t u d e n t s  

carr ies  t h e  power o f  a c u r s e .  
53 

50W. B.  Y e a t s ,  S t o r i e s  -- o f  Red H a n r a h a n , i n  C o l l e c t e d  
Works ( 1 9 0 8 ) ,  p .  201. 

'lQuoted by P a d r a i c  Colum, " I n t r o d u c t i o n , "  p. 1 3 .  

5 2 ~ h e  i n i t i a t i o n  i s  r e c o u n t e d  i n  "Red Hanrahan , "  t h e  
f i r s t  s t o r y  i n  t h e  Hanrahan c o l l e c t i o n .  AS  Red and  t h e  o t h e r  
v i l l a g e r s  p l a y  c a r d s  w i t h  a s t r a n g e  o l d  man on Santhain e v e ,  
t h e  c a r d s  s u d d e n l y  t r a n s f o r m  i n t o  a  h a r e  and  a  pack  o f  hounds,  
which  l ianrahan  f o l l o w s  o u t  i n t o  t h e  n i g h t .  They l e a d  him t o  
a n  e n c h a n t e d  h o u s e ,  and h i s  a d v e n t u r e s  c o n t i n u e  t h r o u g h o u t  
t h e  c y c l e  o f  s t o r i e s .  



In several of Yeats's poems first attributed to Red 

Hanrahan and later simply to "The Poet," it seems evident 

that the s h a n a c h i e  must have originally influenced the 

figuration of the poet. Yeats's note to the volume T h e  

Wind in t h e  R e e d s  not only elucidates the figure, but also 

ties him closely to the elements: 

'Aedh,' 'Hanrahan' and 'Michael Robartes' . . . were 
personages in 'The Secret Rose' . . . I have used 
them in this book more as principles of mind than as 
actual personages. It is probable that only students 
of the magical tradition will understand me when I 
say that 'Michael Robartes' is fire reflected in 
water, and that Hanrahan is fire blown by the wind, 
and that Aedh, whose name is not merely the Irish 
form of Hugh, but the Irish for fire, is fire burning 
by itself. To put it a different way, Hanrahan is 
the simplicity of an imagination too changeable to 
gather permanent possessions . . . 5 4  

By dropping the names of the characters as speakers in several 

poems and incorporating them into the voice of "The Poet," 

Yeats is, I suggest, including the qualities represented by 

each and the nature of the elements themselves into his 

53~his story, "The Curse," ends in a humourous bit 
of irony. Hanrahan's curse is directed against old age in 
order to prevent a January-May marriage in the village; but 
the curse turns viciously on Hanrahan himself since he, too 
is old. For further discussion of this particular curse, 
see below the chapter on the poet as old man. 

54yeats, Notes to the Variorum of poetry, p. 8 0 3 .  
Aedh [Aodh], who was designated in at least one version as 
the speaker of "The Poet Pleads with the Elemental Powers," 
is, of course, described in terms of fire, the purest ele- 
ment. This would seem to be appropriate to the importance 
of his function as mystical poet in the poem compared, say, 
to the simplicity of Hanrahan. 



69  

i n c r e a s i n g l y  complex f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  a r t i s t .  H i s  d e s c r i p -  

t i o n  adds  t o  t h e  impor tance  of pe r sonages  l i k e  Hanrahan,  

and it seems a p p r o p r i a t e  t h a t  t h i s  wandering s c h o l a r  and 

s t o r y - t e l l e r  r e p r e s e n t s ,  more a b s t r a c t l y ,  a  changeab le  

s i m p l i c i t y  of t h e  imag ina t ion- - the  ve ry  q u a l i t y  which Yea t s  

s t a t e d  t h a t  he was t r y i n g  t o  r e - i n t r o d u c e  i n  I r e l a n d  th rough  

h i s  v e r s e .  

P robab ly  t h e  most f a s c i n a t i n g  of t h e  poems i n  which 

t h e  shanachie i s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  s p e a k e r  i s  "The Grey 

Rock," i n c l u d e d  i n  Responsibilities i n  1914. Address ing  

h i m s e l f  t o  t h e  "Companions of t h e  C h e s h i r e  Cheese ,"  o r  t h e  

Rhymers' C lub ,  t h e  p o e t  a c t u a l i z e s  h i s  c l a i m  t o  be  a s t o r y -  

t e l l e r  by r e c o u n t i n g  a  legend w i t h i n  t h e  poem: "Here's an  

o l d  s t o r y  I ' v e  remade,/  Imagining ' twould  b e t t e r  p l e a s e /  Your 

e a r s  t h a n  s t o r i e s  now i n  f a s h i o n ,  . . ." ( l i n e s  3 - 5 ) .  With 

t h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r  p roceeds  w i t h  h i s  t a l e  

of  t h e  g a t h e r i n g  of  C e l t i c  gods a t  Sl ievenamon.  H e  i n t e r r u p t s  

h i s  s t o r y  w i t h  p a s s a g e s ,  v a r y i n g  o n l y  s l i g h t l y  i n  rhyme 

scheme and n o t  a t  a l l  i n  rhythm, from t h e  s t o r y  i t s e l f ;  t h e s e  

i n s e r t i o n ,  l i k e  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  a r e  a d d r e s s e d  t o  t h e  

Rhymers. 

I n  "The Grey Rock" Yeats  b r i n g s  t o g e t h e r  t h e  seemingly  

opposing s t r e a m s  of I r i s h  legend and t h e  E n g l i s h  ~ h ~ m e ~ ~ l  

a e s t h e t i c  i n t o  a  ba lanced  and e f f e c t i v e  u n i o n ,  c o n t r a d i c t i n g  

D a n i e l   offm man's a s s e r t i o n  i n  Barbarous Knowledge t h a t  t h e s e  

two f a c e t s  i n  Yea t s  canno t  be u n i f i e d :  



[The I r i s h  s i n g e r ' s ]  themes were l o v i n g  and 
f i g h t i n g ,  e v e r  t h e  two s t a v e s  o f  b a l l a d r y  . . . 
t h e y  s y n t h e s i z e d  i n t o  t h e  same s t a n z a  a  r e c k l e s s  
d e a t h  and a  g l i m p s e  o f  somber ,  b r o o d i n g  c o u n t r y -  
s i d e  . . . t h i s  k i n d  o f  p o e t r y  i s  a  m a s c u l i n e  
o c c u p a t i o n ,  a  s k i l l  communally admi red ,  a  p rowess .  
T h i s  i s  a c o n c e p t i o n  of  t h e  p o e t ' s  r o l e  i n  h i s  
s o c i e t y  e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  f rom what  Y e a t s  found 
among t h e  ~ h y m e r s '  Club i n  London, t h o s e  e l e g a n t  
and i s o l a t e d  a e s t h e t e s  d y i n g  o f  d r i n k  and d r u g s .  55 

Love and h e r o i c  a c t i o n  a r e  two ma jo r  themes  o f  "The Grey Rock," 

b u t  w e  see i n  t h e  poem two p o s e s  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  (which  Hoffman 

f i n d s  i r r e c o n c i l a b l e )  fused- -or  a t  l e a s t  a t t u n e d - - i n  t h e  

p e r s o n  o f  t h e  s p e a k i n g  p o e t .  

The a r t i s t  Y e a t s  p r o j e c t s  i n  "The Grey Rock" d e v e l o p s  

p a r t l y  t h r o u g h  h i s  comments a b o u t  h i s  "Companions of  t h e  

C h e s h i r e  C h e e s e , "  p a r t l y  t h r o u g h  a s s o c i a t i o n s  made w i t h  

Goban i n  t h e  s t o r y - - s i n c e  Goban was n o t  o n l y  a winemaker ,  

b u t  an  a r t i f i c e r  of  t h e  gods  a s  ~ e l l ~ ~ - - ~ a r t l ~  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  

a n a l y s i s  o f  h i s  own p o e t r y ,  and f i n a l l y ,  i n d i r e c t l y  t h r o u g h  

o u r  a s s o c i a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r  i n  I r i s h  t r a d i t i o n .  

The g o d s ,  g a t h e r e d  a t  S l i evenamon ,  a r e  d r u n k  w i t h  

Goban ' s  w i n e ,  " t h a t  j u i c e  which made them w i s e "  ( l i n e  2 6 ) .  

J e f f a r e s  n o t e s  t h a t  Y e a t s  a s s o c i a t e d  Goban w i t h  l e g e n d a r y  

wisdom ( i n  Mythologies h e  i s  c a l l e d  t h e  " A r i s t o t l e  o f  t h e  

' 'Daniel Hof fman, Ba rba rous  Knowledge: Myth i n  t h e  -- 
P o e t r y  of Yeets Graves ,  and Muir ( N e w  York, 19671,  p .  34.  

' b " ~ o i b h n i u ' s  manufac tu re  c a r r i e s  a  g u a r a n t e e  t h a t  
it w i l l  n e v e r  make a n  e r r i n g  c a s t  and t h a t  no  one  whom it 
wounds w i l l  s u r v i v e "  ( P r o i n s i a s  MacCana, C e l t i c  Mythology 
[ T o r o n t o ,  19701,  p .  3 6 ) .  



books")57 but here the picture is primarily that of the 

artificer hammering wine cups out of silver: 

The smoky torches made a glare 
On metal Goban'd hammered at, 
On old deep silver rolling there 
Or on some still unemptied cup 
That he, when frenzy stirred his thews, 
Had hammered out on mountain top 
To hold the sacred stuff he brews 
That only gods may buy of him. 

(pp. 271-272, 18-25) 

The connection between Goban's wisdom-bringing nectar and 

the poetry of the Rhymers is established in the first stanza 

with the words, ". . . at bottling of your wine/ Old whole- 
some Goban had no say." The artist pictured in the figure 

of Goban is strong and passionate as he moulds his raw 

materials into forms for containers of sacred wisdom. 
58 

57~effares, Commentary, p. 101. 

58There is some problem with Goban1s exact identity 
in Irish lore. Padraic Colum's only Goban in his Treasury 
of Irish Folklore is a mortal being, but still a metal-worker 
who can fashion armour better than anyone else in Ireland. - 
Yeats's reference in ~ythologies does not recount the story 
told here in "The Grey Rock," and is unrevealinq. Part of 
the confusion may lie-in disagreement over whether or not 
the Danaan people were mortal or immortal. T. W. Rolleston 
in Myths and Legends of the Celtic Race (p. 110) identifies 
Goban as me Smith, negreatormourer and artificer of 
Irish myth, who corresponds to Mayland Smith in Germanic 
legend." ~roinsias ~ a k a n a  (Celtic Mythology, p. 36) calls 
him one of the greater d e i t i e s d '  has convincing archaeo- 
logical evidence for his claim), and adds that his most 
important role was providing for the Otherworld Feast known 
as the Fledh Ghoibhnenn. Whoever partook of the feast was 
rendered immortal. 'The staple of this feast was an intoxi- 
cating drink corresponding to the amrita of Indian tradition 
and to analogous beverages of the In  he Grey Rock" 
Yeats clearly presents Goban as a god, and I find MacCanals 
information beautifully meshed with events in the poem. 



An e q u a l l y  p a s s i o n a t e  g o d d e s s ,  " r o c k - n u r t u r e d  ~ o i f e , "  

a p p e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  g a t h e r i n g  o f  gods  t o  demand r e v e n g e  upon 

h e r  m o r t a l  l o v e r  who h a s  b e t r a y e d  h e r .  Yeats 's c o n t i n u a l  

s h i f t i n g  from t h e  l e g e n d a r y  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  con tempora ry  

f i g u r e s  i s  m a s t e r f u l .  With A o i f e ' s  a p p e a r a n c e ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  

b r i n g s  u s  s h a r p l y  t o  an  awareness  o f  o u r  own m o r t a l i t y :  

W e  s h o u l d  be dazed  and t e r r o r - s t r u c k ,  
I•’ w e  b u t  saw i n  dreams t h a t  room, 
Those wine-drenched e y e s ,  and c u r s e  o u r  l u c k  
T h a t  empt i ed  a l l  o u r  d a y s  t o  come. 

Simply d reaming  of  b e i n g s  such  as A o i f e  would make a m o r t a l  

d i s s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  p a l e  m o r t a l  shadows: "I knew a woman none 

c o u l d  p l e a s e , /  Because s h e  dreamed when b u t  a  c h i l d /  Of men 

and women made l i k e  t h e s e  . . ." ( l i n e s  41-43) .  59 

~t l i n e  4 9  t h e  p o e t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  h i s  t a v e r n  comrades 

may be  c o u n t e d  among t h e  immor ta l s :  

YOU k e p t  t h e  Muses'  s t e r n e r  l a w s ,  
And u n r e p e n t i n g  f a c e d  your  e n d s ,  
And t h e r e f o r e  e a r n e d  t h e  r i g h t - - a n d  y e t  
Dowson and Johnson most  I p r a i s e - -  
TO t r o o p  w i t h  t h o s e  t h e  w o r l d ' s  f o r g o t ,  
And copy t h e i r  proud s t e a d y  g a z e .  

( p .  273,  59-64) 

5 9 ~ o h n  U n t e r e c k e r  i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  woman a s  F l o r e n c e  
F a r r ;  J e f f a r e s  sees a  p a r a l l e l  w i t h  Maud Gonne and h e r  m a r r i a g e  
t o  ~ a c b r i d e .  I t  seems t o  m e  t h a t  t h e  poem demands no  s p e c i f i c  
c o u n t e r p a r t  f o r  t h e  "woman none c o u l d  p l e a s e "  o u t s i d e  t h e  
poem, a l t h o u g h  b o t h  men a r g u e  c o n v i n c i n g l y .  



The a r t i s t s  a r e  c l e a r l y  s e p a r a t e d  from t h e  woman who dreamed 

o f  immor ta l  b e i n g s ;  t h e y  have  e a r n e d  t h e  p r i v i l e g e  o f  

p a r t a k i n g  o f  t h e  f e a s t  o f  t h e  f e a s t  o f  t h e  gods .  The poem's  

s h i f t  i s  now a  s u b t l e  one ,  f o r  t h e  m o r t a l s  have  been  e l e v a t e d  

t o  t h e  s t a t u s  o f  t h e  gods  on whom Y e a t s  now f o c u s e s  a t t e n t i o n .  

F o l l o w i n g  A o i f e ' s  s t o r y  o f  t h e  young man who, u n l i k e  O i s i n ,  

r e l i n q u i s h e d  t h e  two hundred  y e a r s  s h e  o f f e r e d  him i n  f a v o u r  

o f  l o y a l t y  t o  t h e  King o f  I r e l a n d ' s  s o n ,  A o i f e  casts  h e r s e l f  

b e f o r e  h e r  f e l l o w  gods  and p o s e s  t h e  c e n t r a l  q u e s t i o n :  

'why a r e  t h e y  f a i t h l e s s  when t h e i r  m i g h t  
IS from t h e  h o l y  s h a d e s  t h a t  r o v e  
The g r e y  r o c k  and t h e  windy l i g h t /  
why s h o u l d  t h e  f a i t h f u l l e s t  h e a r t  most  l o v e  
The b i t t e r  s w e e t n e s s  o f  f a l s e  f a c e s ?  
why must  t h e  l a s t i n g  l o v e  what  p a s s e s ,  
Why a r e  t h e  gods by men b e t r a y e d ? '  

( p .  2 7 5 ,  109-115) 

These q u e s t i o n s  a r e  t h e  key i s s u e s  i n  "The Grey Rock," and 

w h i l e  t h e y  a r e  an  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r ' s  l e g e n d ,  

t h e y  a r e  f r a u g h t  w i t h  contemporary  r e l e v a n c e - - f o r  p o e t s ,  

f o r  I r e l a n d ,  f o r  modern s o c i e t y  a s  Y e a t s  viewed it. Why h a v e  

men t u r n e d  from t h e  l a s t i n g  t r a d i t i o n s  which g i v e  t h e i r  

s o c i e t y  t h e  s t r e n g t h  o f  g e n e r a t i o n s ?  Why have  p o e t s ,  n o t  

f a i t h f u l  t o  " t h e  s t e r n e r  Muses" t u r n e d  t o  mere p a n d e r i n g  o f  

p u b l i c  t a s t e ?  Why d o  men n o t  l o v e  t h a t  which i s  e t e r n a l ?  

A o i f e l s  answer comes i n  t h e  form o f  a  d e l i g h t f u l  B a c c h i c  

d r e n c h i n g  w i t h  G o b a n t s  w ine ,  and s h e ,  "NO more remembering 

what  had b e e n , /  S t a r e d  a t  t h e  gods w i t h  l a u g h i n g  l i p ' '  

( l i n e s  122-123) .  



74 

I n  t h e  f i n a l  s t a n z a  t h e  p o e t  weaves t h e  s t r a n d s  of  

h i s  poem t o g e t h e r ;  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  s p e a k i n g  a r t i s t  h i m s e l f  

becomes t h e  f u s i n g  a g e n t .  U n l i k e  t h e  young w a r r i o r  who 

s p u r n e d  A o i f e ' s  f a v o u r  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  p a s s i o n  f o r  t e m p o r a l  

c a u s e s ,  t h e  p o e t  f i g u r e d  h e r e  h a s  " k e p t  my f a i t h ,  though 

f a i t h  w a s  t r i e d , /  To t h a t  rock-born ,  rock-wander ing  f o o t "  

( l i n e s  124-125) .  I n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  l e g e n d ,  t h e  " r o c k -  

b o r n  f o o t "  i s  A o i f e ' s ;  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of  t h e  contemporary  p o e t s ,  

t h e  f o o t  b e l o n g s  t o  " t h e  s t e r n e r  Muse." The p r o j e c t e d  a r t i s t  

h a s  been  t r u e  t o  h i s  c o u r s e .  

"The Grey Rock" c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  a  f i n a l  message t o  t h e  

dead  Rhymers : 

And t h e  w o r l d ' s  a l t e r e d  s i n c e  you d i e d ,  
And I am i n  no  good r e p u t e  
With t h e  loud  h o s t  b e f o r e  t h e  s e a ,  
T h a t  t h i n k  sword- s t rokes  were b e t t e r  meant  
Than l o v e r ' s  m u s i c - - l e t  t h a t  b e ,  
So  t h a t  t h e  wander ing  f o o t ' s  c o n t e n t .  

The poem s u c c e s s f u l l y  d e v e l o p s  a  f a i r l y  comple te  p i c t u r e  of 

t h e  a r t i s t  t h r o u g h  t h e  complex f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r .  

I n  re-making t h e  l egend  of t h e  p a s s i o n  of  l o v e  and b a t t l e ,  

t h e  p o e t  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  t h e  t i m e l e s s  symbols of  l e g e n d  

and k e e p s  t h e  s t o r y  a l i v e  f o r  h i s  p e o p l e .  I n  a d d r e s s i n g  t h e  

Rhymers, t h e  p o e t  n o t  o n l y  makes t h e  s t o r y  o f  A o i f e  and t h e  

gods " r e l e v a n t , "  b u t  he  p a r t i c i p a t e s  f u l l y  i n  t h e  problems 

o f  contemporary  p o e t s .  F i n a l l y ,  i n  r e c o u n t i n g  t h e  s t o r y  



of t h e  immor ta l s  a t  S l ievenamon,  he s y m b o l i c a l l y  p a r t a k e s  

o f  t h e  " F e a s t  o f  ~ o i b h n i u "  and p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  t h e  wor ld  o f  

t h e  gods .  A l l  l e v e l s  o f  t h e  poem meet i n  i t s  c r e a t o r .  L i k e  

Goban, t h e  p o e t  f o r g e s  h i s  a r t ;  l i k e  Goban, h e  p o u r s  o u t  

t h e  power fu l  wine of  h i s  p o e t r y  t o  t h e  gods- - in  t h i s  c a s e  

t h e  Rhymers, who have become i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h e  gods .  The 

f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  a r t i s t  becomes a  symbol f o r  t h e  mee t ing  

o f  a l ' l  t h e s e  w o r l d s ,  a s  t h e  " g r e y  r o c k "  i t s e l f  was a  symbol 

f o r  t h e  mee t ing -p lace  o f  gods and men. 

Y e a t s l s  m o t i v a t i o n  f o r  l o o k i n g  backward i n  I r i s h  

h i s t o r y  and f o r  c e n t e r i n g  on t h e  I r i s h  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  h a s  by 

now become c l e a r .  I f  a p o e t  based  on t h e  s h a n a c h i e  sees 

h i s  main t a s k  a s  r e c o u n t i n g  s t o r i e s  handed down t h r o u g h  

g e n e r a t i o n s ,  how " c r e a t i v e "  i s  h i s  a c t ?  For  a p a r t i a l  answer ,  

w e  can  t u r n  t o  Y e a t s ' s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  The C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t  

and t h e  e x p l a n a t i o n  of  h i s  r o l e  i n  c o l l e c t i n g  t h e  p e a s a n t s 1  

s t o r i e s :  

I have  d e s i r e d ,  l i k e  e v e r y  a r t i s t ,  t o  c r e a t e  a  l i t t l e  
wor ld  o u t  of  t h e  b e a u t i f u l ,  p l e a s a n t ,  and s i g n i f i c a n t  
t h i n g s  o f  t h i s  marred and clumsy w o r l d ,  and t o  show 
i n  a  v i s i o n  something  of  t h e  f a c e  of  I r e l a n d  t o  any  
o f  my own p e o p l e  who would l o o k  where I b i d  them. I 
have  t h e r e f o r e  w r i t t e n  down a c c u r a t e l y  and c a n d i d l y  
much t h a t  I have h e a r d  and s e e n ,  and ,  e x c e p t  by way 
of  commentary, n o t h i n g  t h a t  I have mere ly  imagined .  
I have ,  however,  been a t  no p a i n s  t o  s e p a r a t e  my own 
b e l i e f s  from t h o s e  o f  t h e  p e a s a n t r y ,  b u t  have  r a t h e r  
l e t  my men and women, d h o u l s  and f a e r i e s ,  go  t h e i r  way 
unoffended o r  de fended  by any  argument  o f  mine.  60 

60yeats ,  The C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t ,  C o l l e c t e d  Works, p.  1. - 



I n  p o e t r y ,  of  c o u r s e ,  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r  s h a p e s  t h e  s t o r i e s  

more i n t r i c a t e l y  i n t o  v e r s e ;  b u t  even i n  p r o s e ,  t h e  a r t i s t  

i s  much more t h a n  a  p a s s i v e  r e c o r d e r ,  f o r  h e  "creates a 

l i t t l e  wor ld"  o u t  of  b e a u t i f u l  t r a d i t i o n s .  T h a t  wor ld  i s  

l i m i t e d  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  s h a n a c h i e  communicates 

p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  h i s  own p e o p l e ,  and we must  b e  a t  some t r o u b l e  

t o  a c q u a i n t  o u r s e l v e s  w i t h  G a e l i c  t r a d i t i o n  i f  h i s  wor ld  i s  

t o  i n c ' l u d e  u s .  pe rhaps  t h a t  l i m i t a t i o n  p a r t i a l l y  e x p l a i n s  

Y e a t s ' s  d e c i s i o n  t o  b ranch  o u t  i n t o  o t h e r  m y t h o l o g i e s  as w e l l .  

Y e t  t h e  c r e a t e d  wor ld  i s  n o t  b e s e t  w i t h  t h e  same l i m i t a t i o n s  

o f  r e a l i s t i c  and mundane conce rns  a s  o u r s ,  and t o  e n t e r  t h e  

wor ld  of  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r  i s  an expand ing  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  t h e  

r e a d e r .  

The v a l u e  of  c r e a t i n g  a  b e a u t i f u l  wor ld  woven o f  

s h a n a c h i e s '  t a l e s  depends  l a r g e l y  upon t h e  impor tance  one  

g i v e s  t r a d i t i o n ,  and a s  we have a l r e a d y  s e e n ,  n o t h i n g  c o u l d  

b e  more v i t a l  t o  a  w r i t e r ' s  symbols i n  Y e a t s ' s  v iew t h a n  

t h e i r  g round ing  i n  t r a d i t i o n .  

L i k e  t h a t  w r e s t l e r  Antaeus  (who, a s  s o n  o f  T e r r a ,  
remained  i n v i n c i b l e  s o  l o n g  a s  he  touched  t h e  
e a r t h ) ,  p o e t s  who would c r e a t e  v i t a l  a r t  must  
draw t h e i r  s u s t e n a n c e  from ' c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  s o i l '  . . . . P o e t r y  i s  made profound and l o v e l y ,  
i n v i n c i b l e  and p roud ,  o n l y  when i t s  r o o t s  grow 
from t h e  ' d e e p  down' d e p t h s  of  n o u r i s h i n g  t r a d i t i o n ,  
'be low a l l  t h a t  i s  . . . modern and r e s t l e s s . '  
T h i s ,  Yeats  t e l l s  u s ,  i s  t h e  s o l e  t e s t  of  v a l u e .  6 1  

6 1 ~ r r a  Garab ,  Beyond Byzantium (DeKalb, I l l i n o i s ,  
1 9 6 9 ) ,  p .  8 0 .  



I n  "The C e l t i c  Element i n  L i t e r a t u r e , "  Yeats  r e i t e r a t e s  

t h a t ,  ". . . l i t e r a t u r e  dwind les  t o  a  mere c h r o n i c l e  of 

c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  o r  p a s s i o n l e s s  f a n t a s i e s  and p a s s i o n l e s s  

m e d i t a t i o n s ,  u n l e s s  it i s  c o n s t a n t l y  f looded  w i t h  t h e  p a s s i o n s  

and b e l i e f s  of a n c i e n t  t imes  . . . and t h e  C e l t i c ,  t h e  C e l t i c  

a l o n e  has  been f o r  c e n t u r i e s  c l o s e  t o  t h e  main r i v e r  o r  

European l i t e r a t u r e .  " 6 2  A t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  of T h e  C e l t i c  

T w i l i g h t ,  Yeats  a s s e r t s  t h a t  o n l y  a  few p e o p l e  i n  a s o c i e t y  

which h a s  c a s t  o u t  i m a g i n a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  can  u n d e r s t a n d  

i m a g i n a t i v e  t h i n g s ;  t h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n  i s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  

f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  Yeats  p r o j e c t s  t h r o u g h  h i s  work. 

The s h a n a c h i e  i s  one of  t h e  c e n t r a l  c o n n e c t i o n s  

between Yeats  and t h e  i m a g i n a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n .   is power a s  a  

symbol i s  immense. To u n d e r s t a n d  something of  t h e  r e s p o n s e  

h i s  s t o r i e s  demand from t h e  l i s t e n e r  ( o r  r e a d e r )  , it may be 

h e l p f u l  t o  q u o t e  a t  l e n g t h  Y e a t s ' s  own r e s p o n s e  t o  I r i s h  

s i n g e r s  and s t o r y - t e l l e r s  he  h e a r d  on K i l k a r t e n  Road a s  re- 

counted  i n  T h e  C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t :  

I was c a r r i e d  s o  f a r  t h a t  i t  was a s  though I came 
t o  one of t h e  f o u r  r i v e r s ,  and fo l lowed  it under  
t h e  w a l l  of P a r a d i s e  t o  t h e  r o o t s  of  t h e  trees of  
knowledge and of  l i f e .  There  i s  no song o r  s t o r y  
handed down among t h e  c o t t a g e s  t h a t  h a s  n o t  words 
and t h o u g h t s  t o  c a r r y  one a s  f a r  . . . one knows 
t h a t  t h e y  a s c e n t  l i k e  medieval  g e n e o l o g i e s  t h r o u g h  
unbroken d i g n i t i e s  t o  t h e  beg inn ing  of t h e  wor ld .  

6 2 ~ e a t s ,  Essays  - and I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p.  185. 



~ o l k  a r t  i s ,  i n d e e d ,  t h e  o l d e s t  o f  t h e  a r i s t o c r a c i e s  
o f  t h o u g h t ,  and b e c a u s e  it r e f u s e s  what  i s  p a s s i n g  
and t r i v i a l  . . . and b e c a u s e  it h a s  g a t h e r e d  i n t o  
i t s e l f  t h e  s i m p l e s t  and most  u n f o r g e t t a b l e  t h o u g h t s  
o f  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  i t  i s  t h e  s o i l  where a l l  g r e a t  
a r t  i s  r o o t e d .  Wherever i t  i s  spoken  by t h e  f i r e -  
s i d e ,  o r  sung  by t h e  r o a d s i d e ,  o r  c a r v e d  upon t h e  
l i n t e l ,  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t s  t h a t  a  s i n g l e  mind 
g i v e s  u n i t y  and d e s i g n  t o ,  s p r e a d s  q u i c k l y  when i t s  
h o u r  i s  come. 6 3  

Y e a t s  hoped d e s p e r a t e l y  t h a t  " i t s  h o u r  had come" i n  I r e l a n d ,  

and  t h a t  t h r o u g h  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  i m a g i n a t i v e  c o t e r i e s ,  t h e  

G a e l i c  f o l k  h e r i t a g e  c o u l d  be  r e c o g n i z e d  and a c c l a i m e d .  I n  

"What i s  p o p u l a r  p o e t r y ? "  Y e a t s  had b i t t e r l y  a c c u s e d  p o p u l a r  

v e r s e  o f  s h a l l o w n e s s  and i g n o r a n c e  o f  t r a d i t i o n ;  f o l k  a r t  

o f f e r s  s t o r i e s  and symbols  which g o  back  " t h r o u g h  unbroken  

d i g n i t i e s  t o  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  t h e  w o r l d . "  H e  had c h a r g e d  

p o p u l a r  p o e t r y  w i t h  t r i v i a l i t y - - t h e  v e r y  t r a i t  which  h e  s a y s  

f o l k  a r t  r e f u s e s .  Only t imeless and u n i v e r s a l  c o n c e r n s  

become p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r ' s  memory. Because t h e  s u b j e c t  

and symbols  o f  f o l k  l e g e n d  a r e  a t  t h e  b a s e  o f  a l l  g r e a t  

a r t ,  i t  i s  back t o  t h i s  s o u r c e  t h a t  t h e  modern p o e t  must 

t u r n .  When h e  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h i s  "way o f  s e e i n g , "  t h e n  h e  

c a n  b a s e  h i s  own p o e t r y  on a  l a s t i n g  f o u n d a t i o n .  

The s h a n a c h i e ,  whose s t o r i e s  have  t h e  power t o  c a r r y  

one  t o  t h e  b e g i n n i n g s  o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  i s  an  e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f  

6 3  
W .  B .  Y e a t s ,  The C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t  and a  S e l e c t i o n  

o f  E a r l y  Poems ( N e w  ~ o r k , 1 9 6 2 ) , p p .  1 2 8 - 1 2 9 .  - - 



Y e a t s t s  f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  a r t i s t ,  and a l t h o u g h  t h e  f i g u r a -  

t i o n  g a i n s  f u r t h e r  d i m e n s i o n s ,  h e  n e v e r  l o s e s  h i s  r o o t s  i n  

t h e  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n .  A s  a  symbol ,  h e  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  t e m p o r a l  

w o r l d  and opens  t o  u s  new r e a l m s  o f  i m a g i n a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t y .  

And f o r  t h i s  c a u s e  it were r i g h t  f o r  t h e e  t o  buy 
t h e  poems o f  t h e  p o e t s ,  and t o  k e e p  t h e  p o e t s  i n  
I r e l a n d ,  and s i n c e  a l l  t h e  w o r l d  i s  b u t  a  s t o r y ,  
it w e r e  w e l l  f o r  t h e e  t o  buy t h e  more e n d u r i n g  
s t o r y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  s t o r y  t h a t  i s  less  
e n d u r i n g .  6 4  

6411The Judgment o f  S t .  C O ~ U ~  C i l l e , "  q u o t e d  by R e e s  , 
p. 342. 



CHAPTER I1 

THE POET AS MAGUS 

p r a y e r  i s  t h e  s t u d y  o f  A r t .  
The  o n l y  r e a l  s y m b o l  i s  t h e  a r t  s y m b o l ,  and t h e  a r t i s t  i s  a  p r o p h e t .  

William Blake 

I thought that for a time I could rhyme of love, 
calling it The Rose  because of the rose's double 
meaning; of a fisherman who had 'never a crack in 
his heart;' . . . or of some cheerful fiddler, all 
those things that 'popular poetsf write of, but 
that I must some day--on that day when the gates 
began to open--become difficult or obscure. 1 

We would be hard-pressed to pin down the "day when the gates 

began to open" for Yeats; but it is clear that his concept 

of poetry and the poet become more complex than "popular" 

poetry would allow, and even more inclusive than the intricate 

persona of the s h a n a c h i e  could voice. For it is not only 

the vision of a race that the poet must keep alive in his 

work, but his own intensely personal vision as well. 

I have already discussed Yeats's belief in the magical 

basis of the symbol, which is alive in the anima mundi  to 

be brought to conscious mind by the poet. A great deal has 

I Yeats, Autobiography, p. 170. 



a l r e a d y  been  w r i t t e n  on t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  Y e a t s ' s  o c c u l t  

i n t e r e s t s ,  and wri ters  such  a s  V i r g i n i a  Moore and F . A . C .  

Wilson compel u s  t o  t a k e  Y e a t s ' s  m y s t i c a l  and m e t a p h y s i c a l  

i n t e r e s t s  s e r i o u s l y .  M i s s  Moore ' s  c h a p t e r s  on mo he O r d e r  

of  t h e  Golden Dawn," Druid ism,  S p i r i t i s m ,  and t h e  p o e t ' s  

l o n g - s t a n d i n g  m y s t i c  m a r r i a g e  t o  Maud Gonne p r o v e  i n v a l u a b l e  

t o  any s t u d e n t  o f  t h e  p o e t r y .  Wi l son ,  i n  b o t h  W .  B.  Y e a t s  

and T r a d i t i o n  and i ' e a t s ' s  I c o n o g r a p h y ,  h a s  been  w i l l i n g  t o  

c o n s i d e r  Y e a t s ' s  o c c u l t  r e f e r e n c e s  a t  f a c e  v a l u e  and t o  

i l l u m i n a t e  t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  and p h i l o s o p h i c a l  s o u r c e s  r a t h e r  

t h a n  t o  r e g a r d  them a s  "ornaments"  t o  t h e  work. John  S e n i o r  

n o t e s  p a r t  o f  t h e  c r i t i c a l  p roblem i n  T h e  Way Down and  O u t :  

SO many r e a d e r s ,  l o v i n g  Y e a t s  and f i n d i n g  h i s  o c c u l t  
b e l i e f s  i n c r e d i b l e ,  have  f e l t  it n e c e s s a r y  t o  d e f e n d  
t h e  former  by d e n y i n g  t h e  l a t t e r .  I t  would be  s i m p l e r  
and more d e m o c r a t i c  t o  admi t  t h a t  good,  even  g r e a t ,  
p o e t r y  can  come o u t  o f  sys t ems  o f  t h o u g h t  r e p u g n a n t  
t o  u s .  ~t i s  my c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  Yea t s  meant j u s t  
what  h e  s a i d  . . . 

Y e a t s  b e l i e v e d  i n  ' m a g i c ; '  e v e r y t h i n g  he  d i d  
was i n  i t s  name. 2  

Even Haro ld  Bloom, who remarks  t h a t  most  o f  t h e  a l c h e m i c a l  

and o c c u l t  imagery i n  Yea t s  i s  "mere c l u t t e r ,  "' n o t e s  i n  

h i s  r e c e n t  s t u d y  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r o n g  i n f l u e n c e  on Y e a t s  

' s e n i o r ,  p .  146 .  

3~100m, p .  1 2 2 .  



i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  h e  c a l l s  t h e  "New Romantic Magus," d a t i n g  

back  t o  M i l t o n ' s  " L ' A l l e g r o "  and  "I1 P e n s e r o s o .  11 4  

I c a n n o t  h e r e ,  a s  w i t h  t h e  s t o r y - t e l l e r ,  t race 

Yeats 's  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  p o e t  as v i s i o n a r y  t o  one  s p e c i f i c  

t r a d i t i o n ;  t h e  p a t h  l e a d s  i n  t o o  many d i r e c t i o n s ,  a l l  o f  which 

Yeats u n d o u b t e d l y  knew. One c o u l d  go  back  t o  P l a t o  and h i s  

p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  p o e t  a s  one  who f a l l s  i n t o  a  t r a n c e  and 

r e c e i v e s  r e v e l a t i o n s .  Y e a t s  r e a d  S t e p h e n  MacKennals t r a n s -  

l a t i o n s  o f  p l o t i n u s ,  who a t t a c k e d  A r i s t o t l e  ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  

a r t  a s  i m i t a t i o n  o f  n a t u r e  and " . . . m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  t h e  

a r t i s t  . . . must  s h a p e  it [ n a t u r e ]  a s  t h e  s c u l p t o r  d o e s  

h i s  m a r b l e  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  h i s  own i n n e r  v i s i o n .  A r t i s t i c  

e x c e l l e n c e  . . . depends  upon t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  

v i s i o n .  u b  Both Haro ld  Bloom and George B o r n s t e i n  ( Y e a t s  and 

S h e Z Z e y )  d e v o t e  e n t i r e  c h a p t e r s  t o  Yeats 's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  ( o r ,  

' s tephen  MacKenna j o i n e d  t h e  I r i s h  L i t e r a r y  S o c i e t y  
( Y e a t s ,  Au tob iography ,  p .  1 5 5 ) ,  and i n  1924 Yeats p e r s u a d e d  
t h e  I r i s h  Royal  Academy t o  award MacKenna i t s  h i g h e s t  honour  
f o r  h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f - P l o t i n u s ,  which h e  d e s c r i b e d  a s  "wor thy  
a t  i t s  b e s t  t o  t a k e  i t s  p l a c e  among t h e  m a s t e r p i e c e s  o f  E n g l i s h  
p r o s e "  (Hone, p .  3 6 3 ) .  A f t e r  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  A V i s i o n ,  
Yeats commented, "So f a r  . . . my t h o u g h t  h a s  b e e n  t h a t  of  
P l o t i n u s  b u t  t h e r e  i s  a fundamen ta l  d i f f e r e n c e  . . . P l o t i n u s  
g i v e s  t h e  r e a l  e x i s t e n c e  no  a n t a g o n i s t  b u t  m a t t e r  . . . Our 
r e l i g i o u s  t h o u g h t  i s  a n t i t h e t i c a l  s o  must  i n s i s t  on a n  
a n t a g o n i s t ,  a  b l a c k  g:lre (Hone, pp.  375-6) . S e e  a l s o  V i r g i n i a  
N o o r e ,  The U n i c o r n ,  pp.  316-322- - 

6Gwendolyn Bays,  The Orph ic  V i s i o n  ( L i n c o l n ,  Nebraska ,  - 
1 9 6 4 ) ,  p.  4 .  



as Bloom claims, misinterpretation) of Shelley as a "mystical" 

or visionary poet, and his derivation of his image of the 

artist from such prototypes as Shelley's Alastor. This 

influence, along with Yeats's continued fascination with Blake, 

opens the whole realm of romantic literature as a source for 

the visionary concept of the poet. 
7 

Even if we depart from the English and Irish traditions 

(and some of the visionary characteristics associated with 

the s h a n a c h i e  have already been noted in the previous 

chapter), European literature offers its own tradition of 

the poet as mystic, which Gwendolyn Bays partially treats in 

The Orphic V i s i o n :  

On the continent . . . this tradition [the "platonic- 
Plotinian tradition of visionary poetry"]. . . under- 
went a significant change toward the end of the 
eighteenth century. In the literature of French and 
German Romanticism, the poet is again a seer, but in 
a very different sense. The mystic has become a 
magician, an explorer or dreams and the night, an 
adept of ~esmer's "animal magnetism" . . . . The long- 
abandoned Homeric theory of the poetic process as a 
lowering of consciousness or the Virgilian descent 
into Avernus was rediscovered. 8 

AS early as the eighteenth century, German philosophers 

and poets were not only exploring the relationship between 

7 ~ e e  above, p. 13, esp. footnote 23. 

8 Bays, pp. 12-13. 



dreams and literature, but men such as Franz von Baader 

(1765-1841) claimed that: "It is this interior perception, 

not the one which copies the exterior, which illuminates the 

progress of genius . . . every true artist, every authentic 
poet is a seer or visionary; every true work of art is the 

monument of a vision. " These concepts, inherited by the 

French poets, were brought to fruition through later artists 

like Nerval, ~audelaire, and Rimbaud, whom Miss Bays's book 

studies in some detail. She comments on the continuation 

of the French visionary heritage: 

The idea of the poet as seer, however, does not 
end with Rimbaud and Romanticism. In both the 
Symbolist and Surrealist movements, the late 
nineteenth century and early twentieth centuries 
witnessed two further rebirths of this perennial 
philosophy. Brunetiere, a contemporary critic of 
Symbolism, viewed this movement as a disaffection 
for Positivism and Naturalism and as a rediscovery 
of a sense of mystery by young men of letters of 
the late 1880's. More recently, Guy Michaud in 
his four-volume study of Symbolism, concludes that 
the real merit of this movement consists in two 
particular contributions: (1) the rediscovery of 
the essence of poetry in its affinity with mystical 
experience, and (2) the poet's consciousness of 
himself and his task, " l a  r e p r i s e  d e  Z16rne d a n s  
s e s  propres profondeurs." 10 

That Yeats was familiar with the later S y m b o Z i s t e  group, 

primarily through the influence of Arthur Symons, is made 

'Franz von Baader, an 1828 treatise, quoted by Bays, 
p. 55. 

10~ays, p. 14. 



c l e a r  i n  C .  M. Bowra ' s  The H e r i t a g e  o f  S y m b o l i s m .  Y e a t s  

h i m s e l f  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  a t t e n d i n g  V i l l i e r  d e  

l l ~ s l e  Adam's ,I1 a  s y m b o l i s t  drama f o r  which h e  w r o t e  

t h e  p r e f a c e  t o  F i n b e r g ' s  1925 t r a n s l a t i o n .  R e g a r d l e s s  of  

w h e t h e r  one  p l a c e s  Yea t s  i n  t h e  S y m b o l i s t  c a t e g o r y  ( A r t h u r  

Symons d o e s  s o  i n  The S y m b o l i s t  Movement i n  L i t e r a t u r e ,  a 

k i n d  of  m a n i f e s t o  which h e  d e d i c a t e d  t o  Y e a t s ; 1 2  J o h n  Crowe 

Ransom c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e r e  n e v e r  h a s  been  a S y m b o l i s t  p o e t  i n  

E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e 1 3 ) ,  any d e t a i l e d  s t u d y  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  l i f e  

r e v e a l s  t h a t  h e  was bombarded from a l l  s i d e s  by t h e  c o n c e p t  

o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between p o e t r y  and m y s t i c i s m .  

AS h a s  a l r e a d y  been  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of  

t h e  s h a n a c h i e  was no  e x c e p t i o n  i n  c a s t i n g  t h e  p o e t  a s  

v i s i o n a r y .  The s t o r y - t e l l e r  was s a i d  t o  p o s s e s s  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  

powers ,  b o t h  s o c i a l  and r e l i g i o u s .  P a r t  o f  t h e  power s e e m i n g l y  

l l y e a t s  r e c o u n t s  t h e  e v e n t  i n  h i s  p r e f a c e  t o  ~ x E l ,  
t r a n s l a t e d  by H.P.R. F i n b e r g   ondo don, 1 9 2 5 ) .  J .  P. F r a y n e  
( U n c o l l e c t e d  P r o s e  9 W .  B. Y e a t s ,  1970 ,  p .  322)  n o t e s  t h a t  h e  
a t t e n d e d  t h e  p l a y  w l t h B  Gonne, who must  have  been  a b l e  t o  
t r a n s l a t e  some o f  i t  f o r  him. Even though l i m i t e d  i n  under -  
s t a n d i n g  by t h e  l a n g u a g e  b a r r i e r ,  he  was d e e p l y  moved and  was 
fond  o f  q u o t i n g  t h e  l i n e ,  " A s  f o r  t h e  l i v i n g - - o u r  s e r v a n t s  w i l l  
d o  t h a t  f o r  u s "  ( ~ u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  p.  2 0 3 ) .  I n  t h e  c h a p t e r  "The 
T r a g i c   eratio ti on," Y e a t s '  r e m i n i s ~ e n ~ e ~  o f  Symons s t r e n g t h e n  
i d e a s  o f  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e s e  F rench  p o e t s  09 h i s  t h i n k i n g :  
"He was making t h o s e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  from Mallarme and from 
Ver-aine, from C a l d e r o n  . . . which a r e  t h e  most  a c c o m p l i s h e d  
metr ica l  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  o u r  t i m e ,  and I t h i n k  t h a t  t h o s e  from 
Mallarm; may have  g i v e n  e l a b o r a t e  form t o  my v e r s e s  o f  t h o s e  
y e a r s ,  t o  t h e  l a t e r  poems o f  T'I' Bind Among t h e  Reeds t o  The 
Shadowy W a t e r s ,  w h i l e  V i l l i e r s  d e 1 s l e  ~ d z h a d  s h a p e d T a t -  
e v e r  i n  my Rosa Alchemica P a t e r  had n o t  s h a p e d . "  

1 2 ~ r t h u r  Symons, The - S y m b o l i s t  Movement - i n  L i t e r a t u r e  
( N e w  York [18391 1 9 5 8 ) .  



e x i s t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  t h e m s e l v e s ,  t h e  r e t a i n e r s  o f  

a g e l e s s  r a c i a l  t r a d i t i o n s .  I n  a n o t e  t o  T h e  Wind Among t h e  

Reeds  ( 1 8 g g ) ,  Yea t s  a m p l i f i e s  h i s  own s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t o  t h e  s t o r i e s  h e  t o l d  i n  h i s  e a r l y  works:  

When I w r o t e  t h e s e  poems I had s o  m e d i t a t e d  o v e r  
t h e  images t h a t  came t o  m e  i n  w r i t i n g  ' B a l l a d s  and 
L y r i c s , '  'The R o s e , '  and 'The Wanderings o f  O i s i n , '  
and  o t h e r  images from I r i s h  f o l k - l o r e ,  t h a t  t h e y  had 
become t r u e  symbols .  I had sometimes when awake, 
b u t  more o f t e n  i n  s l e e p ,  moments o f  v i s i o n ,  a s t a t e  
v e r y  u n l i k e  d reaming ,  when t h e s e  images  t o o k  upon 
t h e m s e l v e s  what  seemed an i n d e p e n d e n t  l i f e  a n d '  
became a  p a r t  o f  a  m y s t i c  l a n g u a g e ,  which seemed 
a l w a y s  a s  i f  it would b r i n g  m e  some s t r a n g e  r e v e -  
l a t i o n  . . . what  i s  most  m y s t i c a l  s t i l l  seems t o  
m e  mos t  t r u e .  14  

Some e i g h t e e n  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  s t r a n g e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  t h e  

d i c t a t i o n  o f  A V i s i o n  t o  M r s .  Y e a t s ,  which many c r i t i c s  f i n d  

s o  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a c c e p t ,  Yea t s  c l a i m s  a  t r a n c e - l i k e  s t a t e  

b r o u g h t  on by images which he  h i n s e l f  had u s e d ,  and  c r e a t -  

i n g  a  " m y s t i c  l anguage"  o f  r e v e l a t i o n .  I n  t h e  e a r l y  

c h a p t e r s  of  h i s  ~ u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  t o o ,  Y e a t s  r e c o u n t s  i n e x p l i c -  

a b l e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  a  young man and e x p e r i m e n t s  w i t h  symbols  

which  conf i rmed  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l .  N e a r l y  a l l  

o f  t h e s e  e v e n t s  r e v o l v e  a round symbols  and t h e  powers  which 

t h e y  c a n  evoke .  

13John Crowe Ransom, "Yea t s  and 111s Symbols ," - The 
Permanence o f  Y e a t s ,  e d .  James H a l l  and M a r t i n  S te inmann  
( N e w  York,  1950),* 8 5 .  

1 4 y e a t s ,  No tes  t o  Variorum o f  p o e t r y ,  p .  800. 



The poems s e l e c t e d  f o r  a n a l y s i s  h e r e  a l l  employ t h e  

v o i c e  of  t h e  a r t i s t  who i s  e i t h e r  i n v o l v e d  i n  o r  s p e a k i n g  

a b o u t  h i s  " v i s i o n . "  I t  becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  

n a t u r e  of  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  symbol i n  h i s  

work marks him a s  a  v i s i o n a r y  p o e t .  The a r t i s t  who d a r e s  

t o  open h i m s e l f  t o  t h e  world of  t h e  symbol t a k e s  on t h e  

m a n t l e  of  t h e  magus. F u r t h e r ,  w i t h i n  t h i s  added d imens ion ,  

t h e  p o e t  h i m s e l f  n o t  on ly  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  t h i s  l i t e r a r y  

"manner,"  b u t  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  p o e t  i n  h i s  poems 

becomes a  symbol w i t h  t h e  same power and t r a d i t i o n s  as t h e  

symbol. 

The  Shadowy W a t e r s  p r o v i d e s  some e x c e l l e n t  examples 

of  Y e a t s t s  p r a c t i c e  of  immersing h i m s e l f  w i t h i n  a s t r o n g  

t r a d i t i o n .  I t  i s  a  common enough p r a c t i c e  among p o e t s  t o  

p r e f a c e  major  works w i t h  i n v o c a t i o n s  t o  t h e  gods ,  t h e  muses, 

p o e t i c  v a r i a t i o n  on t h e  p r a c t i c e  i n  a  p r e f a t o r y  poem t o  

T ~ Q  Shadowy W a t e r s  r e v i v e s  a  t r a d i t i o n  even o l d e r  t h a n  t h e  

i n v o c a t i o n .  The a r t i s t  o f f e r s  t h e  poem a s  a  l i b a t i o n :  i n  

t h e  f i n a l  l i n e s :  
15  

15While  t h e  openings  o f  many of t h e  Homeric Hymns 
c o n t a i n  " i n v o c a t i o n s , "  n e a r l y  a l l  of t h e  hymns have  s i m i l a r  
conclus ions--an  o f f e r i n g  up of t h e  song t o  one of  t h e  gods .  
They do n o t  make such d i r e c t  analogy t o  p o u r i n g  wine ,  b u t  
it seems t o  me t h a t  t h e  e f f e c t  i s  much l i k e  t h e  e n d i n g  o f  "1 
walked among t h e  Seven Woods of Coole ."  I n  Hymn X V I ,  f o r  
example,  "TO ~ s c l e p i u s , "  t h e  p o e t  c o n c l u d e s ,  "An s o  h a i l  t o  
you l o r d !  I s e e k  your f avour  w i t h  a  song.  "To Pan" ends  
w i t h ,  "And sc h a i l  t o  you,  i o r d !  I seek  your  f a v o u r  w i t h  a  
song.  And now I w i l l  remember you and a n o t h e r  song a l s o "  
(Hesiod,  The ~ o m e r i c  Hymns and Homerica, t r a n s .  Hugh G .  
E w ~ h i t e .  London [I9141 1 9 6 4 ,  PP. 4 4 1  & 447. 



AS men i n  t h e  o l d  t i m e s ,  b e f o r e  t h e  h a r p s  began,  
Poured o u t  wine f o r  t h e  h i g h  i n v i s i b l e  ones .  

(p.  219, 4 3 - 4 4 )  

We have a l r e a d y  no ted  t h e  conn€.ct ion Yea t s  e s t a b l i s h e s  between 

wine and p o e t r y  i n  "The Grey Rock," where t h e  Rhymers' v e r s e  

i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  Goban's wine,  t h e r e  t o o  s e r v e d  t o  " t h e  

h i g h  i n v i s i b l e  ones ."  S i n c e  d i v i n e  s p i r i t s  have a l r e a d y  i n -  

s p i r e d  t h e  images of t h e  poem and p l a y ,  by l a b e l l i n g  h i s  poem 

a  " l i b a t i o n , "  t h e  a r t i s t  p l a c e s  h imse l f  i n  a  p o s i t i o n  of f a v o u r  

w i t h  t h e  gods.  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  a l t h o u g h  T h e  Shadowy  W a t e r s  

and i t s  p r e f a t o r y  v e r s e  a r e  d e d i c a t e d  t o  Lady Gregory ,  t h e  

p o e t ' s  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t ,  "I have made t h e  poem f o r  you" [ t h e  

i n v i s i b l e  o n e s ]  would seem t o  p l a c e  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  work above 

o r  o u t s i d e  human judgment; i n  a  s e n s e ,  t h e  poem c l a i m s  n o t  

t o  have  been w r i t t e n  f o r  u s ,  b u t  f o r  a k i n d  of " super -  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s . "  

"1 walked among t h e  Seven Woods of Coole" i s  one of 

t h e  f i r s t  i n s t a n c e s  where t h e  s p e a k e r  i s  c l e a r l y  a d o p t i n g  

t h e  pose  of v i s i o n a r y  i n  a  c o n t e x t  t h a t  i s  n o t  e x c l u s i v e l y  

p a r t  of  G a e l i c  t r a d i t i o n .  The p i c t u r e  of t h e  p o e t  and of 

h i s  world of i n s p i r a t i o n  p r e s e n t e d  h e r e  i s  one Yeats  con t inues  

t o  d e v e l o p  i n  h i s  l a t e r  p o e t r y ,  a l t h o u g h  it  i s  n o t  c o n t r a -  

d i c t o r y  t o  t h e  p o e t  i n  t h e  r o l e  of s h a n a c h i e .  I am convinced 

t h a t  t h e  work h a s  r e c e i v e d  f a r  t o 0  l i t t l e  c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  

pe rhaps  p a r t l y  because  Yeats  d i d  n o t  p u b l i s h  it s e p a r a t e l y  

from t h e  p l a y .  Yet t h e  poem m e r i t s  our  a t t e n t i o n  h e r e  



b e c a u s e  t h e  c l a i m s  it  makes f o r  t h e  p o e t  a r e  f a r - r e a c h i n g ,  

and t h e  q u e s t i o n s  it p o s e s  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t .  Because I i n t e n d  

t o  c o n s i d e r  i t  h e r e  a t  l e n g t h ,  and because  o f  i t s  r e l a t i v e  

o b s c u r i t y ,  I w i l l  q u o t e  it i n  f u l l :  

I walked among t h e  seven woods o f  Coole :  
Shan-wal la ,  where a  wil low-borded pond 
G a t h e r s  t h e  w i l d  duck from t h e  w i n t e r  dawn; 
Shady Kyle -dor tha ;  s u n n i e r  Kyle-na-no, 
Where many hundred s q u i r r e l s  a r e  a s  happy 
A s  though t h e y  had been h idden  by g r e e n  boughs 
Where o l d  age  canno t  f i n d  them; P a i r c - n a - l e e ,  
Where h a z e l  and a s h  and p r i v e t  b l i n d  t h e  p a t h s ;  
D i m  ~ a i r c - n a - c a r r a i g ,  where t h e  w i l d  b e e s  f l i n g  
T h e i r  sudden f r a g r a n c e s  on t h e  g r e e n  a i r ;  10  
D i m  P a i r c - n a - t a r a v ,  where e n c h a n t e d  e y e s  
Have s e e n  immor ta l ,  m i l d ,  proud shadows walk;  
D i m  Inchy  wood, t h a t  h i d e s  badger  and f o x  
And m a r t e n - c a t ,  and b o r d e r s  t h a t  o l d  wood 
W i s e  Biddy E a r l y  c a l l e d  t h e  wicked wood: 
Seven o d o u r s ,  seven  murmurs, seven  woods. 
I had n o t  e y e s  l i k e  t h o s e  e n c h a n t e d  e y e s ,  
Y e t  dreamed t h a t  b e i n g s  h a p p i e r  t h a n  men 
Moved round m e  i n  t h e  shadows, and a t  n i g h t  
My dreams w e r e  c l o v e n  by v o i c e s  and by f i r e s ;  20 
And t h e  images I have woven i n  t h i s  s t o r y  
Of F o r g a e l  and D e c t o r a  and t h e  empty w a t e r s  
Moved round m e  i n  t h e  v o i c e s  and t h e  f i r e s ,  
And more I may n o t  w r i t e  o f ,  f o r  t h e y  t h a t  c l e a v e  
The w a t e r s  o f  s l e e p  can  make a c h a t t e r i n g  tongue 25 
Heavy l i k e  s t o n e ,  t h e i r  wisdom b e i n g  h a l f  s i l e n c e .  
How s h a l l  I name you,  immor ta l ,  m i l d ,  proud shadows? 
I o n l y  know t h a t  a l l  w e  know comes from you ,  
And t h a t  you come from Eden on f l y i n g  f e e t .  
Is Eden f a r  away, o r  d o  you h i d e  30 
From human t h o u g h t ,  a s  h a r e s  and mice and coneys  
T h a t  r u n  b e f o r e  t h e  reaping-hook and l i e  
I n  t h e  l a s t  r i d g e  of  t h e  b a r l e y ?  Do o u r  woods 
And winds and ponds c o v e r  more q u i e t  woods, 
More s h i n i n g  winds ,  more s t a r - g l i m m e r i n g  ponds? 35 
Is Eden o u t  of t i m e  and o u t  o f  s p a c e ?  
And d o  you g a t h e r  a b o u t  u s  when p a l e  l i g h t  
S h i n i n g  on w a t e r  and f a l l e n  among l e a v e s ,  
And winds b lowing from f l o w e r s ,  and w h i r r  of  f e a t h e r s  
And t h e  g r e e n  q u i e t ,  have u p l i f t e d  t h e  h e a r t ?  4 0  



I have made t h i s  poem f o r  you ,  t h a t  men may r e a d  it 
B e f o r e  t h e y  r e a d  o f  F o r g a e l  and D e c t o r a ,  
A s  men i n  t h e  o l d  t i m e s ,  b e f o r e  t h e  h a r p s  began,  
Poured o u t  wine f o r  t h e  h i g h  i n v i s i b l e  o n e s .  

September 1900 

(pp.  217-219) 

The f i r s t  s i x t e e n  l i n e s  s e t  t h e  s c e n e  w i t h  a  b r i e f  

d e s c r i p t i o n  of  e a c h  of  t h e  seven  woods. The b e a u t y  o f  t h e  

l i n e s  r e s u l t s  p a r t l y  from t h e  s o f t  and r h y t h m i c  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  

G a e l i c  names such  a s  Shan-walla  ( o l d  w a l l )  and P a i r c - n a -  

c a r r a i g  ( f i e l d  of r o c k ) .  l6 Lady G r e g o r y ' s  estate a t  Coole  i s  

c l e a r l y  es teemed a s  a  p i n n a c l e  of  n a t u r e ' s  b e a u t y  and s o l i -  

t u d e .  Y e t  i t  i s  n o t  p r i m a r i l y  t h e  immedia te ,  n a t u r a l  b e a u t y  

which  t h e  s p e a k e r  c e l e b r a t e s ,  f o r  w i t h i n  t h i s  open ing  

d e s c r i p t i v e  p a s s a g e ,  he  a l s o  h i n t s  a t  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  l e g e n d s  

connec ted  w i t h  t h e  grounds  a t  Coole :  "The enchan ted  e y e s "  

a t  P a i r c - n a - t a r a v  have  s e e n  " immor ta l ,  m i l d ,  proud shadows 

w a l k , "  and W i s e  Biddy E a r l y  had d e s i g n a t e d  one wood a s  " t h e  

wicked wood." 

From l i n e  s e v e n t e e n ,  it becomes c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  p o e t ' s  

c h i e f  concern  i s  t h e  i n c o r p o r e a l ,  t h e  immorta l  shadows whose 

p r e s e n c e  h e  f e e l s .  From one v i e w p o i n t ,  t h e  poem c l e a r l y  re- 

c o u n t s  Y e a t s ' s  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e ;  t h e  g e o g r a p h i c a l  p lacement  

1 6 , J e f f a r e s  t r a n s l a t e s  each  o f  t h e  G a e l i c  names of  
t h e  woods i n  h i s  Commentary, p.  534 .  



a t  t h e  Gregory e s t a t e  and t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  poem 

p r e f a c e s  t h e  s t o r y  of  F o r g a e l  and D e c t o r a ,  p r i n c i p a l  c h a r a c -  

ters of l 'he  Shadowy W a t e r s ,  i d e n t i f y  t h e  " I "  u n m i s t a k a b l y  

a s  W. B .  Yea t s  a t  Coole Park  i n  1900. Y e t ,  more i m p o r t a n t l y ,  

Yeats i s  d e a l i n g  h e r e  w i t h  p o e t r y  and t h e  p o e t ' s  s o u r c e s  o f  

images ;  c o n s e q u e n t l y ,  t h e  v o i c e  i s  n o t  o n l y  p e r s o n a l .  The 

s e r i e s  o f  r h e t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n s  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  l i n e  t h i r t y  i s  

p h r a s e d  i n  t h e  p l u r a l ,  and t h e  "we" e x t e n d s ,  I would s u g g e s t ,  

t o  a l l  p o e t s  who can s e n s e  t h e  "proud immorta l  shadows" i n  

t h e  n a t u r a l  wor ld - - to  a l l  p o e t s  who c o u l d  be  termed " s e e r s . "  

The l i n e s  "I had n o t  e y e s  l i k e  t h o s e  e n c h a n t e d  e y e s , /  

Y e t  dreamed t h a t  b e i n g s  h a p p i e r  t h a n  men/ Moved round me i n  

t h e  shadows . . ." ( l i n e s  1 7 - 1 9 ) ,  imply t h a t  a t  some fo rmer  

t i m e ,  immor ta l  b e i n g s  were v i s i b l e  t o  t h o s e  w i t h  t h e  s p e c i a l  

e n c h a n t e d  g i f t  o f  s i g h t .  Now, however,  such  p e r c e p t i o n  i s  

n o t  p o s s e s s e d  by t h e  p o e t ,  and h i s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  immor ta l s  

must  come from h i s  dreams.  U n l i k e  t h e  p e a s a n t s  who, i n  The  

C e l t i c  T w i l i g h t ,  cla imed t o  have  s e e n  f a i r i e s  and demons, 

t h e  p o e t  images t h e  i m m o r t a l s ,  and h i s  day-dreams a r e  r e i n -  

f o r c e d  a t  n i g h t  w i t h  dreams " c l o v e n  by v o i c e s  and f i r e s . "  

I n  l i n e s  21  t h r o u g h  25,  t h e  p o e t  s t a t e s  u n e q u i v o c a l l y  t h a t  

t h e  images which he  used i n  The  Shadowy W a t e r s  emanated from 

t h e s e  dreams,  and t h a t  he  t h e n  "wove" t h e  images t o g e t h e r .  
17 

The images a p p e a r  t o  be independen t  o f  t h e  p o e t :  t h e y  "move 

around him,"  a s  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  c r e a t u r e s  move a b o u t  h i s  t a b l e  

i n  "To I r e l a n d  i n  t h e  Coming T i m e s .  I' 



In lines 24 through 26 the poet suggests the ineffable 

and esoteric nature of his dream images, whose wisdom is 

"half silence." This quality is restated in the question, 

"How shall I name you" (line 27), which indicates as much a 

problem with expression as with identification: how can 

the poet convey his dream-experience to the reader who has 

not shared his visitation by the images? Donald Stauffer 

briefly confronts this problem of communication in T h e  Golden  

N i g h t i n g a l e :  

If a symbol is the only possible expression of 
some invisible essence, how can we analyze it at all? 
Are we not confronted with the dilemma of all 
mystics, who cannot describe their mystical exper- 
ience because if it were describable it would not be 
unified but composite? How then is a unique exper- 
ience transferable? A start toward a solution lies 
in Yeats's belief in the Great Mind and the Great 
Memory--that the thoughts of any mind, those of the 
dead as well as of the living, are not bounded by 
personality, but may flow into other minds. 18 

171 have already briefly noted the importance of 
dreams to Yeats's poetry. One might further consult the 
notes to On Baile's Strand, for Yeats claims to have "dreamed" 
the eventsof the play. The poem here seems to indicate - - 

that The Shadowy Waters is a kind of dream-play, and this 
may account for what appears to me to be not only mysterious 
but vague in the play. It has, for example, a much more 
abstract setting than ~eats's other dramas--merely some- 
where on some ocean. Further, the actions of the characters, 
especially Forgael and Dectora, are at times as if in a 
trance. Even the strange man headed birds, derived from 
ancient imagery of the soul, are rather like what might 
appear in one's dream. 

18 
Stauffer, p. 27. 



The images, then, which have manifested themselves in the 

poet's dream are also potentially a part of his reader's 

heritage, passed through the anima mundi, as are the immortals 

he questions. This series of rhetorical questions is voiced 

in a manner reminiscent of Blake's questioning of the Tyger, 

and culminates in the query, "IS Eden out of time and out 

of space?" The answer here is an implied yes, and the 

suggestion that Eden exists simultaneously with, but 'covered 

byq the natural world is echoed in the Swedenborgian doctrine 

of correspondences which Yeats discussed in his commentary 

on Blake. l9 Once again, as in "To the Rose upon the Rood of 

Time," the poet implies that he must bridge the gap between 

the unseen and the natural worlds; in this case, the dream 

becomes the medium for the bridging images. 

The voice in "I walked among the Seven Woods of Coole" 

seems remarkably restrained; he does not overwhelm us with 

lgIrish lore has a variant of the doctrine of corres- 
pondences: things above are as below--only reversed in time. 
Several expressions of it are found in the peasant conversation 
in The Celtic Twilight, but Yeats uses it most explicitly - 
in The Hour Glass. The First Pupil says, "We have chosen the -- 
passage for the lesson Naster. 'There are two living countries, 
one visible and one invisible, and when it is summer there, 
it is winter here, and when it is November with US, it is 
lambing-time there. ' I' The wise fool Teague responds: "To be 
sure--everybody knows . . . when it is spring with us, the 
trees are withering there . . . and have I not myself heard the 
lambs that are there all bleating on a cold November day . . . 
And maybe when it's night with us, it is day with them, for 
many a time I have seen the roads lighted before me." (collected 
Plays of W. B. Yeats, New York, 1 9 5 3 1  PP- 197-198). - 
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t h e  power of  h i s  v i s i o n ,  and even t h e  t o n e  of t h e  q u e s t i o n s  

a t  t h e  end i s  n o t  s t r i k i n g l y  u r g e n t .  The s p e a k e r  seems t o  

a c c e p t  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  h i s  knowledge: " I  o n l y  know 

t h a t  a l l  w e  know comes from you, /  And t h a t  you come from 

Eden on f l y i n g  f e e t . "  Although he  wonders a b o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  

t h e  immor ta l  w o r l d ,  h i s  o b j e c t  h e r e  i s  t h e  weaving of i m a g e s  

b r o u g h t  him from "beyond" i n t o  a  s t o r y .  I f  t h e  images a r e  

a l l  w e  know, a t  leas t  t h e y  t r a n s c e n d  t h e  knowledge which c a n  

b e  g a i n e d  from t h e  n a t u r a l  wor ld .  The r e s t r a i n t ,  p e r h a p s  

even  s e r e n i t y  of  t h e  l anguage ,  may w e l l  be  t h e  p o e t ' s  a t t e m p t  

t o  r e p r o d u c e  in h i s  a r t  what t h e  dream produced f o r  him, 

f o r  i n  t h e  s i l e n c e s ,  t h e  dream l e a d s  toward wisdom* 

I n  c o n t r a s t ,  a  " c h a t t e r i n g  tongue"  i m p l i e s  a  c o v e r i n g  up 

r a t h e r  t h a n  a  p e n e t r a t i o n .  A f t e r  a s s e r t i n g  t h a t  man 's  know- 

l e d g e  comes from v o i c e s  o u t s i d e  h i m s e l f ,  v o i c e s  which speak  

t h r o u g h  dreams,  t h e  p o e t  can  o n l y  b r i n g  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  q u e s t i o n s ,  

The however,  avo id  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  and a b s t r a c t i o n  

t h a t  an  answer might  b r i n g ,  and keep  t h e  p o e t  and t h e  r e a d e r  

p a r t i c i p a t i n g  a c t i v e l y  i n  t h e  imagery-  

 he e n i g m a t i c  t o n e  o f  t h e  poem i s  r e i n f o r c e d  by 

B i b l i c a l  e c h o e s  i n  t h e  imagery which s e e m  o u t  o f  p l a c e ,  con- 

s i d e r i n g  t h e  unor thodox n a t u r e  of  t h e  "gods'  i m p l i e d  h e r e ,  

t h e  m y s t i c a l  and a l c h e m i c a l  imagery of T h e  Shadowy R a t e r s ,  



and Yea t s  s o t h e r  works of  t h e  same p e r i o d .  2o The "proud 

immor ta l  shadows" come from Eden, 21 and t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  

e n c h a n t e d  e y e s  were a t  one t i m e  c a p a b l e  of  s e e i n g  t h e s e  now- 

i n v i s i b l e  s p i r i t s  may s u g g e s t  t h a t  " D i m  P a i r c - n a - t a r a v "  and 

p e r h a p s  a l l  of  Coole  once e x i s t e d  i n  a  p r e l a p s a r i a n  s t a t e .  

" I s  Eden o u t  of  t i m e  and o u t  of  space"  may remind u s  n o t  o n l y  

o f  t h e  timeless wor ld  of  t h e  S i d h e  and "The Man who Dreamed 

o f  F a e r y l a n d , "  b u t  a l s o  may p o i n t  ahead t o  Byzantium, t h e  

a r t i f i c e  of  e t e r n i t y  which a l s o  e x i s t s  i n d e p e n d e n t  of  t i m e  

and s p a c e .  22 

The image of dreams " c l o v e n  by v o i c e s  and f i r e s "  

f a i n t l y  e c h o e s  t h e  c l o v e n  tongues  of f lame which descended  

2 0 ~ h e  Wind Among t h e  Reeds,  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1899 ,  e v i n c e s  - - 
Y e a t s ' s  involvement  w i t h  I r i s h  l egend  and e s p e c i a l l y  w i t h  t h e  
immor ta l s  o r  S i d h e ,  b u t  n o t h i n g  i n  t h e  imagery o f  t h e  poems 
t h e r e  d i s p l a y s  B i b l i c a l  over tones - -no t  even t h e  a p o c a l y p t i c  
'!The V a l l e y  of  t h e  Black P i g . "  The 1903 I n  t h e  Seven Woods 
c o n t a i n s  a  number of  l o v e  l y r i c s ,  and t h e - ~ t h e r - l ~ ~ ~  
verses such  a s  "The Happy Townland" a g a i n  use  e t h n i c ,  n o t  
B i b l i c a l ,  imagery.  

21The p a r r i s h - P a i n t e r  Concordance ( I t h a c a ,  1962)  r e v e a l s  
t h a t  t h i s  i s  one  of  two u s e s  of  t h e  word "Eden" i n  Y e a t s ' s  
p o e t r y  ( t h e  o t h e r  t i m e  it a p p e a r s  i s  i n  " V e r o n i c a ' s  Napkin ,"  
and it i s  used  o c c a s i o n a l l y  i n  t h e  p l a y s ) ,  and t h e  o n l y  o c c u r r e n c e  
of  "Eden" w i t h  something of  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  meaning of  p a r a d i s e .  
C r i t i c s  have  l o n g  n o t e d  t h e  B i b l i c a l  o v e r t o n e s  i n  t h e  open ing  
l i n e  of  "The Lake I s le  of  I n n i s f r e e , "  b u t  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  of  h i s  e a r l y  c a r e e r ,  i s  remarkab ly  f r e e  o f  
t r a d i t i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n  symbols.  Even t h e  r o s e  and t h e  c r o s s  
g a i n  t h e i r  symbol ic  impor t  from an a l c h e m i c a l  and n o t  o r t h o d o x  
C h r i s t i a n  c o n t e x t .  
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upon the apostles at Pentacost, bringing both supernatural 

power and the ability to "speak in tongues." Similarly, the 

poet in "To the Rose upon the Rood of Time" suggests that 

to be enfolded by the mystic rose would be to "chaunt a 

tongue men do not know." In "1 walked among the Seven woods 

of Coole," the flames and voices descending in dreams bring 

to the speaker the mystic language of symbols. The poet 

further describes the immortals as "cleaving the waters" of 

sleep, again subtly Biblical, since the dividing of the 

waters signifies God's intervention in man's favour. If the 

images here are intentionally Biblical, their function may 

be to underline the religiosity of the poet's experience, 

perhaps even to lend an air of orthodoxy to the "proud 

immortal shadows." 

One important parallel with Yeats's later visionary 

works is the account of the poet figured here and the exper- 

ience of Yeats's composition of A Vision nearly twenty years 

later. His instructors, through Mrs. Yeats's automatic 

22~his point will be elaborated further in my dis- 
cussion of the Byzantium poems below. Bloom's observation 
about Byzantium and Yeats's other historical ideals aptly 
places them in the realm of the "Eden" in this poem: "Yeats 
was not one of those rare visionaries who love the future, 
and he was most certainly a man who, in Stevens's phrase, 
had studied the nostalgias, who loved a number of pasts, 
most of them historically quite non-existent. The Urbino and 
the eighteenth-century Dublin of Yeats's nostalgias are mere 
idealizations . . . Byzantium would be a pernicious nyth if 
Yeats had made the mistake of insisting too categorically on 
its historical adequacy; it moves us because it is out of 
space and out of time" (Yeats, p. 6 7 ) .  



s c r i p t ,  t e l l  him t h a t  t h e y  have  come t o  g i v e  him metaphors  

f o r  h i s  p o e t r y .  L i k e  t h e  immor ta l s  h e r e ,  t h e y  c o n t r o l  t h e  

images which t h e  p o e t  s h a p e s .  

The p o e t  s p e a k i n g  i n  " I  walked among t h e  Seven Woods 

o f  Coo lev  c l e a r l y  e x e m p l i f i e s  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  which Yea t s  wished 

t o  p r o j e c t .  H e  i s  i n  t u n e  b o t h  w i t h  n a t u r e  and w i t h  t h e  

s u p e r n a t u r a l .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  r e a l m  of t h e  a r t i s t ' s  imagery  

h e r e  i s  n o t  a t  odds w i t h  n a t u r e  ( a s  it i s  i n  t h e  l a te r  

Byzantium poems, where t h e  p o e t  s c o r n s  n a t u r a l  forms i n  

f a v o u r  of  t h e  g o l d s m i t h ' s  c r e a t i o n s ) .  The d i v i n e  o n e s  h e r e  

a r e  compared t o  " h a r e s ,  mice ,  and coneys"  who h i d e  from human 

a c t i v i t y .  Al though t h e y  evade  human t h o u g h t  ( l i n e  3 1 ) ,  t h e y  

e n t e r  human dreams,  and i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  dreams,  t h e  p o e t  i s  

m a s t e r .  H e  must be  r e c e p t i v e  t o  t h e  shadow images o f  h i s  

dreams i n  o r d e r  t o  weave t h e i r  wisdom i n t o  h i s  p o e t r y .  I n  

t h i s  poem, a t  l e a s t ,  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  wor ld  o f  t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  

b e g i n s  in t h e  dream, and " i n  dreams b e g i n  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e ~ : ~ ~  

Then,  t o o ,  from whence come t h e  images o f  t h e  
dream? Not a lways ,  I was soon p e r s u a d e d ,  from t h e  
memory, p e r h a p s  n e v e r  i n  t r a n c e  o r  s l e e p  . . . I 
had a s  y e t  no c l e a r  answer ,  b u t  knew mysel f  f a c t  
t o  f a c e  w i t h  t h e  Anima Mundi d e s c r i b e d  by P l a t o n i c  
p h i l o s o p h e r s  . . . which h a s  a  memory i n d e p e n d e n t  
o f  embodied i n d i v i d u a l  memories,  though t h e y  
c o n s t a n t l y  e n r i c h  it w i t h  t h e i r  images and 
t h o u g h t s .  23 

2 3 ~ e a t s ,  Autobiography,  p. 175.  



Y e a t s ' s   lear rest and most p r o v a c a t i v e  d i s c o u r s e  a b o u t  

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between dreams and t h e  a r t i s t ' s  v i s i o n  can  

be  found i n  P e r  Arnica S i Z e n t i a  L u n a e ,  which Bloom ca l l s  

Y e a t s ' s  " i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  c e n t r e .  " 2 4  I n  t h e  

e s s a y  "Anima   om in is" Yea t s  d e s c r i b e s  a  b e a u t i f u l  woman he  

once  saw "between waking and s l e e p i n g ; "  s h e  w a s  s h o o t i n g  an 

a r row i n t o  t h e  sky:  "I  t h i n k  t h a t  w e  who a r e  p o e t s  and 

a r t i s t s ,  n o t  b e i n g  p e r m i t t e d  t o  s h o o t  beyond t h e  t a n g i b l e ,  

must  go  f r o m  d e s i r e  t o  w e a r i n e s s  and s o  t o  d e s i r e  a g a i n ,  and 

l i v e  b u t  f o r  t h e  moment when v i s i o n  comes t o  o u r  w e a r i n e s s  

l i k e  t e r r i b l e  l i g h t n i n g ,  i n  t h e  h u m i l i t y  o f  t h e  b r u t e s .  11 2 5  

F u r t h e r  o n ,  i n  t h e  accompanying e s s a y ,  "Anima Mundi," Yea t s  

a d d s  t o  h i s  n o t i o n  o f  t h e  moment o f  v i s i o n :  

2 4 ~ l o o m ,  p.  178.  I h i g h l y  concur  w i t h  M r .  Bloom t h a t  
P e r  Arnica S i l e n t i a  Lunae i s  a b s o l u t e l y  c e n t r a l  i n  Y e a t s I s  - 
p r o s e .  However, I have  never  s e e n  t h e  t i t l e  t r a c e d  t o  its 
s o u r c e .  P r o f e s s o r  Robin B l a s e r  b r o u g h t  my a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  
o r i g i n a l  p a s s a g e  from ~ i r g i l ' s  Aeneid ,  Book 11, l i n e  255. The 
p a s s a g e  r e a d s :  " e t  iam Argiva  pha lanx  i n s t r u c t i s  n a v i b u s  
i b a t /  a  Tenedo, t a c i t a e  per arnica s i l e n t i d  l u n a e /  l i t o r a  n o t o  
pe tens ;  . m L s  cum r e g i a  pup- e x t u l e r a t ,  ." (emphasis  
m i n e ) .  Wi th in  t h e  body o f  h i s  e s s a y  Yea t s  q u o t e s  t h e  e n t i r e  
l i n e  which i s  u n d e r l i n e d  above. Wi l l i am M o r r i s ,  whose t r a n s -  
l a t i o n  of V i r g i l  Yeats  might  have  r e a d ,  t r a n s l a t e s  i t :  "And 
now t h e  A r g i v e  h o s t  comes f o r t h  upon i t s  o r d e r e d  s h i p s /  From 
Tenedos ,  a l l  hushed amid t h e  k i n d  moon's s i l e n t  ways , /  S e e k i n g  
t h e  well-known s t r a n d ,  when f o r t h  t h e r e  b r e a k s  t h e  b a l e - f i r e l s  
b l a z e  . . . I' (The Aeneid of  V i r g i l ,  London, 1876) . - - 

2 5 ~ e a t s ,  - P e r  Amica S i l e n t i a  Lunae,  p.  5 0 3 .  



Before the mind's eye, whether in sleep or waking, 
came images that one was to discover presently in 
some book one had never read, and after looking 
in vain for explanation to the current theory of 
forgotten personal memory, I came to believe in a 
Great Memory passing on from generation to 
generation. 26 

Communication with this great memory or anima mundi  is, he 

adds, "through association of thoughts or images. "*' The dream 

images, of course, do not make a poem; they are only the 

beginning of the artist's task. In "I walked among the Seven 

woods of Coole," the poet uses the dream in a quest to do the 

same thing that the artist in "To the Rose upon the Rood of 

Time" longs to accomplish: to discover and record "In all 

poor foolish things that live a day/ Eternal beauty wandering 

on her way." 

The dream, sleeping or waking, does not comprise the only 

source of vision for Yeats's artist. "The Double Vision of 

Michael Robartes" proposes not specifically a dream, but a 

vision which "the mind's eye" calls up for the poet. A 

detailed explication of this poem is essential to any 

exploration of Yeats's artist as a visionary. I have con- 

fined the discussion so far to poems wherein the "I" identifies 

himself as the poet, viewed biographically as Yeats, but 

emphasizing qualities deliberately projected to describe the 

L I Ibid., p. 527. - 
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poe t  a s  Yeats  c r e a t e s  him. "The Double V i s i o n , "  however, 

appea r s  t o  be t h e  monologue of a p a r t i c u l a r  man, n o t  Yeats  

a t  a l l .  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  however, we f i n d  t h e  f i g u r e  of 

Michael Robar tes  inc luded  wi th  Aedh and Red Hanrahan i n  t h e  

n o t e  quoted e a r l i e r :  "I  have used them i n  t h i s  book more 

a s  p r i n c i p l e s  of mind than  a s  a c t u a l  personages  . . . . 
'Michael  Robar tes '  i s  f i r e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  wate r  . . . t h e  p r i d e  

of  t h e  imagina t ion  brooding upon t h e  g r e a t n e s s  of i t s  

p o s s e s s i o n s ,  o r  t h e  a d o r a t i o n  of t h e  ~ a g i .  " 2 8  1n s t i l l  

a n o t h e r  n o t e  t o  "Michael Robar tes  and t h e  Dancer,"  Yeats adds :  

"Years ago I wrote  t h r e e  s t o r i e s  i n  which occur  t h e  names of  

Michael  Robar tes  and Owen Aherne . . . They t a k e  t h e i r  p l ace  

i n  a phantasmagoria i n  which I endeavour t o  e x p l a i n  my 

phi losophy of l i f e  and dea th .  "*' One might add t h a t  through 

t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  he a l s o  endeavours t o  e x p l a i n ,  a t  l e a s t  in 

p a r t ,  h i s  phi losophy of a r t .  I n  "The Double V i s i o n , "  

Michael Robar tes  c l e a r l y  i s  f i g u r e d  a s  bo th  a v i s i o n a r y  and 

a p o e t  ("And a f t e r  t h a t  a r ranged  i t  i n  a s o n g " ) ,  b u t  i f  we 

a r e  t o  judge from Y e a t s l s  comments, t h e  " c h a r a c t e r "  of  

Robar tes  i s  p a r t  of t h e  p o e t ' s  phantasmagoria which Yeats  

b u i l d s  up throughout  h i s  poe t ry .  He i s ,  1 t h i n k ,  a s  p e r t i n e n t  

2 8 y e a t s , ~ o t e s  t o  Variorum e d i t i o n  of  t h e  P o e t r y ,  p .  8 0 3 .  



to the study of the figuration of the artist as the poet 

whom we assume to be Yeats. It is, of course, Robartes whose 

voice is used in the 1925 edition of A V i s i o n  to relate the 

geometric system supposedly left him by the Judwalis tribe; 

thus, he first serves as spokesman for Yeatsls system. 

Robartes, Aherne, Hanrahan, and Aedh appear in Yeats's lyrics 

as poets, and we can almost see them as collocated to form 

a composite figuration of the artist. 

The setting for both parts of Robartesl vision is 

appropriate, particularly in light of the visionary qualities 

of the s h a n a c h i e  discussed earlier. Alwyn Rees remarks that 

Cashel carries special significance in Irish legend: 

At Uisnech and Tara . . . was an assemblage of such 
symbols as a hill, a stone, a palace, a seat, a 
tree, a well, a fire--and they were places of con- 
tact with the supernatural world. The other centres 
had similar concentrations. For example, some of 
the principal features of Cashel, capital of 
Munster, may be gleaned from [a tale told by Aedh's 
swineherd] . . . He saw a yew tree on a rock and in 
front of it an oratory with a flagstone before it 
and angels ascending from the flagstone and descend- 
ing upon it. The vision was interrupted by a druid: 
The place (Cashel) would be the residence of the 
kings of Munster forever . . . 30 

Here at Cashel, a place of contact with the supernatural world, 

on a grey rock, a further symbol supernatural intervention 

(already encountered in Yeats's poem of that name), Michael 



R o b a r t e s  s t a n d s .  For  t h e  r e a d e r  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  t h e  l e g e n d s  

of  C a s h e l ,  Y e a t s ' s  c h o i c e  o f  s e t t i n g  c a l l s  t o  mind a  s e t  of  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  i n v o l v i n g  s u p e r n a t u r a l  a p p e a r a n c e s  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  t h e  p l a c e .  Al though C a s h e l  i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  a n  I r i s h  

s e t t i n g ,  R o b a r t e s  c a n n o t  be  c o n s i d e r e d  p r i m a r i l y  a s  a  

shanach ie  f i g u r e .  S t a n d i n g  on t h e  r o c k  a t  C a s h e l  d o e s  n o t  

prompt him t o  r e c i t e  o l d  s t o r i e s ,  n o r  a r e  t h e  C a s h e l  l e g e n d s  

used  a s  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  h i s  v i s i o n .  What h e  d e s c r i b e s  i s  

r e p l e t e  w i t h  symbols which a r e  n o t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  C e l t i c ,  

b u t  u n i v e r s a l .  

Michae l  R o b a r t e s '  v i s i o n  i s  c l e a r l y  n o t  a n  " a c c i d e n t a l "  

one  a v a i l a b l e  t o  any passe r -by  a t  C a s h e l ;  r a t h e r ,  it i s  

" c a l l e d  up" by t h e  m i n d ' s  e y e .  The v i s i o n a r y  e y e  summons a  

p e r f e c t  p i c t u r e  of  t h e  "p r imary"  s t a t e  which Y e a t s  was t o  

c a l l  Phase  I i n  A V i s i o n ,  a  c o n d i t i o n  of  "comple te  p a s s i v i t y ,  

comple te  p l a s t i c i t y " 3 1  when t h e  moon i s  c o m p l e t e l y  d a r k :  

Under b l a n k  e y e s  and f i n g e r s  n e v e r  s t i l l  
The p a r t i c u l a r  i s  pounded till it i s  man. 
When had I my own w i l l ?  
0 n o t  s i n c e  l i f e  began.  

C o n s t r a i n e d ,  a r r a i g n e d ,  b a f f l e d ,  b e n t  and u n b e n t  
By t h e s e  w i r e - j o i n t e d  jaws and limbs of  wood, 
Themselves o b e d i e n t ,  
Knowing n o t  e v i l  and good; 

( p .  382, 5-12) 

3 1 ~ .  B.  Y e a t s ,  A V i s i o n ,  r e v .  ed .  ( ~ e w  York [1937]  - 
1 9 6 7 ) ,  p.  183.  



These lines parallel A V i s i o n ' s  prose description: 

Mind has become indifferent to good and evil, to 
truth and falsehood; bcdy has become undifferen- 
tiated, doughlike . . . and mind and body take 
whatever shape, accept whatever image is imprinted 
upon them, transact whatever purpose is imposed 
upon them, are indeed the instruments of super- 
natural manifestation, the final link between the 
living and more powerful beings. 32 

We should note that Phase I is of necessity the artist's 

vision, for this condition excludes all human life: only 

where there is discord, the struggle between objectivity and 

subjectivity, the p r i m a r y  and the a n t i t h e t i c a l ,  is there 

human life. Yeats's diagram of the Great Wheel demonstrates 

that concord visually: the primary phase, also called 

"complete objectivity," and associated with passivity and the 

North, is opposite the antithetical, called "complete 

subjectivity," and associated with "Unity of Being" and the 

south. 3 3  Part of the difficulty with "The Double Vision 

of Michael Robartes" lies in our unfamiliarity with these 

abstract ("They do not even ieel, so abstract are they") , 
robot-like inhabitants of the moonless phase who are "So dead 

beyond our death" (line 15) . 



The second p a r t  of  R o b a r t e s '  v i s i o n  i s  a g a i n  "on t h e  

g r e y  r o c k  of  Cashe l . "  "I sudden ly  saw . . ." e c h o e s  t h e  

b e g i n n i n g  of  t h e  v i s i o n  i n  "The Cold Heaven:" "Suddenly I 

saw t h e  c o l d  and r o o k - d e l i g h t i n g  heaven/  T h a t  seemed a s  though 

ice  burned and was b u t  t h e  more i c e "  ( p .  316,  1 - 2 ) .  3 4  A s  one 

might  e x p e c t ,  t h e  second v i s i o n  i s  t h e  e x a c t  o p p o s i t e  of  t h e  

f i r s t ;  it marks t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  a n t i t h e t i c a l  Phase  1 5  o f  

t h e  f u l l  moon. The Sphinx and Buddha r e p r e s e n t  n o t  o n l y  

Western and E a s t e r n  c u l t u r e s ,  b u t  h e r e  a r e  a l s o  symbol ic  of  

t h e  i n t e l l e c t  ( r e q u i r e d  t o  s o l v e  t h e  S p h i n x ' s  r i d d l e )  and t h e  

h e a r t ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  They a l s o  b o t h  emblemat ize  knowledge 

o f  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l .  Between t h e s e  two symbols R o b a r t e s  sees 

a n o t h e r  f i g u r e  which combines e l e m e n t s  o f  b o t h  t h e  Sphinx 

and Buddha: 

And r i g h t  between t h e s e  two a  g i r l  a t  p l a y  
T h a t ,  it may b e ,  had danced h e r  l i f e  away, 
For  now b e i n g  dead it seemed 
T h a t  s h e  of  d a n c i n g  dreamed. 

(p .  383,  21-24) 

3 4 ~ n  "The Cold Heaven,"  a s  i n  "The Double V i s i o n  o f  
Michael  R o b a r t e s , "  t h e  s p e a k e r ' s  v i s i o n  d r i v e s  him t o  a  k i n d  of 
f r e n z y .  I n  "The Cold Heaven" t h e  power o f  h i s  emot ion  i s  more 
u r g e n t l y  e x p r e s s e d :  

And t h e r e u p o n  i m a g i n a t i o n  and h e a r t  w e r e  d r i v e n  
So w i l d  t h a t  e v e r y  c a s u a l  t h o u g h t  o f  t h a t  and t h i s  
Vanished . . . 
And I t o o k  a l l  t h e  blame o u t  of a l l  s e n s e  and r e a s o n ,  
U n t i l  I c r i e d  and t r embled  and rocked t o  and f r o ,  
R idd led  w i t h  l i g h t  . . . 



Like the beings of Phase I, the dancer is "deadw--at least 

to human life as we know it. Frank Kermode in his magnificent 

chapter on the dancer remarks that in "The Double Vision of 

Michael Robartes : " " . . . one sees her as the very heart 
of Yeats's thinking about poetry and women (considered as 

having such powers of self-unification as to become emblematic 

of the Image). The dancer here reconciles antithetical move- 

ments: the division of soul and body, form and matter, life 

and death, artist and audience. " 3 5  1f one turns briefly to 

Yeats's description of Phase 15 in A Vision, Kermode's claims 

about the centrality of the dancer image to both yeatsts 

system and his ideas about art seem justified: 

Thought and will are indistinguishable . . . nothing 
is apparent but dreaming Will and the Image that it 
dreams . . . The words "musical" and "sensuous" are 
but descriptions of that converging process. 36 

So the dancing girl, in dreaming of dancing, fuses the act 

and the dream, the Will and the Image. Such a being 

possesses the greatest possible beauty, " 3 7  for her dance has 

brought her "bodily perfection." 

35~rank Kermode , The Romantic Image  ondo don , 19 57) , - 
p. 60. 

36~eatsI A Vision, p. 135. - 
37~bid., - p. 136. 
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TWO further passages from A Vision add still another 

dimension to the complexity of the dancer figure:  he 

being has selected, moulded and remoulded, narrowed its 

circle of living, been more and more the artist, grown more 

and more 'distinguished' in all preference. "38 This delinea- 

tion of the inhabitants of Phase 15, when we apply it to the 

dancing girl, implies that she is both the artist contemplat- 

ing an image and, at the same time, the product of the artist's 

vision. She has entered the world of the image which she 

contemplates and has become that image. Robartes, too, for 

the moment of his vision, enters the world of his symbols, 

and for that timeless moment becomes a part of the fifteenth 

phase. Hazard Adams has noted, quite accurately, I think, 

that the dancer here, like Salome, symbolizes visionary 

experience: " . . . a strange balance of opposites caught 
momentarily by the mind's eye. She is the'needle's eye' 

drawing the antithetical Sphinx and Buddha into a single 

configuration. "39 One might add that Robartes himself in the 

last stanza of the poem holds the same position: "caught 

between the dark moon and the full," he becomes the symbol 

of his own visionary experience. 

Yeats adds that in Phase 15, the phase of the full 

moon : 

39~dams, Blake and Yeats, p. 230. - 



F a t e  i s  known f o r  t h e  boundary t h a t  g i v e s  o u r  
d e s t i n y  i t s  form, and--as we can  d e s i r e  n o t h i n g  
o u t s i d e  t h a t  form--as an  e x p r e s s i o n  of  o u r  f r e e -  
dom. Chance and c h o i c e  have become i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e  
w i t h o u t  l o s i n g  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y .  4 0  

The r h e t o r i c  h e r e  i s  c e r t a i n l y  o b s c u r e  i f  n o t  t o t a l l y  b a f f l i n g ,  

f o r  it i s  t h e  language o f  paradox.  But t h e  paradox i s  c e n t r a l .  

The p a s s a g e  becomes c l e a r e r  when jux taposed  w i t h  a  n o t e  t o  

t h e  p l a y  C a l v a r y ,  i n  which t h e  f i g u r e  of Michael  R o b a r t e s  i s  

c r e d i t e d  w i t h  r e c o u n t i n g  a  t e a c h i n g  of  Kusta  ben Luki  o f  t h e  

J u d w a l i s  t r i b e :  

Kusta  ben Luki  h a s  t a u g h t  u s  t o  d i v i d e  a l l  t h i n g s  
i n t o  Chance and Choice;  . . . f o r  t h e y  a r e  i n d e e d  
t h e  f i r s t  c a u s e  of t h e  an imate  and i n a n i m a t e  wor ld .  
They e x i s t  i n  God, f o r  i f  t h e y  d i d  n o t  H e  would 
n o t  have  freedom, H e  would b e  bound by H i s  own 
Choice .  I n  God a l o n e ,  i n d e e d ,  can t h e y  be  u n i t e d  
y e t  e a c h  b e  p e r f e c t  w i t h o u t  l i m i t  o r  h i n d r a n c e .  4 1  

The f i f t e e n t h  p h a s e ,  t h e n ,  where Chance and Choice a r e  o n e ,  

e x i s t s  " i n  God." The images o r  b e i n g s  which p r e v a i l  t h e r e ,  

t h e  Sph inx ,  t h e  Buddha and t h e  d a n c e r ,  a r e  d i v i n e .  The a r t i s t ,  

t h r o u g h  h i . s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  images,  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  t empora l  

wor ld  t o  g l i m p s e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  t h e  " a r t i f i c e  o f  e t e r n i t y . "  

But a g a i n ,  a s  Kermode emphasizes ,  t h a t  g l impse  i s  o n l y  

temporary:  

4 0 ~ e a t s ,  A - V i s i o n ,  p. 1 3 6 .  

4 1  
Y e a t s ,  n o t e s  t o  Four P l a y s  f o r  Dancers ,  quo ted  by - 

J e f f a r e s ,  Commentary, pp. 219-220. 



The Dancer ,  i n  f a c t  i s ,  i n  Y e a t s l s  f a v o u r i t e  
e x p r e s s i o n ,  " s e l f - b e g o t t e n , "  independen t  o f  l a b o u r ;  
a s  s u c h  s h e  d i f f e r s  t o t a l l y  from t h e  a r t i s t  who 
s e e k s  h e r .  She can e x i s t  o n l y  i n  t h e  p r e d e s t i n e d  
d a n c i n g  p l a c e  where ,  f r e e  from Adam's c u r s e ,  b e a u t y  
i s  born  of  i t s e l f ,  w i t h o u t  t h e  l a b o u r  of  c h i l d b i r t h  
o r  t h e  l a b o u r  of  a r t ;  where a r t  means whol ly  what 
it i s .  4 2  

One f u r t h e r  p o i n t  which s h o u l d  b e  made c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  

second  h a l f  o f  R o b a r t e s ' s  v i s i o n  i s  t h e  impor tance  o f  "con- 

t e m p l a t i o n "  emphasized i n  t h e  l a s t  s t a n z a  o f  P a r t  11. I n  

t h e i r  i n t e n s e  con templa t ion- - the  Sphinx on " a l l  t h i n g s  known 

and unknown;" t h e  Buddha, on " a l l  t h i n g s  loved  and un loved ;"  

and t h e  d a n c e r ,  on t h e  image of  t h e  dance  s o  much t h a t  s h e  

"outdanced though t f ' - - they  have "over thrown t i m e "  t o  e n t e r  a  

t imeless wor ld .  T h i s  i d e a  o f  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  w i l l  g a i n  

i n c r e a s i n g  impor tance  i n  " A l l  S o u l s '  N i g h t . "  

I n  t h e  f i n a l  s e c t i o n  o f  "The Double V i s i o n  o f  Michael  

R o b a r t e s , "  t h e  a r t i s t  e x p r e s s e s  h i s  r e s p o n s e  t o  h i s  v i s i o n :  

I knew t h a t  I had s e e n ,  had s e e n  a t  l a s t  
T h a t  g i r l  my unremernbering n i g h t s  h o l d  f a s t  
O r  e l s e  my dreams t h a t  f l y  
I f  I s h o u l d  r u b  an e y e ,  

(p .  384, 49-52) 

Again ,  one c a n n o t  e s c a p e  i n  Yea t s  t h e  p e r e n n i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between t h e  dream and t h e  v i s i o n .  I n  "I  walked among t h e  

Seven Woods o f  Coo le , "  t h e  dream i t s e l f  s e r v e s  a s  t h e  medium 
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t h r o u g h  which t h e  a r t i s t  r e c e i v e ' s  h i s  images;  h e r e ,  t h e  p o e t  
C 4 

s u d d e n l y  r e c o g n i z e s  h i s  waking v i s i o n  a s  a  d e j c  v u  exper ience- -  

a  s o l i d i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  d a n c e r  which h i s  dreams have  been 

u n a b l e  t o  c a p t u r e ,  b u t  which h a s  remained i n  h i s  unconsc ious  

memory. 

Having once s e e n  t h e s e  two p h a s e s  o u t s i d e  t h e  human 

r e a l m ,  R o b a r t e s  i s  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  human wor ld  of  d i s c o r d  "be- 

tween t h e  p u l l /  Of t h e  d a r k  moon and t h e  f u l l , "  and i s  no 

l o n g e r  c o n t e n t e d ,  j u s t  a s  "The Man Who Dreamed of  F a e r y l a n d "  

and Aengus c o u l d  no  l o n g e r  a c c e p t  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  wor ld  

t h e y  knew a f t e r  even a  remote  g l a n c e  o f  t h e  immor ta l s .  

As John U n t e r e c k e r  p o i n t s  o u t ,  R o b a r t e s  r e s p o n d s  t o  

h i s  v i s i o n  f i r s t  e m o t i o n a l l y  ("Thereon I made my moan,/ And 

a f t e r  k i s s e d  a s t o n e " )  and t h e n  a r t i s t i c a l l y 4 3  by r e c r e a t i n g  

h i s  v i s i o n a r y  e n c o u n t e r  i n  v e r s e :  

And a f t e r  t h a t  a r r a n g e d  it i n  a  song 
S e e i n g  t h a t  I ,  i g n o r a n t  f o r  s o  l o n g ,  
Had been rewarded t h u s  
I n  Cormac l s  r u i n e d  house .  

Y e a t s  warns u s  i n  t h e  l a s t  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  power 

o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  v i s i o n ;  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  

R o b a r t e s l s  e m o t i o n a l  s t a t e  a f t e r  t h e  v i s i o n  v e r g e s  on madness,  

f o r  he i s  b r o u g h t  t o  " f o l l y "  and " f r e n z y .  'I "The d a r k  moon and 

4 3 ~ o h n  U a t e r e c k e r ,  A R e a d e r ' s  Guide t o  Wi l l i am B u t l e r  - - 
Yeats  ( N e w  York, 19591,  p.  155. 
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the full" are, he admits, common images, but in the perspec- 

tive of his vision at Cashel, they shed their commonness 

for "the frenzy of our western seas." 

"The Double Vision of Michael Robartes" once more 

poses the nearly inconceivable position of the poet. Robartes, 

and concomitantly, any seer-poet, is a man qualified to 

receive divine knowledge from a vision. The first and fifteenth 

phases further present a suspended trance-like state, the 

"marmorean stillness" which many critics have noted in Yeatsls 

work. "The Double Vision" is not only an explication of 

parts of A V i s i o n ;  it works as a powerful piece in itself. 

The process of calling up images is, for Yeatsls 

artist, no mere accident. In Per Arnica S i Z e n t i a  Lunae Yeats 

recalls in one of Goethels letters a passage stating that 

one "must allow the images to form with all their associations 

before one criticizes. "44 Yeats himself has discovered, he 

further comments, that the artist's absorption must become 

complete, and that he must "call them [the images] up by their 

association with traditional forms and sounds:" 

44~eats, Per Amica Silentia Lunae, p. 508. - - 



You have  d i s c o v e r e d  how, i f  you can b u t  suspend w i l l  
and i n t e l l e c t ,  t o  b r i n g  up from t h e    subconscious^ 
a n y t h i n g  you a l r e a d y  p o s s e s s  a  f ragment  o f .  Those 
who f o l l o w  t h e  o l d  r u l e  keep t h e i r  b o d i e s  s t i l l  
and t h e i r  minds awake and c l e a r ,  d r e a d i n g  e s p e c i a l l y  
any c o n f u s i o n  between t h e  images o f  t h e  mind and t h e  
o b j e c t s  of  s e n s e ;  t h e y  s e e k  t o  become, a s  it w e r e ,  
p o l i s h e d  m i r r o r s .  4 5  

Yea t s  a d m i t s  t h a t  he  had no n a t u r a l  g i f t  f o r  t h i s  k i n d  

of  c l e a r  q u i e t ,  " a s  I soon d i s c o v e r e d  my mind i s  abnormal ly  

restless. "46 H e  had i n s t e a d  t o  i n v e n t  a  p r o c e s s  f o r  comple te  

a b s o r p t i o n  and m e d i a t i o n .  T h i s  m e d i t a t i v e  f a c e t  of  t h e  

v i s i o n a r y  a r t i s t  i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t . "  

I n  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  T h e  Tower,  Yeats  p l a c e d  " ~ l l  S o u l s 1  

Night1'  a f t e r  "The G i f t  o f  Haroun A 1  Rasch id , "  a  n a r r a t i v e  

poem which seems t o  r e c o u n t  t h r o u g h  Arab ian  c h a r a c t e r s  M r s .  

Y e a t s ' s  s t r a n g e  e x p e r i e n c e s  which l e d  t o  A Vision. Y e t  even  

more c r u c i a l  i n  Y e a t s ' s  canon ,  " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t"  i s  c a r e f u l l y  

p l a c e d  a t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  A U n l i k e  "The Double 

V i s i o n  o f  Michael  R o b a r t e s , "  " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t"  p r e s e n t s  u s  

n o t  w i t h  an  a r t i s t  r e c r e a t i n g  h i s  v i s i o n ,  b u t  r a t h e r  w i t h  

an  a r t i s t ' s  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  e n c o u n t e r .  

One b i o g r a p h i c a l  p o i n t  which t h e  poem p a r t i c u l a r l y  

b r i n g s  t o  mind i s  Y e a t s ' s  l o n g - s t a n d i n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  s p i r i t i s m .  

M i s s  Moore h a s  d e v o t e d  a  c h a p t e r  of  The U n i c o r n  t o  t h e  grow- 

4 7 ~ h e  poem was n o t ,  however, o r i g i n a l l y  composed a s  
a s e q u e l  t o  A V i s i o n ;  J e f f a r e s  d a t e s  i t s  compos i t ion  a s  
November, 1920,  f i v e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  A V i s i o n .  - 
I t  f i r s t  appeared  i n  The N e w  Repub l i c  i n  March, 1921. -- 



i n g  f a s c i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  p o e t  w i t h  t h e  t h o u g h t  of  communicating 

w i t h  t h e  dead ,  and h e r  e v i d e n c e  from d i a r i e s  and l e t t e r s ,  

a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  a r t i s t i c  e v i d e n c e  Yea t s  l e f t  i n  such works 

a s  Words Upon t h e  Window Pane, The Dreaming of t h e  Bones, 

and P u r g a t o r y  p r o v i d e s  a  c o n v i n c i n g  c a s e  even w i t h o u t  t h e  

complex d i s c u s s i o n s  i n  A V i s ion .  The p o e t  even s p e n t  some 

t i m e  communicating t h r o u g h  a  medium w i t h  a  s p i r i t  who c a l l e d  

h i m s e l f  Leo A f r i c a n u s  and c l a i m e d ,  though he  had l i v e d  i n  t h e  

f o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  t o  be  Y e a t s ' s  " o p p o s i t e .  " 4 8  The 

communicators  of  A V i s i o n ,  a l t h o u g h  n e v e r  c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f i e d ,  

a p p e a r  t o  speak from a  g h o s t l y  r e a l m  o f  t h e  dead w i t h  a 

power of  p e n e t r a t i o n  which i s ,  f o r  Y e a t s ,  a t  t h e  h e a r t  of 

t h e  a r t i s t ' s  e x p e r i e n c e .  

I n  " R a p a l l o , "  t h e  opening e s s a y  o f  A V i s i o n ,  Yea t s  

comments: " A t  Oxford I went c o n s t a n t l y  t o  A l l  S o u l s  Chape l ,  

though n e v e r  a t  s e r v i c e  t i m e ,  and p a r t s  o f  A Vision w e r e  

t h o u g h t  o u t  t h e r e .  ' 4 9  I n  h i s  f i r s t  v e r s i o n  of  t h e  book, he  

s p e a k s  o f  "moments of  e x a l t a t i o n  l i k e  t h a t  i n  which I w r o t e  

" A l l  S o u l s '  N i g h t .  "50  Y e t  t h e  poem h a r d l y  s t r i k e s  one a s  

4 8 ~ e e  Moore, The Unicorn ,  pp. 225-240. Leo A f r i c a n u s  - 
f i r s t  spoke  t o  Yea t s  a t  a s e a n c e  on A p r i l  1 0 ,  1911. When Yea t s  
l a t e r  looked up t h e  name, he  found t h a t  Leo was a  h i s t o r i a n  
and geographer  a s  w e l l  a s  w r i t e r .  A s  o p p o s i t e s ,  t h e y  might  
become comple te  by a s s o c i a t i o n :  "Leo had been u n s c r u p u l o u s ,  
Yeats was o v e r c a u t i o u s ;  Leo ' h a r d  and keen l i k e  a  hunking 
d o g , '  Yea t s  s o f t ; ' L e o  a  b r o o d i n g  and b r a g g a r t  s h a d e , '  Yea t s  
g r e g a r i o u s  y e t  shy"  (p .  236. 

4 9 ~ e a t s ,  A V i s i o n ,  pp. 6-7 .  - 
3 u  Y e a t s ,  A V i s i o n ,  1925 e d i t i o n ,  quo ted  by J e f f a r e s ,  

Commentary, p.  317. 



an e x u l t a n t  o r  r e l i g i o u s  moment of  v i s i o n ;  t h e  opening 

s c e n e  i s  c o n s c i o u s l y  and q u i e t l y  s e t .  The p o e t ,  a l o n e  a t  a 

t a b l e  on ~ l l  S o u l s  Night  and hav ing  s e t  two g l a s s e s  o r  w i n e ,  

w a i t s  f o r  a  g h o s t l y  v i s i t o r .  51 H e  t h e n  c a l l s  up g h o s t s  o f  

dead  a c q u a i n t a n c e s  i n  a  r i t u a l  f a s h i o n :  

. . . . . A g h o s t  may come; 
For  it i s  a  g h o s t ' s  r i g h t ,  
H i s  e l ement  i s  s o  f i n e  
Being sha rpened  by h i s  d e a t h ,  
To d r i n k  from t h e  wine-brea th  
While o u r  g r o s s  p a l a t e s  d r i n k  from t h e  whole wine.  

(p .  471, 5-10) 

I n  t h e  second s t a n z a  t h e  p o e t  l o n g s  f o r  a  concen- 

t r a t i o n  s o  g r e a t  t h a t  n o t h i n g  can sway him. H i s  u s e  o f  t h e  

ana logy  of  mummies wound i n  mummy-cloth i s  a f r e q u e n t  image 

i n  Y e a t s t s  p o e t r y ,  and h e r e  b r i n g s  t o  mind h i s  i d e a  o f  a  

" l i f e - i n - d e a t h "  o r  " d e a t h - i n - l i f e "  t r a n c e .  52 T h i s  s t a t e  of  

mind i s  v i t a l  t o  him a s  a  p o e t  i f  he i s  t o  e x p r e s s  "A c e r t a i n  

m a r v e l l o u s  t h i n g /  None b u t  t h e  l i v i n g  mock" ( l i n e s  16-17) .  

The s e t t i n g  and h e i g h t e n i n g  of  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  r e f l e c t  t h a t  

d e s i r e  e x p r e s s e d  i n  P e r  Arnica S i Z e n t i a  Lunae t o  a c h i e v e  t h e  

' b n t e r e c k e r  (p .  198)  c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e  o t h e r  g l a s s  i s  
set  f o r  Georg ie  Y e a t s ,  and t h a t  Yea t s  and s h e  t o g e t h e r  c a l l  up 
the g h o s t s ,  b u t  I f i n d  n o t h i n g  t o  j u s t i f y  t h i s  r e a d i n g .  Even 
when t h e  s p e a k e r  i s  viewed b i o g r a p h i c a l l y  a s  Y e a t s ,  a second 
p e r s o n  f i t s  n e i t h e r  w i t h  t h e  e x p r e s s  d e s i r e  f o r  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  nor  
w i t h  t h e  p i c t u r e  of  t h e  p o e t  a s  h o s t  t o  s p i r i t s .  S u r e l y  t h e  
e x t r a  g l a s s  i s  s e t  f o r  p o t e n t i a l  v i s i t o r s ,  who may savour  t h e  
fumes o f  t h e  m u s c a t e l .  

5 2 ~ .  A.  C .  Wilson t r a c e s  a s  Y e a t s ' s  s o u r c e  f o r  t h i s  
p h r a s e  an epigram o f  H e r a c l i t u s :  "Men and gods d i e  e a c h  o t h e r s t  
l i f e ,  l i v e  each  o t h e r s '  d e a t h "  ( W .  B .  Yea t s  and T r d i t i o n ,  p. 2 3 7 ) .  - 



still body and clear mind necessary to call forth images. 

Deep concentration or meditation as part of the artistic 

method is, like nearly every other part of Yeats's art, part 

of a long tradition, most noticeable in English literature 

in Donne and the "Metaphysical" poets. 53 1n " ~ l l  souls' 

Night" this kind of meditation bears much weight in the 

artist's relationship with the precious symbol 

Louis L. Martz appropriately chooses the concluding 

stanza of this poem as an epigram for his book, The P o e t r y  

of M e d i t a t i o n .  His study deals primarily with the seventeenth 

century  etaph physical" poets; yet, in his "Conclusion," he 

places Yeats in the meditative current (despite the absence 

of the orthodox Christian form of meditation), and calls 

A V i s i o n  "Yeats's private handbook of meditation. I1 54 

Martz quotes in his "Introduction" a definition of 

meditation dating from the beginning of the seventeenth 

century: "Meditation which we treat of, is nothing els 

5 3 ~  letter to Grierson in 1912 reveals Yeats's fascin- 
ation with Donne's work. Although I do not presume to make 
a case for Donne's "direct influence" on the later poet, 
certainly Yeats admired the power and the passion in Donne: 
"I write to thank you for your edition of Donne . . . I have 
been using it constantly and find that at last I can under- 
stand Donne . . . I notice that the more precise and learned 
the thought the greater the beauty, the passion; the intricacy 
and subtleties of his imagination are the length and depths of 
the furrow made by his passion. His pedantry and his obscenity-- 
the rock and the loam of his Eden--but make me more certain 
that one who is but a man like us all has seen God . . . 
(The Letters of W. B. Yeats, p. 570). - -- 

54~ouis L. Martz, The Poetry of Meditation (New Haven, 
l954), p. 329. - - 



but a diligent and forcible application of the understand- 

ing, to seek, and know, and as it were to tast some divine 

matter . . . u55 Louis Richeome, a Jesuit monk in the 1660 I s ,  

extends this concept of meditation by adding a further step, 

"contemplation:" 

Contemplation is more than meditation . . . For the 
understanding having attentively, and with many 
reasons to and fro meditated the mystery, and 
gathered divers lights together, doth frame unto 
her self a cleere knowledge, whereof without 
further discourse . . . she enjoyeth (as I may 
say) a vision which approacheth to the knowledge 
of Angells, who understand without discourse. 56 

The passage is, of course, steeped in a medieval framework; 

but the method and object of the meditation do seem remarkably 

akin to that described by the poet in "All Souls1 Night." 

He opens with what was designated in meditative practice as 

setting the scene with great precision. The beginning faintly 

echoes that of Donne's "A nocturnal1 upon S. Lucies day, 

Being the shortest day." There, it is the striking of 

midnight on the longest night of the year which sparks the 

poet's memory of his dead beloved; in "All Souls1 Night," 

midnight on All Souls1 Night is an equally propitious time 

for calling up memories of the dead. 

The procedure in formal meditation as Martz describes 

it includes the art of memory, and the memories take the form 



of  p r e c i s e l y  d e s c r i b e d  images. For  H e r b e r t  t h e y  may have  

been t h e  temple  and each o b j e c t  i n  it; f o r  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t ,  t h e y  

a r e  t h e  g h o s t s  of  t h r e e  m y s t i c  f r i e n d s .  H i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  i s  

i n  g r e a t  d e t a i l - - a  n e c e s s a r y  p r a c t i c e  i n  making t h e  con- 

c e n t r a t i o n  on t h e  images more i n t e n s e .  

The f i r s t  of  t h e  t h r e e  former  f r i e n d s  c a l l e d  up i n  

t h e  poem, Wil l iam Thomas Hor ton,  produced m y s t i c a l  drawings  

i n f l u e n c e d  by B l a k e ' s  a r t ,  and,  l i k e  Blake ,  he  was i n  h i s  

boyhood s u b j e c t  t o  s t r a n g e  appearances  of  a n g e l s .  57 What 

Yea t s  c o n c e n t r a t e s  on h e r e  i s  H o r t o n ' s  p l a t o n i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

w i t h  Audrey Locke and t h e  c o n t i n u a n c e  o f  t h a t  bond a f t e r  

h e r  d e a t h .  Not u n l i k e  D a n t e ' s  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  of  B e a t r i c e :  

Two t h o u g h t s  were s o  mixed up I c o u l d  n o t  t e l l  
Whether of  h e r  o r  God he t h o u g h t  t h e  most ,  
But  t h i n k  t h a t  h i s  mind ' s  e y e ,  
When upward t u r n e d ,  on one s o l e  image f e l l ;  
And t h a t  a  s l i g h t  companionable g h o s t ,  
Wild w i t h  d i v i n i t y ,  
Had s o  lit up t h e  whole 
Immense mi racu lous  house 
The B i b l e  promised u s ,  
I t  seemed a  g o l d - f i s h  swimming i n  a  bowl. 

(pp.  471-472, 31-40) 

The image o f  t h e  woman, when it g a i n s  comple te  d e v o t i o n ,  i s  

f u s e d  w i t h  God, " w i l d  w i t h  d i v i n i t y , "  and f o r  Horton t h e  whole 

r e a l m  o f  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  sudden ly  became a s  c l e a r l y  v i s u a l -  

i z e d  a s  t h e  n a t u r a l  g o l d - f i s h  i n  t h e  bowl. T h i s  v i g n e t t e  

5 7 ~ e f  f a r e s ,  Commentary, p.  314. 



of Horton parallels the attempt of the speaking poet to 

achieve a similar devotion to the images of the dead. 

Florence Farr Emery, the next of the invited ghosts, 

acted and sang in some of Yeats's early plays, and inspired 

his early essay on poetry and the psaltery. 58 Her beauty 

was of the kind Yeats most admired in women--like the qual- 

ities Michael Robartes recommends to the dancer. In his 

A u t o b i o g r a p h y  Yeats recalls: 

She had three great gifts, a tranquil beauty like 
that of Demeter's image near the British Museum 
reading-room door, and an incomparable sense of 
rhythm and a beautiful voice, the seeming natural 
expression of the image . . . . She could only 
express hers through an unfashionable art, an 
art that has scarce existed since the seventeenth 
century . . . I formed with her an enduring 
friendship that was an enduring exasperation . . . 
"How can you be a character actor, you who hate 
all our life, you who belong to a life that is a 
vision?" 59 

Immensely impressed by Mathers, she had also been a fellow 

occultist in The Order of the Golden Dawn. But Yeats concen- 

trates on only one small part of her experience in "All Souls' 

5 8 ~ n  'Speaking to the Psaltery," from Essays and 
Introductions, Yeats records his response toMiss ~arr's 
method of recitation: "A friend, who was here a few minutes 
ago, has sat with a beautiful stringed instrument upon her 
knee, her fingers passing over the strings, and has spoken 
to me some verses from Shelley's "Skylark" . . . and some 
of my own poems. Wherever the rhythm was most delicate, 
and wherever the emotion was most ecstatic, her art was 
most beautiful." 

59~eats, Autiobiography, p. 81. 



N i g h t : "  what s h e  l e a r n e d  from an I n d i a n  t e a c h e r  ( a l t h o u g h  

t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  sounds s u s p i c i o u s l y  more Y e a t s i a n  t h a n  

E a s t e r n )  a b o u t  t h e  journey of  t h e  s o u l  a f t e r  d e a t h :  

. . . . , How it i s  w h i r l e d  a b o u t ,  
Wherever t h e  o r b i t  of  t h e  moon can  r e a c h ,  
U n t i l  i t  plunge i n t o  t h e  sun;  
And t h e r e ,  f r e e  and y e t  f a s t ,  
Being b o t h  Chance and C h o i c e ,  
F o r g e t  i t s  broken t o y s  
And s i n k  i n t o  i t s  own d e l i g h t  a t  l a s t .  

(pp.  472-473, 54-60) 

Again t h e  p o e t  b r i n g s  u s  t o  t h e  f i f t e e n t h  phase  of  t h e  G r e a t  

Wheel, t o  t h a t  d i v i n e  p l a c e  where Choice  and Chance u n i t e .  

There  t h e  s o u l ,  l i k e  t h e  d a n c e r  i n  "The Double V i s i o n  of 

Michael  R o b a r t e s , "  c o n t e m p l a t e s  i t s  own b e a u t y .  P e r h a p s  a  

v e r i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  journey i s  t h e  "mummy-truth" which t h e  

p o e t  e x p e c t s  t o  o b t a i n  from t h e  g h o s t s  whom he summons. 

F i n a l l y  t h e  a r t i s t  c a l l s  up MacGregor Mathers ,  n o t  

w i t h o u t  a  humourous reminder  of  t h e  o c c u l t i s t ' s  madness and 

a r r o g a n c e :  "But  h e ' d  o b j e c t  t o  t h e  h o s t , /  The g l a s s  because  

my g l a s s ; /  A g h o s t - l o v e r  h e  was/ And may have  grown more 

a r r o g a n t  b e i n g  a  g h o s t "  ( l i n e s  77-80).  Yet t h e  o l d  m y s t i c ' s  

e r r a t i c  and h a l f - i n s a n e  n a t u r e  i s  excused:  "For  m e d i t a t i o n s  

upon unknown t h o u g h t /  Make human i n t e r c o u r s e  grow less and 

less" (74-75) .  Again Yea t s  warns t h e  r e a d e r  of t h e  danger  

t o  t h e  a r t i s t  of  v i s i o n a r y  p u r s u i t s .  The s p e a k i n g  p o e t ,  

l i k e  Mathers ,  i s  a  " g h o s t - l o v e r , "  and i n  h i s  c o n t e m p l a t i o n  

of  Mathers ,  he  s e e s  h i s  own s i t u a t i o n  r e f l e c t e d - - t h e  p r i c e  



of  h i s  own " m e d i t a t i o n s  on unknown t h o u g h t . "  

With t h e  l i n e  "But names a r e  n o t h i n g "  ( l i n e  8 1 ) ,  t h e  

p o e t  t u r n s  from h i s  memories o f  i n d i v i d u a l  m y s t i c s  t o  a  more 

g e n e r a l  image: t h e  r e f i n e m e n t s  o f  t h e  g h o s t s '  e l e m e n t s  

which symbol izes  t h e  "mummy-truths." I n  t h e  f i n a l  s t a n z a  

t h e  s p e a k e r  r e v e a l s  h i s  achievement  of  h i s  o b j e c t i v e - - a  

m e d i t a t i o n  t h a t  n o t h i n g  can  d i s t u r b :  

Such thought- -such t h o u g h t  have  I t h a t  h o l d  it t i g h t  
T i l l  m e d i t a t i o n  m a s t e r  a l l  i t s  p a r t s ,  
Nothing can  s t a y  my g l a n c e  
U n t i l  t h a t  g l a n c e  r u n  i n  t h e  w o r l d ' s  d e s p i t e  
To where t h e  damned have  howled away t h e i r  h e a r t s ,  
And where t h e  b l e s s e d  dance;  
Such t h o u g h t ,  t h a t  i n  it bound 
I need no o t h e r  t h i n g ,  
Wound i n  mind ' s  wander ing  
A s  mummies i n  t h e  mummy-cloth a r e  wound. 

" A l l  S o u l s 1  Nigh t"  p r o p o s e s  a  v i s i o n a r y  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  t h e  p o e t ;  

y e t  t h e  poem c l o s e s  w i t h o u t  any ment ion  o f  an a c t u a l  v i s i o n .  

A t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n ,  t h e  p o e t  i s  s t i l l  w a i t i n g  f o r  a  g h o s t  t o  

sample t h e  fumes o f  h i s  wine.  The s p e a k e r  h a s  "mummy-truths" 

t o  t e l l ,  y e t  w e  a r e  n e v e r  q u i t e  c e r t a i n  whe the r  he  h a s  t o l d  

them w i t h i n  t h e  poem o r  whe the r  s p i r i t s  a r e  t o  b r i n g  him t h o s e  

t r u t h s .  O r ,  j udg ing  from t h e  poem's p lacement  i n  A V i s i o n ,  

p e r h a p s  we a r e  t o  assume t h a t  t h e  mummy-truths were b r o u g h t  

by ~ e a t s ' s  i n s t r u c t o r s  and r e c o r d e d  i n  A V i s i o n .  What t h e  

poem seems t o  c e l e b r a t e  i s  n o t  a  c e r t a i n  r e c o r d e d  v i s i o n  l i k e  

"The Double V i s i o n  of  Michael  R o b a r t e s , "  b u t  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  

t h e  p o e t ' s  mind w r a p t  i n  m e d i t a t i o n ,  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  c a l l i n g  



up images from t h e  a n i m a  m u n d i .  " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t"  d o e s  

r e i n f o r c e ,  a s  much a s  any one poem, t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  

image t o  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  a r t i s t .  A b e a u t i f u l  p a s s a g e  from 

P e r  Amica  S i Z e n t i a  Lunae  e x p r e s s e s  t h e  m e d i t a t i o n  o f  t h e  s e e r  

p o e t  w i t h  g r e a t  emot ion:  

W e  c a n  s a t i s f y  i n  l i f e  a  few of  o u r  p a s s i o n s  and 
e a c h  p a s s i o n  b u t  a  l i t t l e  . . . But t h e  p a s s i o n s ,  
when w e  know t h a t  t h e y  c a n n o t  f i n d  f u l f i l m e n t ,  
become v i s i o n ;  and a  v i s i o n ,  whe the r  w e  wake o r  
s l e e p ,  p r o l o n g s  i t s  power by rhythm and p a t t e r n ,  
t h e  wheel  where t h e  wor ld  i s  b u t t e r f l y .  W e  need 
no  p r o t e c t i o n  b u t  it d o e s ,  f o r  i f  w e  become 
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  o u r s e l v e s ,  i n  o u r  own l i v e s ,  w e  
p a s s  o u t  of  t h e  v i s i o n .  Whether i t  i s  w e  o r  t h e  
v i s i o n  t h a t  c r e a t e  t h i s  p a t t e r n ,  who s e t  t h e  
wheel  t u r n i n g ,  it i s  h a r d  t o  s a y ,  b u t  c e r t a i n l y  
w e  have  a  hundred ways o f  k e e p i n g  it n e a r  u s :  w e  
se lec t  o u r  images from p a s t  t i m e s ,  w e  t u r n  from 
o u r  own a g e  and t r y  t o  f e e l  Chaucer  n e a r e r  t h a n  
t h e  d a i l y  p a p e r .  I t  compels u s  t o  c o v e r  a l l  it 
c a n n o t  i n c o r p o r a t e ,  and would c a r r y  u s  when it 
comes i n  s l e e p  t o  t h a t  moment when even s l e e p  
c l o s e s  h e r  e y e s  and dreams b e g i n  t o  dream; and 
w e  a r e  t a k e n  up i n t o  a  c l e a r  l i g h t  and a r e  f o r g e t -  
f u l  even of  o u r  own names and a c t i o n s  and y e t  i n  
p e r f e c t  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  o u r s e l v e s  murmur l i k e  F a u s t ,  
' S t a y ,  moment, '  and murmur i n  v a i n .  60 

One s imply  c a n n o t  o v e r s t r e s s  t h e  impor tance  o f  t h e  

v i s i o n  i n  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y ,  and F .  A.  C .  Wilson a p t l y  o b s e r v e s  

t h a t  Y e a t s ' s  work demands a  s e r i o u s  r e a d e r :  

6 0 ~ e a t s ,  P e r  Amica S i l e n t i a  Lunae,  pp.  504-505. 



T h e r e  i s  a  v e r y  r e a l  s e n s e  i n  which Y e a t s  i s  a  
v i s i o n a r y  w r i t i n g  f o r  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  o r  f o r  
r e a d e r s  who f e e l  i n  f u l l  sympathy w i t h  h i s  
b e l i e f s ;  i f  w e  c a n n o t  a t  l e a s t  i n f o r m  o u r s e l v e s  
a s  though w e  s h a r e d  them, t h e r e  i s  a  l e v e l  a t  
which ( a s  w i t h  Blake)  h i s  p o e t r y  i s  n o t  f o r  
u s .  6 1  

Y e a t s ' s  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  v i s i o n  w a s ,  as Wilson 

f u r t h e r  n o t e s ,  " j o y o u s :  . . . i t  conv inced  him t h a t  t h e  

human mind was b l e s s e d ;  t h a t  i t s  o r i g i n  was heaven ,  and t h a t  

i t  s t i l l  d imly  r e t a i n e d  t h e  memory of  i t s  home. "62 AS i s  

c l e a r  i n  t h e  A u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  d i a r i e s ,  and e s s a y s ,  e a c h  new 

e x p e r i e n c e  was a  s o u r c e  of  g r e a t  e x c i t e m e n t  f o r  t h e  p o e t ,  

and  when, i n  1917,  f o u r  d a y s  a f t e r  h i s  m a r r i a g e ,  h i s  w i f e  

t r i e d  h e r  hand a t  a u t o m a t i c  w r i t i n g ,  Yea t s  was r e a d y  t o  

d e v o t e  h i s  l i f e  t o  u n r a v e l l i n g  t h e  mys te ry  o f  t h e  symbols 

which came t o  h e r .  63 

The two "Byzantium" poems form, I t h i n k ,  t h e  culmin-  

a t i o n  o f  Y e a t s ' s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  t h e  p o e t  a s  s e e r .  The 

symbols  Y e a t s  u s e s  i n  t h e  poems, t h e  b i r d ,  t h e  moon, t h e  dome, 

6 1 ~ i l s o n ,  W .  - B. Y e a t 5  and T r a d i t i o n ,  p .  1 7 .  For  a  -- 
f i n e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  d i s c u s s i o n  of  Yea t s  a s  a  v i s i o n a r y ,  I would 
s u g g e s t  t h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  c h a p t e r  of t h i s  book ("The S u b j e c t i v e  
T r a d i t i o n , "  pp. 9 -49) .  For  a  more d e t a i l e d  b i o g r a p h i c a l  
a c c o u n t ,  I hhGe a l r e a d y  mentioned Miss Moore ' s  book,  The - 
U n i c o r n ,  Alex Z w e r d l i n g ' s  Y e a t s  and t h e  H e r o i c  I d e a l  a l s o  
c o n t a i n s  a n  e x t e n d e d  c h a p t e r  on t h e v x o n a r y ,  p l a c i n g  him 
i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of  t h e  h e r o .  

6 ? I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  ' A  V i s i o n ,  I "  A V i s i o n  (1937 e d i t i o n )  
p .  8 .  Yea t s  s a y s  he  " o f f e r e d  t o  spend Ghat  remained o f  l i f e  
e x p l a i n i n g  and p i e c i n g  t o g e t h e r  t h o s e  s c a t t e r e d  s e n t e n c e s . "  



t h e  d a n c e ,  and Byzantium i t s e l f - - a l l  c o n t a i n  t h e  power of 

t r a d i t i o n ,  and have  a n a l o g u e s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  p o e t ' s  o t h e r  

works.  While  t h e  p o e t  i s  n o t  d i s c u s s i n g ,  a s  he  d o e s  i n  

some of  t h e  o t h e r  poems, t h e  p r o c e s s  of  w r i t i n g ,  h i s  c o n c e r n  

i s  v e r y  much w i t h  t h e  wor ld  o f  a r t  and t h e  poems f o c u s ,  

p e r h a p s  more c l e a r l y  t h a n  anywhere e lse i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  canon ,  

on t h e  a r t i s t ' s  invo lvement  w i t h  t h e  images he  u s e s .  The 

w o r l d  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n  does  n o t  remain  q u i t e  s o  

suspended a s  i t  d o e s  i n  " A l l  S o u l s '  N i g h t ; "  r a t h e r ,  t h e  

i m a g i n a t i o n  t a k e s  on b o t h  shape  and h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  

i n  t h e  e t e r n a l  Byzan t ine  s e t t i n g .  

C r i t i c a l  commentary on t h e s e  two poems i s  a l r e a d y  of 

t remendous  p r o p o r t i o n s .  I a m  n o t  a t t e m p t i n g  h e r e  e i t h e r  t o  

r e f u t e  e x i s t i n g  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o r  t o  p r o v i d e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  

r e a d i n g s .  What I d o  p ropose  i s  a  f o c u s  of  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  on 

t h e  a r t i s t  w i t h i n  t h e  poems. I q u i t e  a g r e e  w i t h  Ellmann 

t h a t  w h i l e  t h e  poems, p a r t i c u l a r l y  "Byzant ium,"  a r e  o f t e n  

i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  a f t e r l i f e ,  6 4  t h e  works 

p r i m a r i l y  p r e s e n t  " t h e  a c t  of  making a  poem!' 65 

I n  a  l e t t e r  t o  O l i v i a  Shakespeare  which C u r t i s  Brad- 

f o r d  d a t e s  a s  1 9 2 6 , 6 6  Yea t s  comments, "I had j u s t  f i n i s h e d  

6 4 ~ i l s o n  i n  h i s  r e a d i n g  of  "Byzantium," i n v a l u a b l e  i n  
i t s  s o u r c e  m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  images ,  u s e s  a f t e r l i f e ,  o r  more 
s p e c i f i c a l l y  p u r g a t o r y ,  a s  h i s  b a s i s  f o r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

6 5 ~ l l m a n n ,  Plan and Masks, p .  2 7 0 .  -- 
6 6 ~ u r t i s  B r a d f o r d ,  " Y e a t s l s  Byzantium Poems: A c tudv  

of T h e i r  Development,  " Y e a t s ,  e d .  John U n t e r e c k e r  (New ~ e r s e ~ ,  
1 9 6 3 ) ,  p .  94. 



a poem in which a poet of the Middle Ages besought the 

saints 'in their holy fire1 to send their ecstasies." 

Originally, then, the concept behind the speaker of the poem 

(and this is clearer when one examines the early drafts of 

the poem) was not obviously biographical, but a poet figure 

historically removed, sailing "among sun-browned pleasant 

mariners" 67 to the historical city of Byzantium. As the 

final drafts developed, however, the context of both poet 

and city became less historically restricted and moved more 

into the realm of the imagination. 68 The speaker of the 

published draft of 1928 is no longer only a "medieval poet;" 

he is identified simply as "I," and the contents of the poem 

clearly pinpoint him as an artist.69 Both artist and 

Byzantium have, like Coleridge's Xanadu, become timeless. 

Thus, Yeats could say in his often-quoted radio broadcast 

of September 8, 1931, that he was in "Sailing to Byzantium," 

67~bid., p. 103. In that version, the poem was en- 
titled "Towards ~yzantium." 

6 8 ~ s  I have already noted (see especially footnote 21, 
p. 12), both Yeats's Urbino and his eighteenth century Dublin, 
while actual historical cities, are also fictitious in the 
sense that they represent ideal cities and are not intended to 
be historically accurate. 

69~here is certainly justification from Yeats ' s personal 
comments as well as within the poem, for reading the poem bio- 
graphically. However, too strict an interpretation in this 
light can be misleading. I would cite as an example Jeffares's 
unqualified identification of the country in the line "That is 
no c,ountry for old men," as 
the notes to his edition of 
Yeats's description of the 
sal than this restrictive b 

Ireland in both his Commentary 
W. B. Yeats: Selected Poetry. 
sensual world is surelv more uni 

A 

iographical pinpointing allows. 

and 

ver- 



". . . t r y i n g  t o  w r i t e  a b o u t  t h e  s t a t e  of  my s o u l  . . . . 
I symbol ize  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  by a  journey 

t o  t h a t  c i t y .  11 70 

I n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  of  " S a i l i n g  t o  B y z a n t i u m I I Y h e  

p o e t  c o n f r o n t s  u s  w i t h  images of  t h e  n a t u r a l ,  s e n s u a l  w o r l d ,  

"wha tever  i s  b e g o t t e n ,  born  and d i e s . "  The wor ld  i s  

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  b o t h  abundant  w i t h  l i f e  ("The s a l m o n - f a l l s ,  

t h e  mackerel-crowded s e a s " )  and dy ing .  " S e n s u a l  music"  i s  

p r o v i d e d  by t h e  song of  " d y i n g  g e n e r a t i o n s "  of  b i r d s ,  a  f a r  

d i f f e r e n t  u s e  o f  t h e  image from t h e  cock i n  "Solomon and t h e  

Wi tch , "  who s i g n a l s  t h e  coming of a  new p h a s e ,  o r  Yeatsls  

u s u a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  b i r d s  w i t h  t h e  s o u l  ( T h e  Shadowy W a t e r s  

o r  "The White B i r d s , "  f o r  e x a m p l e ) ,  and g r e a t l y  c o n t r a s t e d  

w i t h  t h e  b i r d  i n  t h e  f i n a l  s t a n z a  of  t h i s  poem. A l l  o f  t h e  

p h y s i c a l  images a r e  c a r e f u l l y  set  o f f  a g a i n s t  t h e  h e a v i l y  

we igh ted  f i n a l  l i n e  o f  t h e  s t a n z a ,  t h e  n e g l e c t e d  "Monuments 

o f  unage ing  i n t e l l e c t . "  The monuments, u n l i k e  t h e  p h y s i c a l  

w o r l d ,  a r e  c h a n g e l e s s :  t h e y  a r e  a r t .  

The second s t a n z a  d i a l e c t i c a l l y  r e t u r n s  u s  t o  t h e  

p h y s i c a l  w o r l d ,  f o r  we s h i f t  from "unage ing  monuments" t o  an  

"aged  man." Y e t  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h i s  " p a l t r y  t h i n g , /  A 

t a t t e r e d  c o a t  upon a  s t i c k , "  i s  p r o v i d e d  by music--not  a 

s e n s u a l  s t r u t ,  b u t  a  song o f  t h e  s o u l .  

7 0 ~ u o t e d  by J e f f a r e s ,  Commentary, p .  2 5 4 .  



Nor is there singing school but studying 
Manuments of its own magnificence; 

(p. 407, 13-14) 

Here the song and monuments, far from their opposition in the 

first stanza, are equated; both are representative of art, 

and one can infer from the connection between the song and 

the studying soul that art comes from the soul, the eternal 

man as compared to the temporal ageing body. 

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come 
To the holy city of Byzantium. 

( p .  408, 15-16) 

The connectives "and therefore" would indicate that Byzantium, 

the city of the soul, is the city of art where the soul can 

contemplate 'its own image, as the dancer in "The Double 

Vision of Michael Robartes" "of dancing dreamed." The seas 
- 

may be the "mackerel-crowded seas," or the Platonic sea of 

life as in The Shadowy  Waters; but they also serve here and 

in "Byzantium" (as well as in "News for the Delphic Oracle") 

as the transporting medium from one state to another. 71 

7 1 ~ f  one sees Byzantium as a vision of the afterlife, 
Yeatsls paradise, then the sea here bears some resemblance to 
the Greek River Styx. Lentricchia (Gaiety of Languaqe, p. 103) 
concludes that the natural world in Salllng to Byzantium" is 
"messy" because of the chaos implied in "salmon-falls" and 
"mackerel-crowded seas." He has, I think, failed to note the 
significance of the salmon in Irish legend (not to mention the 
beauty of fish), where it is symbolic of the richness of life. 
One way that the hero, such as Lugh, is identified in Celtic 
legend, is that he falls into the water and emerges with a 
live salmon in his hand. 



The last two stanzas of "Sailing to Byzantium" are 

set within the holy city, where the poet pleads with the holy 

sages for "instruction" and purification. As Ellmann has 

noted, in the lines " 0  sages standing in God's holy fire/ As 

in the gold mosaic of a wall," the words "as in" remain 

ambiguous. Are the sages artistic figures, "monuments," or 

are they only "like" mosaics? 

. . . the painted figures and transfigured saints 
symbolize each other with exact equivalence, for 
an image is in the world of art as holy as a 
sage. 72 

If we see Byzantium as the realm of art and the imagination, 

then we can see the poet, as he enters Byzantium, enter into 

that world of the imagination or artifice, represented by 

the image of the poet poised before the gold mosaic. The 

line "Consume my heart away" is changed from the earlier 

version: 

0 saints that stand amid God's sacred fire 
As in the gold mosaic of a wall 
Transfigure me and make me what you were. 

In altering the line, Yeats has made the fire image 

obviously purgative. While it can be misleading to 

an explication of a poem through an earlier version 

7 3 

more 

attempt 

of the 

72~llmann, Man -- and Elasks, p. 254. 



work, in this case the early draft may make the poet's request 

a bit clearer. While meditating on the symbols he wishes 

to be transfigured into the symbol, to fuse creater and 

creation:" . . . gather me/ Into the artifice of eternity." 
In order to achieve his goal, the poet must be freed from all 

connection with the physical dying animal. 

The singing bird in the last stanza provides a direct 

opposition to the bird in Stanza I who celebrates the cyclic 

nature of life. The eternal form of the golden bird is set 

upon the golden bough of the Tree of Life, and Wilson 

illustrates that this bird represents not only the purfied 

but that he is also the perfected symbol. Richard 

Ellmann summarizes: 

The golden bird, symbol of the reconciliation 
of opposites, symbolizes: 1) the protagonist, 
who fades into it 2) the poem itself, the 
created artifact 3) the poet, who becomes 
what he creates. 75 

It seems to me that Ellmann need not have separated the pro- 

tagonist and the poet here, for the speaker experiencing 

the process of artistic vision is always the poet. While he 

is singing to "keep a drowsy Emperor awake," the fused artist- 

artifice calls attention to his own reality and to his own 

value as a symbol, since he is calling on the Emperor to 

- 

74~ilson, W. B. Yeats - and Tradition, pp. 238-239. 



attend to the eternal song of the imagination. The final 

lines demonstrate a more complete representation of the 

power of the symbol than almost any lines in Yeats, for the 

final music is "Of what is past, or passing, or to come." 

The symbol, then, is timeless, eternal. The bird most 

nearly exemplifies John Senior's description quoted earlier 

of the Hindu yantra, which "allows the mind to break through 

its ordinary limits in order to perceive things not as 

they seem, but are, and this is to perceive them as 

infinite. "76 The sensual music of time has been obliterated, 

and the past and future are at once eternally present: 

. . . the golden bird singing in and of eternity 
represents not only a satisfying form for the re- 
incarnation of the suffering poet, but exemplifies 
as well the process by which art may be created; 
for in the pattern of journey, prayer, purgation 
and apotheosis, we can see the analogue for the 
process whereby the dedicated artist transmutes 
the chaos of finite experience into ordered and 
eternal imaginative worlds. 77 

For me at least, there remain some reservations 

about the completeness of the artist's transmutation through 

his vision in "Sailing to Byzantium." In the third stanza, 

the poet is still pleading for his place in "the artifice 

of eternity," and the final stanza, like "All Souls1 Night," 

is left tentative: 

77~rra Garab, Beyond Byzantium, p. 29. 



Once o u t  of n a t u r e  I s h a l l  n e v e r  t a k e  
MY b o d i l y  form from any n a t u r a l  t h i n g ,  

(p .  408, 25-26, emphasis  
mine)  

The p o e t  p r o j e c t s  t h e  image o f  t h e  b i r d ,  and he  c l e a r l y  

d e l i n e a t e s  t h e  p r o c e s s  i n v o l v e d  i n  b e i n g  " t r a n s m u t e d "  i n t o  

t h a t  image; y e t ,  a s  f a r  a s  one can  d i s c e r n  from t h e  poem, 

h e  n e v e r  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e  comple ted  apotheos is . '18  H e  i s  

s t i l l  t h e  n a t u r a l  man. W e  c a n n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  deem t h i s  a  

f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  v i s i o n ,  a l t h o u g h  John S e n i o r  d o e s .  H e  

I claims t h a t  t h e  s y m b o l i s t  p o e t  (and h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  i n c l u d e s  

Y e a t s )  "wanted t o  c a t c h  t h e  a b s o l u t e  on t h e  p r i n t e d  page .  1179 

However, t h i s  may be  a n  o v e r s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  and u n f a i r  t o  

Yeats, f o r  i f  t h e  a b s o l u t e  can  be  c a p t u r e d  o r  p i n p o i n t e d ,  

even i n  a r t ,  t h e n  it i s  no l o n g e r  " a b s o l u t e ; "  i f  i t  i s  

e x p r e s s i b l e  i n  t i m e ,  t h e n  it i s  no l o n g e r  e t e r n a l .  I t  may be  

t h a t  Y e a t s ' s  symbol,  and c o n c o m i t a n t l y  h i s  v i s i o n a r y  p o e t ,  

c a n  o n l y  p o i n t  t o  r e a l i t y :  h e  can  b r i d g e  t h e  gap between 

t empora l  and e t e r n a l ,  b u t  n e v e r  c o m p l e t e l y  c l o s e  it. 

B e f o r e  any f u r t h e r  a s s e s s m e n t  of  t h e  " s u c c e s s "  of 

t h e  seer i n  Y e a t s l s  p o e t r y ,  w e  s h o u l d  f i r s t  c o n s i d e r  t h e  f i n a l  

7 8 ~ r a d f o r d  i n  " Y e a t s ' s  Byzantium Poems: A Study  of 
t h e i r  Development" a r g u e s  t h a t  when Yea t s  changed t h e  f i n a l  
l i n e s  from, "And s e t  me on a  go lden  bough t o  s i n g  . . ."  t o  
" O r  s e t  upon a  go lden  bough t o  s i n g  . . ." he e l i m i n a t e d  any 
a m b i g u i t i e s  a b o u t  t h e  s t a t u s  of  t h e  p o e t :  I' . . . t h e  r e i n -  
c a r n a t i o n  h a s  m i r a c u l o u s l y  o c c u r r e d "  . . On t h e  con- 
t r a r y ,  I t h i n k  t h e  r e v i s i o n  t e n d s  t o  r e n d e r  t h e  l i n e  even more 
ambiguous, f o r  t h e  f i r s t  v e r s i o n  l e a v e s  l i t t l e  q u e s t i o n  t h a t  
t h e  p o e t  i s  s t i l l  t o t a l l y  m o r t a l  and s t i l l  r e q u e s t i n g  t h e  
s t a t u s  o f  an  image. I n  t h e  f i n a l  v e r s i o n ,  I s t i l l  f i n d  no 
s a t i s f a c t o r y  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  of  t h e  p o e t ' s  d e f i n i t e  " r e i n c a r n a t i o n . "  



poem i n  t h i s  p r e s e n t  d i s c u s s i o n .  I f  w e  a c c e p t  Y e a t s ' s  

l e t t e r  t o  S t u r g e  Moore ( A p r i l  1 6 ,  1930) a s  a n  a c c u r a t e  s t a t e -  

ment of  i n t e n t i o n ,  "Byzantium" i s  i n t e n d e d  a s  a n  e x p o s i t i o n  

of  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  of  " S a i l i n g  t o  Byzantium," which Yea t s  f e l t  

h e  had l e f t  u n c l e a r :  " T h i s  poem o r i g i n a t e s  from a c r i t i c i sm 

of  y o u r s .  You o b j e c t e d  t o  t h e  l a s t  v e r s e  o f  " S a i l i n g  t o  

Byzantium" b e c a u s e  a  b i r d  made by a  g o l d s m i t h  w a s  j u s t  a s  

n a t u r a l  as a n y t h i n g  e lse .  " 80 Although I f i n d  Moore ' s  

o b j e c t i o n  u n w a r r a n t e d ,  t h e  Byzantium of  t h e  second poem h a s  

a  more p e r v a s i v e  a i r  of mys te ry  a b o u t  it and t h e  p u r g a t o r i a l  

a s p e c t s  a r e  more dominant .  The s p e a k e r  d o e s  n o t  " s a i l  t h e  

s e a s ; "  i n s t e a d ,  a t  t h e  sound of  " g r e a t  c a t h e d r a l  gong,"  t h e  

"unpurged images o f  dayt '  g i v e  way t o  t h e  purged images o f  t h e  

h o l y  c i t y .  81 The " n i g h t - w a l k e r s  ' song, '  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  

p lacement  w i t h i n  t h e  l o n g  p h r a s e  of  t h e  f i r s t  f o u r  l i n e s ,  

i s  s l i g h t l y  ambiguous: it may be  a  p a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  b i r d ' s  

s e n s u a l  music i n  " S a i l i n g  t o  Byzant iumIt '  and t h e r e f o r e  one 

o f  t h e  unpurged sounds  s i l e n c e d  by t h e  gong; o r  it may 

7 9 ~ e n i o r ,  " I n t r o d u c t i o n "  t o  The Way Down and Out ,  ----- 
p.  x x i v .  

8 0 ~ e a t s ,  L e t t e r  t o  S t u r g e  Moore, q u o t e d  by B r a d f o r d ,  
p.  115. 

8 1 ~ h e  poem makes c o n t i n u a l l y  c o g n i z a n t  of  t h e  h i s -  
t o r i c a l  med ieva l  s e t t i n g  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  t i m e l e s s  " a r t i f i c e  
of e t e r n i t y . "  I n  e a r l y  d r a f t s ,  t h e  dome and c a t h e d r a l  a r e  
d e s i g n a t e d  a s  " S t .  S o p h i a ' s  dome" ( c f .  B r a d f o r d )  ; t h e  f i n a l  
d r a f t  h a s  "A S t a r l i t  o r  m o o n l i t  dome," which s t i l l  a f f o r d s  
t h e  t o n e  o f  med ieva l  a r t ,  b u t  i s  l e s s  r e s t r i c t i v e  t h a n  t h e  
" S t .  S o p h i a ' s  done .  " 



f o l l o w  t h e  sounding o f  t h e  gong a f t e r  t h e  o t h e r  sounds  re- 

cede .  I n  t h e  second r e a d i n g ,  I would t a k e  t h e  " n i g h t - w a l k e r s 1  

song" t o  r e f e r  t o  t h e  poem i t s e l f .  

The f i r s t  s t a n z a  i s  r a t h e r  l i k e  t h e  dimming of  l i g h t s  

i n  a  t h e a t r e ,  and i n  t h e  hush ,  on t h e  s t a g e  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  

mind, a p p e a r  images.  I would n o t  r e f u t e  r e a d i n g s  of  

"Byzantium" a s  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  s o u l  a f t e r  t h e  gong 

sounds  human d e a t h  ( a r c h e t y p a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  n i g h t ) .  The 

a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  " shade"  w i t h  "A mouth t h a t  h a s  no  m o i s t u r e  

and no b r e a t h , "  t h e  "cock of  Hades ,"  and t h e  d o l p h i n s  c a r r y -  

i n g  s p i r i t s  t o  t h e  " o t h e r  wor ld"  a l l  p r o v i d e  i n t e r n a l  e v i d e n c e  

f o r  t h e  r e a d i n g .  F u r t h e r  e v i d e n c e  i s  s u p p l i e d  by Wilson i n  

c a r e f u l l y  documented Greek,  E g y p t i a n ,  and o c c u l t  p r e c e d e n t s  

f o r  t h e  images.  82 Y e t  one c a n  a l s o  s e e  t h e  p r o c e s s  d e s c r i b e d  

a s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  " d e a t h -  

i n - l i f e  and l i f e - i n - d e a t h "  ( l i n e  1 6 )  t r a n c e  when t h e  a r t i s t ' s  

mind i s  c l e a r e d  o f  a l l  q u o t i d i a n  c o n c e r n s  ( " t h e  images o f  

d a y " )  and opened t o  p e r c e p t i o n s  from t h e  anima m u n d i .  The 

two r e a d i n g s  may converge  i f  Bloom i s  c o r r e c t  i n  s a y i n g  

t h a t  Y e a t s ,  f o l l o w i n g  S h e l l e y :  

8 2  
Wilson,  W .  B. Yea t s  and T r a d i t i o n ,  pp. 231-243. - - 



. . . believed inspiration a kind of death, and 
Byzantium is for Yeats a state of inspiration, a 
kind of death, and an actual historical city, all 
at once. For this to be possible, phantasmagoria 
is necessary, and Yeats begins and ends his poem 
as a phantasmagoria . . . Yeats has a vision of 
a quasi-historical 'Byzantium;' he stands some- 
how in its streets as night comes on. He stands 
also in his own mind's eye, observing a struggle 
of images to make a poem, and he stands finally 
i n  Eternity, beyond the generative sea . . . 83 

Thus the sound of the gong may mark the passing of life, but 

it can also be compared to the sound of the midnight bell 

in "All Souls1 Night," which inspires the poet's summoning 

of the ghosts. 

Before me floats an image, man or shade, 
Shade more than man, more image than shade. 

(p .  497, 9-10) 

The poet, now turned away from "all mere complexities," can 

focus on the images in his mindls eye; as in "All Souls1 

Night," he has "mummy-truths to tell." The fact that he is 

breathless when he perceives the breathless image indicates 

the intensity of his meditation. The first lines of both 

the second and third stanzas may appear almost as quibbling 

over words; after all, the distinction between "shade" and 

"image" or between "miracle" and "golden handiwork" seems 

remarkably subtle. Yet what is involved here is a process 

83~loorn, p. 390. I further suggest that if we call the 
speaker of this poem Yeats specifically, then we should also 
be willing to see his action as representing on a larger scale 
the inspiration of any visionary poet. 



o f  c l a r i f y i n g  and p e r f e c t i n g  t h e  symbol: 

. . . f o r  w e  l o v e  n o t h i n g  b u t  t h e  p e r f e c t ,  and o u r  
dreams make a l l  t h i n g s  p e r f e c t ,  t h a t  w e  may l o v e  
them. R e l i g i o u s  and v i s i o n a r y  p e o p l e  . . . see 
symbols i n  t h e i r  t r a n c e s ;  f o r  r e l i g i o u s  and 
v i s i o n a r y  t h o u g h t  i s  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  p e r f e c t i o n  
and t h e  way t o  p e r f e c t i o n ;  and symbols a r e  t h e  
o n l y  t h i n g s  f r e e  enough from a l l  bonds t o  speak  
o f  p e r f e c t i o n .  84 

The image which t h e  s p e a k e r  h a i l s  a s  superhuman seems t o  s e r v e  

as a  k i n d  o f  V i r g i l i a n  g u i d e  t h r o u g h  t h e  wor ld  o f  t h e  imagin-  

a t i o n .  Oddly enough,  t h e  go lden  b i r d ,  when it a p p e a r s  i n  

t h i s  poem, d o e s  n o t  e n v e l o p  o r  t r a n s f i g u r e  t h e  p o e t ;  b u t  it 

may w e l l  r e t a i n  t h e  d e s i g n a t i o n  from " S a i l i n g  t o  Byzantium" 

of what  t h e  p o e t  w i l l  b e ,  "once  o u t  of  n a t u r e . "  The b i r d  

i s  n o t  s i n g i n g ,  b u t  it "Can l i k e  ' t h e  c o c k s  o f  Hades crow." 

Handiwork o f  t h e  Emperor ' s  s m i t h i e s ,  t h i s  work of  a r t ,  symbol ic  

o f  b o t h  p o e t  and poem i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  work,  i s  h e r e  c a l l e d  

" a  m i r a c l e . "  

Yea t s  i n t r o d u c e s  a n o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  cock i n  "Solomon 

and t h e  Wi tch , "  and t h e  n e a r  p e r f e c t  consummation o f  t h e  

l o v e r s  c a u s e s  him t o  c r y  o u t .  A s  Solomon e x p l a i n s :  

' A  c o c k e r e l  
C r e w  from a  b lossoming a p p l e  bough 
Three  hundred y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  F a l l ,  

8 4 ~ e a t s ,  "Symbolism i n  P a i n t i n g ,  I' E s s a y s  - and 
I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  P .  149.  



And n e v e r  crew a g a i n  till now, 
And would n o t  now b u t  t h a t  he  t h o u g h t ,  
Chance b e i n g  a t  one w i t h  Choice  a t  l a s t ,  
A l l  t h a t  t h e  b r i g a n d  a p p l e  b r o u g h t  
And t h i s  f o u l  wor ld  w e r e  dead a t  l a s t ,  
H e  t h a t  crowed o u t  e t e r n i t y  
Thought t o  have crowed it i n  a g a i n . '  

(pp.  387-388, 9-18) 

I n  t h e  p e r f e c t  un ion  of  i n t e l l e c t  (Solomon) and t h e  h e a r t  

( S h e b a ) ,  Chance and Choice would be  u n i t e d ,  a s  t h e y  a r e  i n  

"The Double V i s i o n  of Michael  R o b a r t e s , "  where t h e  d a n c i n g  

g i r l  r e c o n c i l e s  t h e  o p p o s i t e s  of  Sphinx and Biddha.  A l s o ,  a s  

w i t h  R o b a r t e s ,  a  " b l e s s e d  moon" marks t h e  u n i o n ,  and t h e  

cock  from t h e  a p p l e  bough would crow i n  t h e  new c y c l e ,  

p e r h a p s  a n o t h e r  p r e l a p s a r i a n  s t a t e .  I n  "Byzantium," t h e  cock 

i s  "by t h e  moon e m b i t t e r e d . "  The moon may r e p r e s e n t  change,  

t h e  c y c l i c  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  f a l l e n  wor ld  and " a l l  c o m p l e x i t i e s  

o f  m i r e  o r  b l o o d , "  o r ,  a s  i n  "Solomon and t h e  Wi tch , "  t h e  

moon may be a p p r o a c h i n g  i t s  f u l l n e s s ,  t h e  hour  a t  which t h e  

cock w i l l  crow i n  e t e r n i t y  once more. 

To become p a r t  o f  t h e  c o c k ' s  c h a n g e l e s s  w o r l d ,  b lood-  

b e g o t t e n  s p i r i t s  must ,  a t  m i d n i g h t ,  p a s s  t h r o u g h  t h e  purg ing  

f l ames  and be d r e e d  o f  " a l l  c o m p l e x i t i e s  of  f u r y . "  The 

f l a m e s ,  " b e g o t t e n  o f  f l a m e , "  a r e  p u r e  images.  S e v e r a l  t i m e s  

i n  h i s  p r o s e ,  Yea t s  s p e a k s  of  t h e  power of  symbols  t o  c r e a t e  

o r  c a l l  up o t h e r  symbols:  



One must allow the images to form with all their 
associations before one criticizes . . . If you 
can suspend also desire, and let them form at 
their own will, your absorption becomes more 
complete and they are more clear in colour, 
more precise in articulation, and you and they 
begin to move in the midst of what seems a power- 
ful light. 85 

In the moment of contemplation, one enters "a state of 

perhaps real trance, in which the mind liberated from the 

pressure of the will is enfolded in symbols. "86 When the 

will no longer attempts to control images and the symbol in 

a sense controls the artist, then the images beget other 

images: thus, the superhuman image which first floats before 

the poet in "~yzantium" leads him to the image of the bird, 

which then gives way to the flames, begetting other flames. 

The trance is complete: 

Dying into a dance 
An agony of trance, 
An agony of flame that cannot singe a sleeve. 

(p. 498, 30-32) 

This concept seems closely related to what Yeats elsewhere 

calls "fire-born moods." If we turn once more to Yeats's 

discussion of theanima mundi in Per Arnica S i Z e n t i a  Lunae ,  

we find these two most relevant sections: 

85~eats, - Per Arnica Silentia Lunae, p. 508. 



From t r a d i t i o n  and p e r c e p t i o n ,  one t h o u g h t  of  
o n e ' s  own l i f e  a s  symbol ized  by e a r t h ,  t h e  p l a c e  
of  h e t e r o g e n i o u s  t h i n g s ,  t h e  images a s  m i r r o r e d  
i n  w a t e r  and t h e  images themse lves  one c o u l d  
d i v i d e  b u t  a s  a i r ;  and beyond it a l l  t h e r e  was,  
I f e l t  c o n f i d e n t  . . . t h e  f i r e  t h a t  makes a l l  
s i m p l e .  Y e t  t h e  images themse lves  were f o u r -  
f o l d ,  meaning i n  p a r t  from t h e  predominance o f  
one  o u t  o f  t h e  f o u r  e l e m e n t s  o r  t h a t  of  t h e  
f i f t h  e l e m e n t ,  t h e  v e i l  h i d i n g  a n o t h e r  f o u r ,  
a  b i r d  b o r n  o u t  o f  t h e  f i r e .  87 

There  a r e  two r e a l i t i e s ,  t h e  t e r r e s t r i a l  and t h e  
c o n d i t i o n  o f  f i r e .  A l l  power i s  from t h e  terres- 
t r i a l  c o n d i t i o n ,  f o r  t h e r e  a l l  o p p o s i t e s  meet  
and t h e r e  o n l y  i s  t h e  ex t reme  of  c h o i c e  p o s s i b l e ,  
f u l l  f reedom . . . i n  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  f i r e  i s  
a l l  music  and a l l  res t .  88 

" I t  i s  a l w a y s , "  Yea t s  c l a i m s  i n  t h e  same e s s a y ,  " t o  t h e  

C o n d i t i o n  o f  F i r e  . . . t h a t  w e  would r ise.  "*' T h i s ,  it seems 

t o  m e ,  i s  what happens  t o  t h e  a r t i s t  i n  "Byzantium," and 

i n s o f a r  a s  t h e  p o e t  can  convey t h e  c l a r i t y  and profound 

s i m p l i c i t y  o f  h i s  images t o  h i s  r e a d e r ,  he  t o o  can  approach  

t h e  C o n d i t i o n  o f  F i r e .  These " f i r e - b o r n  moods" a r e  e s s e n t i a l  

t o  Y e a t s ' s  c o n c e p t  of  v i s i o n ,  and Bloom i s  one of  t h e  few 

t o  remark on i t s  impor tance :  

Yea t s  i s  t o o  b e w i l d e r i n g l y  complex f o r  any one 
p a s s a g e  t o  h o l d  h i s  e s s e n c e ,  and s t i l l  t h i s  comes 
c l o s e r  t h a n  any o t h e r  I know. What Yea t s  wanted ,  
as a  p o e t ,  was t o  r e a c h  a t  l a s t  what ,  f o l l o w i n g  
Blake  and S h e l l e y ,  he c a l l e d  t h e  C o n d i t i o n  o f  
F i r e ,  and t h e  ex t reme  v a r i e t y  of  h i s  a r t  longed 
a lways  . . . t o  be ' s t r u c k  dumb i n  t h e  s i m p l i c i t y  
o f  f i r e . '  90 

8 7 1 b i d . ,  pp. 511-512. 8 8 ~ b i d .  , pp. 523-524. 



The F i r e  i s  o n l y  a n o t h e r  r eminder  of  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  

t h e  e l e m e n t s  a s  symbols i n  Y e a t s ' s  work; t h e  v i s i o n a r y  p o e t ,  

l i k e  t h e  s h a n a c h i e , i s  a t t u n e d  t o  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  s p i r i t s .  The 

f l a m e s  i n  t h e  poem a r e  a t  once  b o t h  e l e m e n t a l  and p u r g a t o r i a l .  

Y e a t s  u s e s  t h e  word " c o m p l e x i t i e s "  f o u r  t i m e s  i n  " ~ y z a n t i u m ; "  

o n l y  i n  t h e  agony o f  t h e  t r a n c e  o f  F i r e  which h a s  t h e  power 

t o  s i m p l i f y ,  c a n  t h e  f u r y  of  c o m p l e x i t i e s  be renounced.  

The poem's f i n a l  s t a n z a  p r e s e n t s  some d i f f i c u l t  

i d e o l o g i c a l  and s y n t a c t i c a l  problems.  From t h e  v a n t a g e  o f  

t h e  wor ld  o f  symbols ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  l o o k s  back on t h e  complex- 

i t i e s  o f  m i r e  and b lood .  L i k e  t h e  m y t h i c a l  a r t i s t  A r i o n ,  

" S p i r i t  a f t e r  s p i r i t "  r i d e s  t h e  d o l p h i n s  t o  Byzantium. Each 

t h r e a t  of  t h e  n a t u r a l  wor ld  i s  "broken"  o r  s t i l l e d  by 

a r t i f i c e .  The s m i t h i e s  who hammered o u t  t h e  go lden  b i r d  

" b r e a k  t h e  f l o o d "  o f  t h e  s e a  of l i f e ;  t h e  "marb les  o f  t h e  

d a n c i n g  f l o o r , "  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h e  f i e r y  d a n c e ,  " b r e a k  b i t t e r  

f u r i e s  o f  c o m p l e x i t y ; "  t h e  a l l - i m p o r e a n t  " images  t h a t  y e t /  

F r e s h  images b e g e t "  b r e a k  t h e  " d o l p h i n - t o r n "  and "gong- 

to rmented"  s e a .  I f  one r e c a l l s  t h e  gong of t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  

which  s i g n a l s  t h e  p a s s i n g  of  images o f  d a y ,  t h e n  it o n l y  

makes s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  s e a  o f  l i f e  would be  " t o r m e n t e d "  by 

t h e  sound.  The p o s i t i o n  o r  " a l l e g i a n c e s "  o f  t h e  p o e t  i n  

t h i s  s t r u g g l e  w i t h i n  t h e  l a s t  s t a n z a  seems u n r e s o l v e d .  Turn- 

i n g  from h i s  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on t h e  f l a m e s ,  he  s h i f t s  h i s  

a t t e n t i o n  once more t o  t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  which t h e  whole 



poem has attempted to clarify. This seems not too unlike 

the action of ~ o t ' s  wife in looking back on a city from 

which she should have been glad to flee forever. As with 

"Sailing to Byzantium" the apotheosis seems never quite 

effected, and the vision is of what is possible rather than 

what actually occurs. The "fire-born mood" slips easily 

away. Yet in that moment the artist's achievement should not 

be underrated: 

. . . to him [Yeats], it seems safe to say, 
'Byzantium' was primarily a description of the 
act of making a poem. The poet . . . takes the 
welter of images and masters them in an act of 
creation. This mastery is so astonishing to 
the poet himself that he calls the creation of 
his imagination superhuman. The image of the 
golden bird, 'more miracle than bird or handi- 
work,' may be understood to represent a poem; 
the bird sings, as do Yeats's poems, either 
like the cocks of Hades of rebirth--the con- 
tinuing cycle of reincarnating human life, or 
with greater glory of the eternal reality or 
beatitude which transcends the cycles. . . . Never had he realized so completely the 
awesome drama of the creative act. . . . 91 

Because of the movement back into the generative world, 

Wilson terms "Byzantium" a "disintegrating vision" for the 

artist.92 Sister Lemieux concludes that the city of Byzantium 

has value for the poet only in a dialectic relationship with 

the natural world; the poet develops by continually moving 

between the "images of day" and the imaginative world of 

91~llrnann, Man -- and Masks, p. 270. 



m i d n i g h t .  AS s h e  a p t l y  p h r a s e s  i t ,  t h e  p o e t  s e e k s  " e n t r a n c e  

a s  a  s t u d e n t ,  n o t  a s  a  permanent  r e s i d e n t .  " 9 3  I n  o t h e r  

words ,  Byzantium i s  a  n i c e  p l a c e  t o  v i s i t ,  b u t  one w o u l d n ' t  

want  t o  l i v e  t h e r e .  Whatever e x p l a n a t i o n  one  c h o o s e s ,  

Hazard Adamsls s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  Yea t s  n e v e r  p r o p h e s i e s  (even 

i n  A Vision) a  Blakean a p o c a l y p s e ,  seems c l e a r l y  a c c u r a t e :  
94 

t h a t  i s ,  f o r  Yea t s  one c a n n o t  a c h i e v e  v i s i o n a r y  u n i t y  w i t h i n  

t h e  wor ld  o f  t i m e .  

T h e r e  a r e ,  a s  Adams p o i n t s  o u t ,  two ways o f  v iewing  

t h e  wor ld  f o r  Blake:  one c a n  see h i s t o r y  a s  a  s i n g l e  l i n e a r  

movement from c r e a t i o n  i n t o  i n f i n i t y  o r  one can  see t i m e  

moving c y c l i c a l l y .  For  B l a k e ,  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  i s  a h a l f - t r u t h .  9 5  

V i s i o n  i n  B l a k e ' s  p o e t r y  i n v o l v e s  a  change i n  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  

and once  t h e  E t e r n a l  Man p e r c e i v e s  t h e  wor ld  a s  t imeless and 

s p a c e l e s s ,  t h e n  h e  d o e s  n o t  l o s e  t h a t  v i s i o n .  Golganooza,  

and l a t e r ,  J e r u s a l e m ,  a r e  e t e r n a l  c i t i e s  t o  which  t h e  n a t u r a l  

w o r l d  i s  t r a n s f o r m e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  e y e .  For  Y e a t s ,  

t h e  change i n  awareness  i s  f l e e t i n g .  H i s t o r i c a l  Byzantium 

w i t h  i t s  u n i t y  o f  c u l t u r e  t a k e s  i t s  p l a c e  on t h e  G r e a t  

Wheel,  and e t e r n a l  Byzantium, t h e  symbol,  i s  opposed t o  t h e  

n a t u r a l  wor ld .  I n  o r d e r  t o  a c h i e v e  i n  any l a s t i n g  way what  

t h e  c i t y  s y m b o l i z e s ,  Y e a t s  r e q u i r e s  much more t h a n  a  change 

i n  p e r s p e c t i v e :  t h e  Wheel must come f u l l  c i r c l e .  

9 3 ~ e m i e u x ,  "Modes o f  t h e  ' I ,  ' " p .  8 6 .  

9 4 ~ d a m s ,  p.  167.  9 5 ~ b i d  . , p.  6 0 .  



I n  one of  h i s  l e t te rs  Yea t s  d e f i n e s  " v i s i o n "  a s  " t h e  

i n t e n s e  r e a l i z a t i o n  of  a  s t a t e  of  e c s t a t i c  emot ion  symbol ized  

i n  a  d e f i n i t e  imagined region!lg6 I n  l i g h t  of  t h e  m e d i t a t i v e  

t r a d i t i o n  ev idenced  i n  " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t"  and t h e  " C o n d i t i o n  

o f  F i r e "  d e s c r i b e d  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  i n  Y e a t s ' s  e s s a y  on t h e  

anima mundi, t h e  word " e c s t a t i c "  r i n g s  t r u e ,  f o r  it i s  used 

n o t  o n l y  by C h r i s t i a n  m y s t i c s ,  b u t  p a s s e s  i n t o  t h e  mains t ream 

o f  E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e  th rough  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  p o e t s  

(Donne's  "The E x t a s i e ,  I' f o r  example)  , who a l s o  combined 

m e d i t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  a r t  of  p o e t r y .  The " d e f i n i t e  imagined 

r e g i o n "  i s  Byzantium, which symbol izes  t o  t h e  p o e t  t h e  

" U n i t y  o f  C u l t u r e "  t h a t  he longed f o r  i n  I r e l a n d .  The c i t y  

a s  a  mee t ing  p l a c e  o f  E a s t e r n  and Western c u l t u r e s  f u r t h e r  

f a s c i n a t e d  Y e a t s ,  whose i n t e r e s t s  w e r e  d i v i d e d  between t h e  

two. And t h e  a r t  o f  t h e  a n c i e n t  c i t y  embodied f o r  Y e a t s  t h e  

i d e a l  which t h e  p o e t ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  p o e t ,  s h o u l d  

c a p t u r e  i n  h i s  work. T h i s  comment i n  a  1911  t e x t b o o k  on 

B y z a n t i n e  a r t  found i n  Y e a t s ' s  l i b r a r y ,  may g i v e  f u r t h e r  

h i n t s  a s  t o  why B y z a n t i n e  a r t  was t h e  i d e a l :  

I t s  forms d o  i n d e e d  evoke and q u i c k e n  t h e  s e n s e  
o f  r e a l  l i f e ,  b u t  it i s  a  l i f e  e l ec t  and s p i r i t u a l ,  
and n o t  t h e  tumul tuous  f low of  human e x i s t e n c e .  
They a r e  w i t h o u t  t h e  s o l i d i t y  o f  o rgan i sms  which 
r e j o i c e  o r  s u f f e r ;  t h e y  seem t o  need no sun  and 
c a s t  no shadow, emerging m y s t e r i o u s l y  from some 
r a d i a n c e  of  t h e i r  own . . . 97 

9 6 ~ e a t s I  L e t t e r s ,  ed .  Wade, p .  583. 

9 7 ~ .  J. Gordon and I a n  F l e t c h e r ,  "Byzantiurn,"  i n  Y e a t s ,  
e d .  U n t e r e c k e r ,  p. 135.  See  t h e  end of  Y e a t s ' s  e a r l y  p l a y T h e  
I s l a n d  of  S t a t u e s ;  Nasch ina ,  who h a s  become immor ta l ,  c a s t s 7 5  - 
shadow. 



Numerous critics have posited reasons for Yeats's 

choice of ~yzantium. One article in particular entitled 

"Byzantium" by D. J. Gordon and Ian Fletcher, relating some 

of Yeatsls findings when he visited the area, helps to estab- 

lish the artistic magnetism which the city exercised on the 

poet. As a complex historical city, it allows Yeats 

innumerable possibilities as a symbol; in the "Byzantium" 

poems, its most outstanding symbolic value is as an ideal 

city of images. Ellmann notes that for Yeats, " . . . only 
I images are real; they are 'self-born'; being perfect and 

unageing, they mock men's enterprise. '98 The poet's vision 

1 bridges the gap between "men's enterprise" and the perfected 
I 

image. 

John Senior, as I have mentioned earlier, sees Yeats's 

vision as failure--not from an aesthetic, but an occult, 

I point of view and his criticism bears quotation at length: 

We should expect, from our knowledge of occult 
belief, that Yeats would rise now into the resolution 
of the dialectical condition of man, into the aware- 
ness of the unity of atman and brahman, and blast 
the trumpet of this knowledge: Everything is one, 
here is there, body is soul, the blood and the 
fire are one. But Yeats, though he obviously knows 
intellectually that this is what he ought to find, 
never attempts to fake, in his poetry, the fact 
that he has not found it. One of the terrors of 
occultism is the realization of how far the thinker 
is from the thought. Yeats is honest and afraid. 
Instead of the final unison of light, the antiphonal 
choruses return--the vacillations. 99 

98~llmann, Man -- and Masks, p. 252. 99~enior, p. 166. 
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Even though the vision is not permanently transforming, Yeatsts 

artist as he is projected through the poems gains tremendous 

depth and importance because he identifies himself as a magus. 

I have intentionally selected in this chapter only a few of 

the visionary poems. Although they are, I think, reasonably 

representative of the figuration of the poet we are meant 

to perceive, they were selected because the artist speaking 

within them celebrates the p r o c e s s  of vision as well as the 

vision itself. The poet, having progressed beyond even the 

magical claims of the s h a n a c h i e ,  asserts special validity 

I for his work, for he insists that symbols are given him from 

I 
I 

beings more powerful than himself--from immortals who 

"cleave his dreams," from spirits who blessed the rock at 

Cashel, from ghosts who harbour mummy-truths. If the function 

of the artist is to "discover immortal moods in mortal 

desires, "'0•‹ through the ecstasy of fire-born moods brought 
I 

on by the appearance of the symbol, then Yeatsls visionary 

poet, as he is developed through the lyrics, becomes a 

I symbol of the possibility of art. A natural man, he becomes 

sensitive to the a x i m a  m u n d i ,  he participates in the symbol, 

and having entered into the world of the symbol as in 

"Byzantium," he, like the rose upon the cross, becomes a 

symbol of the meeting of temporal and eternal. He can, for 

100~eatsI quoted by Bloom, p. 71. 



the visionary moment, cry out with "Ribh in Ecstasy:" 

What matter that you understood no word! 
Doubtless I spoke or sang what I had heard 
In broken sentences. My soul had found 
All happiness in its own cause or ground. 
Godhead on Godhead in sexual spasm begot 
Godhead. Some shadow fell. My soul forgot 
Those amorous cries that out of quiet come 
And must the common round of day resume. 



CHAPTER I11 

THE POET AS OLD )IAN 

Gran t  me an oZd man ' s  f r e n z y ,  
M y s e l f  mus t  I remake 
T i l l  I am Timon and Lear  
O r  t h a t  WiZZiam B l a k e  
Who b e a t  upon t h e  waZZ 
T i 2 2  T r u t h  obeyed  h i s  c a l l ;  

"An Acre of Grass," p. 576. 

The cry of the poet in "An Acre of Grass" reflects 

the nature of yet another "I" of the artist in Yeatsls verse. 

His plea for "an old man's frenzy" shows a fierceness and a 

determination far different from the acceptance in "I walked 

among the Seven Woods of Coole," where the poet accepted 

whatever incomplete bits of truth came to him, and a vast 

shift in tone from the pleas to the "far-off" secret rose. 

It suggests the savage indignation which Yeats so admired in 

Swift. It demonstrates an impatience magnified by the 

old man's keen awareness of his own mortality. 

What might be called a fascination with the person of 

the old man in Yeats's poetry cannot be explained entirely 

as Yeatsls psychological response to his own old age, for 

the speaker of the aged man goes back to much earlier 

periods of Yeats's writing. Arra Garab points to a passage 



in one of Yeats's letters written at the age of sixty-seven: 

"My first denunciation of old age I made in the Wanderings of 

Usheen (end of part I) before I was twenty and the same 

denunciation comes in the last pages of the book. lv1  The 

verses referred to In The Wanderings of Oisin are Oisin's 

lament to St. Patrick: 

Ah me! to be shaken with coughing and broken with old 
age and pain, 

Without laughter, a show unto children, alone with 
remembrance and fear; 

All emptied of purple hours as a beggar's cloak in 
the rain, 

As a hay-cock out on the flood, or a wolf sucked under 
a weir. 

(p. 63, Book 111, 217-220) 

Here neither glory nor wisdom is attributed to the old man, but 

only the agony of age after three hundred years in the land 

of eternal youth. 

Accompanying "The Wanderings of Oisin" in Yeats's 

first published book (1889) appear several other poems spoken 

through aged voices. "Ephemera" consists of a dialogue 

between two ageing Indian lovers; in "The Madness of King 

Goll," the strongest lyric in the collection, the king, like 

Fergus, abdicates his kingship and wanders through the woods 

tormented to madness by the whispering of old beech leaves; 

'~arab, p. 6, quoted from a letter to Olivia Shakes- 
peare, June, 1932. The book about which he speaks would 
probably be The Winding Stair and Other Poems, published in 

I .  

1933. The flrst poem contains the line: "The innocent and 
the beautiful/ Have no enemy but time," and the last section 
employs striking old figures such as Crazy Jane and Tom the 
Lunatic. 
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"The B a l l a d  of t h e  Foxhun te r"  i n v o l v e s  b o t h  an  o l d  d y i n g  man 

and h i s  a n c i e n t  dog. I n  t h e  poems grouped u n d e r  t h e  t i t l e  

o f  The  R o s e ,  a l s o  composed b e f o r e  1900,  Y e a t s  h a s  added t o  

t h e  v o i c e  of t h e  l o v e r ,  spokesman i n  most  o f  t h e  l y r i c s ,  two 

o l d  men, an  "Old p e n s i o n e r "  and " F a t h e r  G i l l i g a n . "  

S i m i l a r l y ,  Y e a t s l s  p r o s e  of  t h e  p e r i o d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

t h e  s t o r i e s  i n  The  S e c r e t  R o s e ,  i n c l u d e s  s e v e r a l  memorable 

aged f i g u r e s :  t h e  o l d  k n i g h t  i n  "Out o f  t h e  Rose" who d i e s  

i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  r o s e ,  t h e  s t r a n g e  o l d  man- 

h e r o n  i n  "The Old Men of t h e  T w i l i g h t . "  I n  t h e s e  s t o r i e s ,  

t h e  aged have  g a i n e d  something l i k e  a  m a n t l e  of  wisdom i n  

I 
exchange f o r  t h e i r  y e a r s ,  a s  h a s  t h e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o l d  monk 

i i n  t h e  s t o r y ,  "Where There  i s  Nothing There  i s  God." On t h e  

1 o t h e r  hand,  t h e  o l d  k n i g h t  i n  t h e  1895 d r a m a t i c  poem "The 

S e e k e r s , "  weary w i t h  " t h r e e s c o r e  y e a r s  o f  dream-led w a n d e r i n g , "  

I s e r v e s  a s  a  d e v a s t a t i n g  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  d e f e a t  when t h e  
I 

v o i c e  he  h a s  fo l lowed  t o  h i s  d e a t h  r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  t o  b e  a  

b e a r d e d  w i t c h  c a l l e d  Infamy. One c a n  f i n d  h i s  c o u n t e r p a r t  

much l a t e r  i n  A t  t h e  Hawk's We22 i n  t h e  f i g u r e  of  t h e  o l d  

man who h a s  s p e n t  f i f t y  y e a r s  d e s p e r a t e l y  w a i t i n g  t o  c a p t u r e  

the moment when t h e  w e l l  r e v e a l s  i t s  s e c r e t .  

I n  t h e  f i g u r e  of  Red Hanrahan,  t h e  wander ing  p o e t  

and s c h o l a r ,  Yea t s  a l s o  p r e s e n t s  t h e  poem a s  an  o l d  man. 

L i k e  O i s i n ,  Hanrahan r a g e s  a g a i n s t  o l d  a g e :  



The p o e t ,  Owen Hanrahan, under  a  bush of may, 
C a l l s  down a c u r s e  on h i s  own head because  it w i t h e r s  g r e y ;  
Then on t h e  s p e c k l e d  eag le -cock  of  Bal lygawley H i l l  
Because  i t  i s  t h e  o l d e s t  t h i n g  t h a t  knows o f  c a r k  and ill; 2 

Y e t  h i s  c u r s e  i s  more t h a n  O i s i n ' s  t i r a d e ;  it c a r r i e s  w i t h  

it " t h e  power o f  t h e  curse-making b a r d s .  'I' Hanrahan h a s  

a l r e a d y  been d i s c u s s e d  a s  a  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  s h a n a c h i e  t r a d i t i o n ,  

and t h e  s h a n a c h i e  i n c r e a s e s  i n  b o t h  s k i l l  and esteem w i t h  

e x p e r i e n c e  i n  h i s  t r a d e .  Only t h e  o l d  s t o r y - t e l l e r s  w e r e  

a l lowed  t o  v o i c e  t h e  most a n c i e n t  and s a c r e d  o f  t h e  t a l e s  i n  

I r i s h  c u l t u r e .  T r u e  t o  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  m a s t e r  p o e t s  i n  

b o t h  On t h e  K i n g ' s  T h r e s h h o l d  and The Hour G l a s s  a r e  t h e  o l d e s t  

of  t h e  b a r d s .  Something,  t h e n ,  o f  Y e a t s ' s  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  

f i g u r e  of  t h e  o l d  man may d e r i v e  from t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  w i s e  

p o e t s  w i t h  age  i n  I r i s h  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n .  

Harold  Bloom c l a i m s  t h a t  two images which form t h e  

p e r s o n a e  o f  Yea t s  i n  h i s  e a r l y  and f i n a l  c a r e e r  a s  a p o e t  a r e  

" t h e  p r e m a t u r e l y  o l d  young man s e e k i n g  t h e  secret wisdom, 

and t h e  a g e l e s s  o l d  magus who h a s  conquered  age  by l o n g  

p o s s e s s i n g  such  wisdom. " 4  C e r t a i n l y  S h e l l e y  I s  A l a s t o r  s e r v e s  

as a p r o t o t y p e  f o r  t h e  former  (Bloom comments a t  l e n g t h  

upon t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p ) .  T h i s  second s p e a k e r ,  t h e  a g e l e s s  

magus, f i r s t  a p p e a r s  i n  ~ e a t s ' s  e a r l y  s t o r i e s ,  b u t  a p p e a r s  

2 y e a t s ,  "Red ~ a n r a h a n  I s  C u r s e ,  " C o l l e c t e d  Works, 
Vol .  V ,  p .  2 3 8 .  
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more f r e q u e n t l y  i n  l a t e r  poems. He i s  v i s i b l e  n o t  o n l y  in 

t h e  g u i s e  o f  t h e  p o e t ,  b u t  a l s o  i n  f i g u r e s  such  a s  Tom t h e  

L u n a t i c ,  Crazy J a n e ,  and Ribh,  w i s e  a n c i e n t s  whose wisdom 

v e r g e s  on madness. Both t h e s e  f i g u r e s  become even more i n -  

t r i g u i n g  when t h e y  merge w i t h  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  poet - -  

when Yea t s  p r o j e c t s  h i m s e l f  a s  an e x p e r i e n c e d  o l d  a r t i s t  who 

h a s  f o r  a  l i f e t i m e  s o u g h t  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e  symbol.  

MY i n t e n t i o n  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  i s  t o  c o n s i d e r  s e v e r a l  

of t h e  l y r i c s  i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e i r  aged p o e t  s p e a k e r .  Even though ,  

a s  I have i n d i c a t e d ,  t h e  f i g u r e  a p p e a r s  t h r o u g h o u t  Y e a t s ' s  

work i n  v a r i o u s  forms,  he  i s  most f u l l y  developed--as  one  

i might  expec t - - in  h i s  l a t e r  work, e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  L a s t  Poems. 
I 

I My c o n c e r n ,  however,  w i l l  n o t  b e  a  d e t a i l e d  b i o g r a p h i c a l  

a s s e s s m e n t  of  t h e  e f f e c t s  t h e  p o e t ' s  advanc ing  y e a r s  e x e r c i s e d  

on h i s  w r i t i n g ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  Yea t s  i s  no- 

where more e v i d e n t  t h a n  i n  h i s  l a s t  works ,  which a r e  teeming 

w i t h  names of  f r i e n d s  and p l a c e s  c e n t r a l  t o  h i s  l i f e .  A s  a  

complement t o  t h e s e  poems, Y e a t s ' s  n o n - l i t e r a r y  r e c o r d s ,  

such  a s  l e t t e r s  and d i a r i e s ,  d i s p l a y  an o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  t h e  

e f f e c t s  o f  o l d  a g e .  V i v i a n  Koch i n  W. B .  Y e a t s :  The  T r a g i c  

Phase  e x p l o r e s  t o  some e x t e n t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Y e a t s ' s  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s e x u a l ,  r e s p o n s e  t o  o l d  a g e  and 

h i s  l a s t  poems. Al though s h e  c o n c e n t r a t e s  r a t h e r  t o o  h e a v i l y  

on t h e  immediate  e f f e c t s  of  h i s  1934 S t e i n a c h  o p e r a t i o n  i n  

r e j e u v e n a t i n g  h i s  v e r s e ,  h e r  commentary on t h e  p o e t r y  i s  



h i g h l y  p e r c e p t i v e .  More r e c e n t l y ,  A r r a  Garab (Beyond  

Byzantium) h a s  d e v o t e d  much of  h i s  book t o  t h i s  b i o g r a p h i c a l  

i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p .  B i o g r a p h e r s  such  a s  Ellmann and Hone 

have  a l s o  added t h e i r  comments. I t  i s  w i t h  t h i s  background i n  

mind t h a t  I have  s e l e c t e d  c e r t a i n  poems t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  

f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  o l d  p o e t  a s  p r o j e c t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  s p e a k i n g  

v o i c e  i n  t h e  v e r s e .  

"The Tower" sets  f o r t h  t h e  problem of  age  e x p l i c i t l y  

and i s  a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  book 

which b e a r s  t h e  same name. By t h e  t i m e  o f  i t s  c o m p o s i t i o n  

i n  1927,  Yea t s  was s i x t y - t w o  and had t w i c e  s u f f e r e d  i l l n e s s  

which b r o u g h t  him v e r y  n e a r  d e a t h . 6  T h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  adds  

a  s e n s e  of  u rgency  t o  "The Tower" which i s  p r e s e n t  n e i t h e r  i n  

O i s i n ' s  n o r  Hanrahan ' s  l a m e n t a t i o n s  on o l d  age .  The poem 

opens  w i t h  a  power fu l  c r y  of  t h e  p o e t  who, l i k e  t h e  s p e a k e r  

i n  " S a i l i n g  t o  Byzantium," i s  p a i n f u l l y  c o g n i z a n t  t h a t  " T h a t  

i s  no c o u n t r y  f o r  o l d  men:" 

What s h a l l  I d o  w i t h  t h i s  a b s u r d i t y - -  
0 h e a r t ,  0  t r o u b l e d  h e a r t - - t h i s  c a r i c a t u r e ,  
D e c r e p i t  age  t h a t  h a s  been t i e d  t o  m e  
A s  t o  a d o g t  s t a i l ?  . . . 

(p.  409, 1 - 4 )  

 he problem a s  se t  o u t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  o f  "The 
Tower" i s  much t h e  same a s  t h a t  i n  " S a i l i n g  t o  Byzantium." 
I have  chosen t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  l a t t e r  poem i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  
c h a p t e r  b e c a u s e  t h e  two Byzantium poems compr i se  a  u n i t  and 
a l s o  b e c a u s e  t h e  s p e a k e r ,  once  he  h a s  e x p r e s s e d  t h e  i n i t i a l  
i n c o n g r u i t y  between t h e  p h y s i c a l  wor ld  of  t h e  young and t h e  
" t a t t e r e d  c o a t  upon a  s t i c k , "  f o c u s e s  on B y z a n t i n e  images of  
t h e  s o u l .  



S a r a h  Youngblood i n  h e r  r e a d i n g  o f  "The Tower" q u o t e s  from 

Y e a t s ' s  d i a r y  a n  e n t r y  made s h o r t l y  b e f o r e  Y e a t s  s t a r t e d  work 

on t h e  poem which makes t h e  p h a l l i c  n a t u r e  of  t h e  imagery 

o b v i o u s  : 

What s h a l l  I d o  w i t h  t h i s  a b s u r d  t o y  which t h e y  have  
g i v e n  m e ,  t h i s  g r o t e s q u e  r a t t l e ,  0 h e a r t  0 n e r v e s ,  
you a r e  a s  v i g o r o u s  a s  e v e r ,  you s t i l l  hunger  f o r  
t h e  whole w o r l d ,  and t h e y  have  g i v e n  you t h i s  t o y .  7 

By t h e  f i n a l  d r a f t ,  s e x u a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  have  become more s u b t l e ,  

b u t  t h e  p o e t ' s  s e x u a l  d e s i r e s  become e x p l i c i t  i n  h i s  d e s c r i p -  

t i o n s  o f  Red Hanrahan l a t e r  i n  t h e  poem. A t  war w i t h  t h i s  

" b a t t e r e d  k e t t l e "  a r e  n o t  o n l y  t h e  p o e t ' s  p h y s i c a l  d e s i r e ,  

b u t  more i m p o r t a n t ,  h i s  p o e t i c  i m a g i n a t i o n - - " e x c i t e d ,  p a s s i o n -  

a t e ,  f a n t a s t i c a l . "  Yea t s  comments i n  h i s  A u t o b i o g r a p h y  t h a t  

when h e  was young,  h i s  Muse was o l d ,  b u t  t h a t  a s  he  a g e s ,  

h i s  Muse grows younger .8  I t  i s  t h e  young, p a s s i o n a t e ,  s e n s u a l  

Muse he  f e a r s  h e  must t r a d e  i n  f o r  a b s t r a c t  P l a t o  and P l o t i n u s .  

/.Sarah Youngblood, "A Reading of 'The Tower, ' " 
T w e n t i e t h  Cen tu ry  L i t e r a t u r e ,  Vol.  5 ,  pp. 76-77. 

' ~ e a t s ,  A u t i o b i o g r a p h y ,  p .  365. The comment o c c u r s  a s  
Y e a t s  l o o k s  a t  t h e  medal q i v e n  him by t h e  k i n g  o f  Sweden: " I t  
shows a  young man l i s t e n i n g  t o  a  M U S ~  . . . ' I  was good- looking 
o n c e  l i k e  t h a t  young man, b u t  my u n p r a c t i c e d  v e r s e  was f u l l  of  
i n f i r m i t y ,  my Muse o l d  a s  it w e r e ;  and now I am o l d  and rheu-  
m a t i c ,  and n o t h i n g  t o  look  a t ,  b u t  my Nuse i s  young. I am even 
pe r suaded  t h a t  s h e  i s  l i k e  t h o s e  Angels  i n  Swedenborg ' s  v i s i o n ,  
and moves p e r p e t u a l l y  " towards  t h e  d a y - s p r i n g  of  h e r  youth." '  
One s h o u l d  a l s o  n o t e  t h e  resemblance  t o  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  
B l a k e ' s  poem, "The Menta l  T r a v e l l e r . "  
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From t h e  o u t s e t ,  "The Tower" p r o j e c t s  n o t  j u s t  t h e  

o l d  man w i t h  mind and body a t  odds ,  b u t  t h e  o l d  p o e t  a t  odds  

w i t h  h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n .  Ra the r  l i k e  t h e  s e n s u a l  music  i n  t h e  

f i r s t  s t a n z a  of " S a i l i n g  t o  Byzantium," t h e  p a s s i o n  o f  h i s  

a r t  i s  n o t  meant f o r  t h e  o l d .  The p o e t ' s  r e s p o n s e ,  however,  

i s  n o t  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  journey t o  Byzantium, a l t h o u g h  t h e  

tower  which he c l imbs  might  be  c o n s i d e r e d  a  "monument t o  

unage ing  i n t e l l e c t . "  Rooted i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  wor ld  l i k e  t h e  

tower  and t h e  t r e e ,  t h e  p o e t  " s e n d s  i m a g i n a t i o n  f o r t h "  and ,  

a g a i n  emphas iz ing  h i s  p o e t i c  f u n c t i o n ,  c a l l s  up  images.  H i s  

t e c h n i q u e  b e a r s  some resemblance  t o  t h a t  i n  " A l l  S o u l s '  

N i g h t , "  a l t h o u g h  t h e  s e t t i n g  upon t h e  t o w e r ' s  b a t t l e m e n t  

c o n t r a s t s  s h a r p l y  w i t h  t h e  t a b l e  s e t  w i t h  wine ,  r e a d y  f o r  

t h e  p o e t ' s  m e d i t a t i o n .  A p r imary  theme o f  "The Tower,"  a s  one 

f i n d s  t i m e  and a g a i n  i n  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y ,  i s  t h e  dynamic i n t e r -  

a c t i o n  between p o e t  and images.  No a c t u a l  e v e n t s  o c c u r  i n  

t h e  poem; y e t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  t h e  p o e t  c l a i m s  t h a t  he  

must choose  P l a t o  and P l o t i n u s  f o r  f r i e n d s ,  and s e c t i o n  111 

f i n d s  him mocking P l o t i n u s ' s  t h o u g h t  and c r y i n g  i n  P l a t o ' s  

t e e t h .  What t a k e s  p l a c e  i n  t h e  i n t e r i m  t o  change t h e  p o e t  

i s  a d i a l e c t i c  between p o e t  and symbol,  f o r  he h a s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  

c a l l e d :  "Images and memories/ From r u i n  o r  from a n c i e n t  

t rees , /  For  I would a s k  a  q u e s t i o n  of  them a l l "  (p .  410,  22-24) .  

I n  " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t"  t h e  g h o s t s  which t h e  p o e t  

summons a r e  f o r n e r  a c q u a i n t a n c e s ;  t h e  g h o s t s  i n  "The Tower" 

are n o t .  The t a l e  o f  Mrs. French and h e r  s e r v i n g  man who 



cut off a neighbour's ear was local history, as was the 

Irish poet Raftery. But each of the characters involved is 

gifted, like the poet, with excited, passionate imagination. 9 

Mrs.French becomes a symbol of the pride and beauty of a 

former aristocracy associated with the tower. Yeats comments 

in "Estrangement" that a great lady is as simple as a good 

poet: "Neither possesses anything that is not ancient and 

their own . . . I 1  10 

Everyday I notice some new analogy between the 
long-established life of the well-born and the 
artist's life. We come from the permanent things 
and create them, and instead of old blood we have 
old emotions and we carry in our heads always 
that form of society aristocracies create now and 
again for some brief moment at Urbino and 
Versailles. 11 

Raftery, one of the last shanachies, becomes in "The 

Tower" an ideal figure wielding the power of the poet. His 

art dispels the rational sense; so caught up with the beauty 

of the rhymes and of the woman which the rhymes celebrate, 

Rafteryls listeners ". . . mistook the brightness of the 
moon/ For the prosaic light of day--/ Music had driven their 

wits astray--" (p. 411, 45-47). The moon here carries its 

traditional associations in Yeatsls poetry with imagination 

1•‹yeats, Autobiography, p. 312. 

''=bid. , pp. 320-321. - 



and p o e t r y  and i s  c o n t r a s t e d  w i t h  t h e  p r o s a i c  sun .  R a f t e r y  

i s  n o t  t h e  v i c t i m  of  t h e  i l l u s i o n  he  c r e a t e s ,  f o r  h e  s e e k s  

s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n ,  b u t  t h e  p a s s i v e  l i s t e n e r  i s  i n c a p a b l e  of  

comprehending t h e  p o e t ' s  v i s i o n .  The p o e t  r e t a i n s  enough 

humour t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  c a u s e  of  t h e i r  momentary l a p s e  i n  

s a n i t y  might  w e l l  be  " t o a s t i n g  h e r  [Mary Hines ]  a  s c o r e  of  

t i m e s . "  Y e t  t h e  power o f  R a f t e r y ' s  song  i s  i n d i s p u t a b l e ,  and 

t h e  s p e a k e r  p l e a d s  f o r  such  potency i n  h i s  own song:  

0 may t h e  moon and s u n l i g h t  s e e m  
One i n e x t r i c a b l e  beam, 
For  i f  I t r iumph I must make men mad. 

But  t h e  most v i t a l  of  t h e  images c a l l e d  f o r t h  i n  "The 

Tower" i s  Hanrahan,  n e i t h e r  an  h i s t o r i c a l  f i g u r e  n o r  an  o l d  

a c q u a i n t a n c e ,  b u t  a n  image from t h e  p o e t ' s  own c r e a t i v e  mind: 

"I  t h o u g h t  it a l l  o u t  twenty  y e a r s  ago . "  B y  c a l l i n g  f o r t h  

Hanrahan from t h e  a n i m a  m u n d i  and p l a c i n g  him i n  t h e  poem 

a s  a n  image, t h e  a r t i s t  i s  t r a n s f o r m i n g  h i s  poet ry- -and him- 

s e l f ,  i t s  c r e a t o r - - i n t o  images.  F u r t h e r ,  b e c a u s e  Hanrahan 

s h a r e s  something of  t h e  s h a n a c h i e ,  t h e  i n i t i a t e d  o c c u l t i s t ,  

and p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h i s  poem, t h e  o l d  p o e t ,  he  i n c o r p o r a t e s  

t h r e e  o f  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  v o i c e s  of  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  of  t h e  

a r t i s t .  

To M r s .  F r e n c h ,  R a f t e r y , H a n r a h a n ,  and t o  t h e  rough 

men-at-arms f o r m e r l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  t o w e r ' s  l e g e n d ,  whose images 

a r e  a l l  s t o r e d  i n  t h e  G r e a t  Memory ( l i n e  8 5 ) ,  t h e  p o e t  l e v e l s  

h i s  q u e s t i o n :  



Did a l l  o l d  men and women, r i c h  and p o o r ,  
Who t r o d  upon t h o s e  r o c k s  o r  passed  t h i s  d o o r ,  
Whether i n  p u b l i c  o r  i n  secret r a g e  
A s  I d o  now a g a i n s t  o l d  age?  

(p .  413, 97-100) 

The i m p a t i e n t  e y e s  o f f e r  him an i m p l i e d  " y e s "  t o  h i s  q u e s t i o n ,  

and t h e  s p e a k e r  d i s m i s s e s  h i s  images--except  t h e  symbol of  

h i s  own p o e t r y .  Hanrahan i s  r e c a l l e d  f o r  a n o t h e r  q u e s t i o n :  

Does t h e  i m a g i n a t i o n  d w e l l  t h e  most 
Upon a  woman won o r  woman l o s t ?  
If  on t h e  l o s t ,  admi t  you t u r n e d  a s i d e  
From a  g r e a t  l a b y r i n t h  o u t  of  p r i d e ,  
Cowardice,  some s i l l y  o v e r - s u b t l e  t h o u g h t  
O r  a n y t h i n g  c a l l e d  c o n s c i e n c e  once ;  
And t h a t  i f  memory r e c u r ,  t h e  s u n ' s  
Under e c l i p s e  and t h e  day b l o t t e d  o u t .  

(pp.  413-414, 113-120) 

A t  f i r s t  t h e  q u e s t i o n  seems o u t  o f  p l a c e ,  u n r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

res t  o f  t h e  poem e x c e p t  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  a vague l o n g i n g  on 

t h e  p a r t  of  t h e  p o e t .  I n  Y e a t s ' s  s t o r y  of  Red Hanrahan,  t h e  

young man i s  l u r e d  away from h i s  be loved  by a n  o l d  man w i t h  

m a g i c a l  c a r d s  which t r a n s f o r m  i n t o  a  h a r e  and pack o f  hounds ,  

and Hanrahan f o l l o w s  t h e i r  c h a s e  t o  mys te ry .  The a r t i s t ,  

t o o ,  f o r s a k e s  f u l l  involvement  w i t h  t h e  l a b y r i n t h  o f  l i f e  f o r  

t h e  mys te ry  of  t h e  symbol ( a s  Yea t s  was d i v i d e d  between t h e  

"woman l o s t , "  Maud Gonne, and h i s  d e v o t i o n  t o  a r t )  . I n  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  q u e s t i o n ,  M i s s  Young- 

b l o o d ' s  r e a d i n g  a g a i n  p roves  h e l p f u l ,  f o r  a s  s h e  p o i n t s  o u t ,  

t h e  l o s s  o f  t h e  d e s i r e d  woman i s  i n t i m a t e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

a c t i v i t y  of  i m a g i n a t i o n  and memory: 



. . . the memory retains the ideal image never 
measured by reality, and it assumes in proportion 
of the imagination a brilliance (as the moon 
eclipses the sun, the ideal the real) which makes 
the known, actual reality unimportant: the day 
is blotted out. 12 

~ h u s  the "woman lost" remains in the poet's imagination as fit 

meat for poetic symbols. This is the assurance which the 

poet gains by calling Hanrahan back. While the question 

emphasizes the speaker's loss of the physical, it reinforces 

the importance of the imaginative act of poetry with the power 

to eclipse the prosaic sun. 

The final section of "The Tower" expresses definite 

and positive action: "It is time I wrote my will" (line 121); 

"And I declare my faith (line 145); "Now I shall make my 

1 soul" (line 181). Each of these acts befits an old man. The 

weakness I find in Section I11 is that, even with the 

affirmation resulting from the question to Hanrahan, the 

dialogue between poet and symbol does not seem to build fully 

in the first two sections to warrant these major declarations 

at the end, particularly the patriotic will in lines 121 

through 145. Through the imagery, however, one is prepared 

for the fisherman, Plato and Plotinus, the sun and moon, 

and the dream. 

12 
Youngblood, p. 83. 



The b e n e f i c i a r i e s  of  t h e  p o e t ' s  w i l l ,  " . . . Upstand- 

i n g  men/ T h a t  c l imb  t h e  s t r e a m s  u n t i l /  The f o u n t a i n  l e a p ,  

and a t  dawn/ Drop t h e i r  c a s t  a t  t h e  s i d e /  Of d r i p p i n g  s t o n e ;  

. . ." ( l i n e s  122-126) )  echo  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  h i s  own 

boyhood i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  of  t h e  poem ( l i n e s  8-10) .  They 

a l s o  p rove  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  a u d i e n c e  Yea t s  c h o o s e s  i n  

"The F i she rman ,"  t h e  I r i s h  p e a s a n t  f o r  whom he  l o n g s  t o  

w r i t e .  F ishermen a r e  a l s o ,  of course ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  symbols 

o f  f e r t i l i t y .  ~t i s  t o  young v i r i l e  men, a r i s t o c r a t i c  I r i s h -  

men w i t h  t h e  p r i d e  of  M r s .  F rench ,  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  l e a v e s  h i s  

w i l l .  The swan, s i n g i n g  h i s  l a s t  song under  "a f a d i n g  

gleam" p a r a l l e l s  t h e  p o e t  upon t h e  tower "Under t h e  d a y ' s  

d e c l i n i n g  beam." 

The f a i t h  d e c l a r e d  i n  t h i s  f i n a l  s e c t i o n  i n d i c a t e s  

how i n f l u e n c i a l  h i s  d i a l o g u e  w i t h  t h e  images h a s  been ;  P l a t o  

and P l o t i n u s  a r e  s c o r n e d  i n  f a v o u r  of  t h e  f o u l  r a g  and bone 

shop o f  t h e  h e a r t  where " l o c k ,  s t o c k ,  and b a r r e l "  a r e  made 

UP I n  o r d e r  t o  be  f a i r  t o  P l a t o  and P l o t i n u s ,  Yea t s  added 

a  n o t e  t o  q u a l i f y  h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  them w i t h  p u r e  

a b s t r a c t i o n :  

When I w r o t e  t h e  l i n e s  a b o u t  P l a t o  and P l o t i n u s  
I f o r g o t  t h a t  i t  i s  something i n  o u r  own e y e s  
t h a t  makes u s  s e e  them a s  a l l  t r a n s c e n d e n c e .  Has 
n o t  P l o t i n u s  w r i t t e n :  ' L e t  e v e r y  s o u l  r e c a l l ,  
t h e n  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  t h e  t r u t h  t h a t  s o u l  i s  t h e  
a u t h o r  of a l l  l i v i n g  t h i n g s ,  t h a t  it h a s  b r e a t h e d  
t h e  l i f e  i n t o  them a l l  . . . it i s  t h e  maker o f  
t h e  sun ;  i t s e l f  formed and o r d e r e d  t h i s  v a s t  
heaven and c o n d u c t s  a l l  t h a t  rhy thmic  motion-- 
and it i s  a  p r i n c i p l e  d i s t i n c t  from a l l  t h e s e  t o  
which i t  g i v e s  law and movement and l i f e  . . . I  1 3  



I n  b o t h  t h e  poem and t h e  n o t e ,  Yeats  a g a i n  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  

c r e a t i v e  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  t h e  images and memories o f  t h e  a r t i s t ,  

" A l l  t h o s e  t h i n g s  whereof /  Man makes a  superhuman/ M i r r o r -  

r e s e m b l i n g  dream" ( l i n e s  163-165) . 
D e s p i t e  what  a p p e a r s  t o  be  a  t r iumph  of  sensuous  

i m a g i n a t i o n  and o f  man, c r e a t o r  of e v e r y t h i n g ,  t h e  p o e t  con- 

c l u d e s  w i t h  a  r e s o l v e  which e c h o e s  t h a t  i n  " S a i l i n g  t o  

Byzantium;" he  w i l l  s end  h i s  s o u l  t o  " s t u d y /  I n  a  l e a r n e d  

s c h o o l "  ( l i n e s  182-183) . The a r t i s t  h a s  found b o t h  d e f e a t  

and t r iumph  i n  h i s  age .  Daws b u i l d  t h e i r  n e s t  i n  t h e  c rumbl ing  

tower  t o p ,  c r e a t i n g  l i f e  from i t s  r u i n ;  t h e  p o e t ,  t o o ,  creates 

from h i s  own d e c a y i n g  body a  theme f o r  h i s  a r t ,  as t h e  poem 

i t s e l f  i l l u s t r a t e s .  The poem i s  w i l l ,  f a i t h ,  " P o e t ' s  imagin-  

i n g ~ /  And memories o f  l o v e , "  and t h e  super-human dream. The 

r e a d e r  wa tches  t h e s e  a f f i r m a t i o n s  grow from t h e  i n i t i a l  

theme o f  "Slow decay  of  b l o o d , /  T e s t y  d e l e r i u m /  O r  d u l l  

d e c r e p i t u d e "  ( l i n e s  185-187) .  The a r t i s t  h a s  made o f  h i m s e l f  

and h i s  o l d  age  symbols ,  l i k e  t h e  tower  i t s e l f ,  and he  becomes 

a  p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  t h e  i m a g i n a t i v e  wor ld  which e c l i p s e s  t h e  

s u n .  

Themes o f  o l d  age  and madness s o  predominant  i n  "The 

Tower" r e a p p e a r  i n  v a r i o u s  forms i n  t h e  L a s t  Poems .  I n  one  

of  t h i s  g roup  o f  l y r i c s  Yea t s  a s k s  t h e  p o e t i c  q u e s t i o n ,  

1 3 y e a t s ,  Notes  t o  'The Tower," Variorum of  P o e t r y ,  
p .  826. 



"why should not Old Men be Mad?" The aged have, he argues, 

observed a lifetime of discrepency between potentiality 

and actuality: 

Some have known a likely lad 
That had. a sound fly-fisher's wrist 
Turn to a drunken journalist; 
A girl that knew all Dante once 
Live to bear children to a dunce; 
A Helen of social welfare dream, 
Climb on a wagonette to scream. 

(pp. 625-626,  2 -8 )  

The Iaccused1 here can, of course, be identified in Yeats's 

circle of acquaintances. l4 One need only read "The Tragic 

Generation" in Yeats's Autobiography to find innumerable 

further examples of talented young writers defeated by chance 

(Arthur Symons, for example, sustained an injury in an 

accident in 1908 which partially crippled his mind15) or by 

weakness (Lionel Johnson's alcoholism is perhaps the most 

obvious example). It is as though the fisherman to whom the 

poet leaves his will in "The Tower" is accused of neglecting 

that trust. The bitterness expressed in "Why Should not Old 

14~effares (Commentary, p. 503) speculates that the 
journalist may be R. M. Smylie, editor of the Irish Times, 
but no clear identification has been offered. The girl, 
although the description fits Maud Gonne in her marriage with 
Macbride, is identified by Jeffares as Iseult Gonne. The 
Helen can be associated with Con Markievicz, but is almost 
certainly Maud Gonne, whose parallels with Helen of Troy are 
consistent in the lyrics. 

15~ohn M. Munroe , "Arthur Symons and W. B. Yeats: The 
Quest for  omp promise," Dalhousie Review, XLV, ii (Summer, 
1965) , p. 137. 



Men b e  Mad" i s  n o t  s e l e c t i v e :  shou ld  we t r y ,  t h e  s p e a k e r  

a s s e r t s ,  w e  cou ld  f i n d :  "No s i n g l e  s t o r y  . . ,/ Of a n  

unbroken happy mind, /  A f i n i s h  worthy o f  t h e  s t a r t "  ( l i n e s  

13-15) .  H e  i m p l i e s  t h a t  o l d  men p o s s e s s  t h e  knowledge t h a t  

f a i l u r e  i s  b o t h  u n i v e r s a l  and i r r e v o c a b l e :  

Young men know n o t h i n g  of  t h i s  s o r t ,  
Observan t  o l d  men know it w e l l ;  
And when t h e y  know what o l d  books t e l l ,  
And t h a t  no  b e t t e r  can  b e  had ,  
Know why an  o l d  man s h o u l d  be mad. 

(p.  626,  1 6 - 2 0 )  

The l ament  i s  b i t t e r  and l e a v e s  no h i n t  of  assuagement .  I t  i s  

t h e  awareness  o f  t h e  o l d  man i n  Purgatory who knowingly 

r e p e a t s  t h e  b i t t e r  c y c l e  by murder ing  h i s  son.  

~ l t h o u g h  Yea t s  d o e s  n o t  a t t e m p t  t o  n e g a t e  o r  s o f t e n  

t h e  h a r s h  r e a l i z a t i o n s  which o l d  age  b r i n g  t h a t  e x p e r i e n c e  

f a l l s  f a r  s h o r t  of  e x p e c t a t i o n ,  he  d o e s  o f f e r  an  a l t e r n a t i v e  

p e r s p e c t i v e  i n  o t h e r  of  t h e  Last Poems. H e  o f f e r s  u s  t h e  

p o i n t  of  view a c h i e v e d  s o l e l y  by t h e  a r t i s t ,  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  

t h e  a r t i s t  whose i n s i g h t  i s  sha rpened  by o l d  age .  

" L a p i s  L a z u l i "  p r e s e n t s  one of  t h e  m o s t  power fu l  o f  

t h e s e  a r t i s t i c  v o i c e s .  F a r  from mad, t h e  p o e t  forms a  p o s i t i v e  

c o n t r a s t  t o  h y s t e r i c a l  women of  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a .  Al though 

t h e  v a r i o u s  segments  of  " L a p i s  L a z u l i "  may a p p e a r  d i s j o i n t e d  

t h e  poem r e a l l y  p r e s e n t s  a  u n i f i e d  s t r u c t u r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  

around a  c e n t r a l  concern  of  a r t .  The open ing  s t a n z a  sets  up 

a  d ichotomy,  v i s i b l e  t h r o u g h o u t  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y ,  between t h e  



a r t i s t  and t h e  " a c t i v i s t . "  AS i f  t o  c o n t r a s t  t h e  l anguage  

of  t h e s e  two p o l e s  of  humani ty ,  t h e  poem opens  w i t h  h i g h l y  

c o l l o q u i a l  s t y l e :  

I have  h e a r d  t h a t  h y s t e r i c a l  women s a y  
They a r e  s i c k  of  t h e  p a l e t t e  and f idd le -bow,  
Of p o e t s  t h a t  a r e  a lways  g a y ,  
For  everybody knows o r  e l s e  s h o u l d  know 
T h a t  i f  n o t h i n g  d r a s t i c  i s  done 
Aeroplane  and Zeppe l in  w i l l  come o u t ,  
P i t c h  l i k e  King B i l l y  bomb-bal ls  i n  
U n t i l  t h e  town l i e  b e a t e n  f l a t .  16 

( p .  565,  1-8)  

The p o e t ' s  answer t o  t h e  women who demand immedia te  

p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n  t o  s t a y  t h e  impending d i s a s t e r  i s  n o t  t o  

" t a k e  up t h e  c a u s e , "  b u t  i n s t e a d  t o  s h i f t  p e r s p e c t i v e  i n  t h e  

second  s t a n z a .  H e  d i s t a n c e s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t r a g e d y  o f  a e r o -  

p l a n e  and z e p p e l i n  w i t h  t h e  S h a k e s p e a r i a n  v i e w p o i n t  o f  t h e  

wor ld  a s  a  s t a g e :  

A l l  pe r fo rm t h e i r  t r a g i c  p l a y ,  
T h e i r  s t r u t s  Hamlet,  t h e r e  i s  L e a r ,  
T h a t ' s  O p h e l i a ,  t h a t  C o r d e l i a ;  
Y e t  t h e y ,  shou ld  t h e  l a s t  s c e n e  be  t h e r e ,  
The g r e a t  s t a g e  c u r t a i n  a b o u t  t o  d r o p ,  
I f  worthy t h e i r  prominent  p a r t  i n  t h e  p l a y ,  
Do n o t  b r e a k  up t h e i r  l i n e s  t o  weep. 
They know t h a t  Hamlet and Lear  a r e  gay;  
G a i e t y  t r a n s f i g u r i n g  a l l  t h a t  d r e a d .  

(p .  565,  9-17) 

An awareness  of t r a g e d y  seems t o  work on a t  l e a s t  two l e v e l s  

h e r e ,  f o r  b o t h  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  w i t h i n  t h e  drama and t h e  a c t o r  

who pe r fo rms  t h e  r o l e  t r a n s f o r m  t h e i r  d r e a d  i n t o  g a i e t y .  

1 6 ~ h e  poem's d a t e  of  p u b l i c a t i o n  i n  1938 may w e l l  
f o r e c a s t  t h e  d i s a s t e r  o f  World War 11. 



Y e a t s  c l a i m s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  i n  h i s  p r o s e  t h a t  t r a g e d y  i s  t h e  

h i g h e s t  form of  a r t ;  i n  h i s  A u t o b i o g r a p h y  h e  remarks :  "A 

p o e t  c r e a t e s  t r a g e d y  from h i s  own s o u l ,  t h a t  s o u l  which i s  

a l i k e  in a l l  men. I t  h a s  n o t  j o y ,  a s  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  word, 

b u t  e c s t a s y  . . . I n  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  The  Ox fo rd  Rook 

o f  Modern V e r s e ,  h e  reminds u s  t h a t  t h e  Greek c h o r u s  danced 

f o r  joy d u r i n g  t r a g i c  performances, '8  and i n  On t h e  B o i l e r ,  

t h e  g r e a t  M C C O ~  c o n t e n d s  t h a t :  " . . . t h e  a r t s  a r e  a l l  t h e  

b r i d a l  chambers o f  joy.  No t r a g e d y  i s  l e g i t i m a t e  u n l e s s  it 

l e a d s  some g r e a t  c h a r a c t e r  t o  h i s  f i n a l  joy .  "19 F u r t h e r ,  

Y e a t s  d o e s  n o t  res t r ic t  t h e  v a l u e  of  t r a g e d y  t o  t h e  s t a g e :  

" W e  b e g i n  t o  l i v e  when w e  have  conce ived  l i f e  a s  t r a g e d y .  1, 20 

The p o e t  s p e a k i n g  i n  " L a p i s  L a z u l i , "  t h e n ,  d o e s  n o t  

p o s i t  a  dichotomy between " a r t "  and " l i f e ; "  r a t h e r ,  a r t  

p r o v i d e s  p e r s p e c t i v e  f o r  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  r e a l i t y  of  d e a t h :  

~ l l  men have  aimed a t ,  found and l o s t ;  
Black o u t ;  Heaven b l a z i n g  i n t o  t h e  head:  
Tragedy wrought  t o  i t s  u t t e r m o s t .  

(p .  566, 18-20) 

The t h i r d  s t a n z a  of  " L a p i s  L a z u l i "  a g a i n  f o c u s e s  on 

a r t ,  t h e  a r t w o r k  of  p a s t  c i v i l i z a t i o n s .  A s  i n  t h e  second 

s e c t i o n ,  t h e  p o e t  b e g i n s  w i t h  a  p r o c e s s i o n - - t h i s  t i m e  n o t  o f  

1 7 y e a t s ,  Autobiography , p .  319. 

1 8 y e a t s ,  I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  - The Oxford Book o f  Modern 
I-- 

Verse 1892-1935 (London, 1 9 3 6 ) ,  p. xxx lv .  

1 9 y e a t s ,  -- On t h e  B o i l e r ,  p.  35.  

2 0 ~ e a t s ,  Autobiography,  p.  128.  



S h a k e s p e a r i a n  c h a r a c t e r s ,  b u t  of  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  " p u t  t o  t h e  

sword."  However, t h e  e f f e c t  of  marching them b e f o r e  t h e  

r e a d e r ' s  i m a g i n a t i v e  eye  i n  l o n g  slow cadences  ( e . 9 .  

"Camelback, horse -back ,  a s s -back ,  mule-back")  i s  t o  p l a c e  

them on a  k i n d  of  s t a g e ,  t o  r e n d e r  them p a r t  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  

drama. The p o e t  does  n o t  c l a i m  h e r e  t h a t  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  

c r e a t i o n s  a r e  e t e r n a l ,  f o r  t h e y  a r e  a l s o  d e s t r o y e d :  

No handiwork o f  C a l l i m a c h u s ,  
Who hand led  marble  a s  it it were b r o n z e ,  
Made d r a p e r i e s  t h a t  seemed t o  r i se  
When sea-wind swept  t h e  c o r n e r ,  s t a n d s ;  

(p .  566,  29-32) 

Y e t  t h e  p o s i t i v e  r e s p o n s e  l i e s  w i t h  t h e  a r t i s t  and c r e a t o r  who, 

r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  t r a g i c  c y c l e ,  can  b e g i n  a g a i n :  

~ l l  t h i n g s  f a l l  and a r e  b u i l t  a g a i n ,  
And t h o s e  t h a t  b u i l d  them a g a i n  a r e  gay.  

(p .  566, 35-36) 

The o n l y  e s c a p e  from t h e  t e m p o r a l i t y  of  l i f e  i s  t h e  E a s t e r n  

c o n c e p t  o f  r e b i r t h .  The i n d i v i d u a l  c y c l e s  come t o  a n  e n d ,  

2 1 ~  comment i n  "The T r a g i c  G e n e r a t i o n t t  becomes 
e s p e c i a l l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e s e  l i n e s  i n  " L a p i s  
L a z u l i . "  Y e a t s  remarks  t h a t  Donne d i d  n o t  t r y  t o  l i n g e r  
"between s p i r i t  and s e n s e : "  "How o f t e n  had I h e a r d  men o f  
my t i m e  t a l k  of  t h e  mee t ing  between s p i r i t  and s e n s e ,  y e t  
t h e r e  i s  no mee t ing  b u t  o n l y  change upon t h e  i n s t a n t ,  and 
it i s  by t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  of  a  change ,  l i k e  t h e  sudden " b l a c k -  
i n g  o u t "  o f  t h e  l i g h t s  of  t h e  s t a g e ,  t h a t  p a s s i o n  c r e a t e s  
i t s  most v i o l e n t  s e n s a t i o n "  (p .  2 1 8 ) .  The awareness  o f  
t r a g e d y  would seem t o  be a sudden p a s s i o n a t e  s p i r i t u a l  
v i s i o n .  
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b u t  t h e  s e r i e s  of  c y c l e s  i s  never-ending.22 Thus,  a s  i n  

"The G y r e s , "  " a l l  t h i n g s  run /  On t h a t  u n f a s h i o n a b l e  g y r e  a g a i n "  

(P .  565,  2 3 - 2 4 ) .  For  a  more c a r e f u l l y  worked o u t  c o n c e p t  

o f  t h e  g y r e s ,  one need o n l y  s t u d y  Y e a t s ' s  p h i l o s o p h y  i n  

A Vision. 

I n  view of  t h e  o r i e n t a l  f l a v o u r  of t h e  c y c l e s ,  i t  

seems a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  s e l e c t  t h r e e  Chinamen a s  t h e  f i n a l  

p r o c e s s i o n  o f  f i g u r e s  on t h e  p o e t ' s  s t a g e  i n  " L a p i s  L a z u l i . "  

The s p e a k e r  s t a r e s  a t  a  work of  a r t - - a  c a r v i n g  i n  l a p i s  

l a z u l i .  The stonework c o n n e c t s  i m a g i s t i c a l l y  w i t h  t h e  

f a s h i o n e d  s t o n e  o f  Ca l l imachus  i n  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  s t a n z a .  Each 

mark o f  t i m e  on t h e  s t o n e  f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  

and he  t r a n s f o r m s  t h e  Chinamen t h r o u g h  h i s  i m a g i n a t i o n  from 

t h e i r  l i m i t e d  b o u n d a r i e s  of  s t o n e  t o  t h r e e  f i g u r e s  c l i m b i n g  

a mounta in  s l o p e :  

2 2 ~ h e  g y r e s  o r  c y c l e s  which s o  f a s c i n a t e d  Y e a t s  a r e  
echoed i n  a n o t h e r  E a s t e r n  poem, "Mohini C h a t e r j e e "  (pp .  495- 
496) : 

'Old  l o v e r s  y e t  may have  
A l l  t h a t  t i m e  denied--  
Grave i s  heaped on g r a v e  
T h a t  t h e y  b e  s a t i s f i e d - -  
Over t h e  b lackened  e a r t h  
The o l d  t r o o p s  p a r a d e ,  
B i r t h  i s  heaped on b i r t h  
T h a t  such  cannonade 
May t h u n d e r  t i m e  away, 

I n  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  l i n e s  of t h e  poem, however,  t h e r e  i s  a t  l e a s t  
t h e  s u g g e s t i o n  of  e s c a p e  i n  what may p a r a l l e l  Y e a t s ' s  c o n c e p t  
o f  t h e  T h i r t e e n t h  Cone i n  A V i s i o n ,  f o r  t h e  I n d i a n  s a g e  s p e a k s  
o f  a  t ime  when " ~ i r t h - h o u r - a n d  dea th -hour  m e e t , /  O r ,  a s  g r e a t  
s a g e s  s a y , /  Men dance  on d e a t h l e s s  f e e t . "  



. . . . . . . . . . . . . and I 
D e l i g h t  t o  imagine  them s e a t e d  t h e r e ;  
T h e r e ,  on t h e  mounta in  and t h e  s k y ,  
On a l l  t h e  t r a g i c  s c e n e  t h e y  s t a r e .  
One a s k s  f o r  mournful  m e l o d i e s ;  
Accomplished f i n g e r s  b e g i n  t o  p l a y .  
T h e i r  e y e s  mid many w r i n k l e s ,  t h e i r  e y e s ,  
T h e i r  a n c i e n t  g l i t t e r i n g  e y e s ,  a r e  gay.  

(p. 567,  49-56) 

A t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  of  " L a p i s  ~ a z u l i "  b o t h  p o e t  and work o f  a r t  

s t a n d  a p a r t  from t h e  wor ld .  The m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t  b a l a n c e s  

t h e  f iddle-bow i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a  which went  u n a p p r e c i a t e d  

by h y s t e r i c a l  women. The g a i e t y ,  echoed i n  e a c h  s t a n z a ,  h a s  

a  f a r  d i f f e r e n t  c o n n o t a t i o n  from t h a t  g i v e n  it by t h e  

women, who u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  g a i e t y  a s  o b l i v i o u s n e s s  

t o ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a c c e p t a n c e  o f ,  impending t r a g e d y ,  and who 

have  no  comprehension of  t h e  " g a i e t y "  o f  c r e a t i o n .  For  Yeats, 

t r a g i c  g a i e t y  b e l o n g s  t o  t h e  a r t i s t ;  and f o r  N i e t z s c h e ,  whom 

h e  r e a d ,  23  t o  t h e  superman: 

Y e  l o o k  a l o f t  when y e  l o n g  f o r  e x a l t a t i o n ;  and I 
l o o k  downward because  I am e x a l t e d .  

who among you can  a t  t h e  same t i m e  l a u g h  and b e  
e x a l t e d ?  

H e  who c l i m b e t h  on t h e  h i g h e s t  mounta ins ,  
l a u g h e t h  a t  a l l  t r a g i c  p l a y s  and t r a g i c  r e a l i t i e s .  24 

L 3 ~ i e t z s c h e  i s  quo ted  b o t h  i n  t h e  Autobiography and 
i n  Y e a t s ' s  l e t t e r s .  Yea t s  c r e d i t s  John Quinn  w i t h  i n t r o d u c i n g  
him t o  N i e t z s c h e  (Hone, p .  1 8 7 ) .  Joseph Hone t e l l s  u s  t h a t  
Y e a t s  c a l l e d  N i e t z s c h e  " t h a t  s t r o n g  e n c h a n t e r ' '  and r e a d  him 
s o  much t h a t  h i s  e y e s  w e r e  b a d , "  and [ Y e a t s ]  had found a  
t h o u g h t  t h a t  ' r u n s  b u t  even i n  a  more v i o l e n t  c u r r e n t  i n  t h e  
bed B l a k e ' s  t h o u g h t  h a s  worn ' "  ( p .  1 8 7 ) .  

2 4 ~ r i e d r i c h  N i e t z s c h e  , Thus Spake Z a r a t h u s t r a ,  t r a n s .  
Thomas Common ( N e w  York, 1964) , p. 4 4 .  The v e r s i o n  Yea t s  
p r o b a b l y  r e a d  i s  t h e  1908 t r a n s l a t i o n  by T i l l e ,  b u t  I was 
u n a b l e  t o  o b t a i n  a copy. 
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AS i n  "The Tower,"  t h e  movement of  " L a p i s  L a z u l i "  i s  upward, 

and t h e  mounta in- top ,  more s u c c e s s f u l l y  t h a n  t h e  c rumbl ing  

t o w e r ,  becomes t h e  f i n a l  v a n t a g e  p o i n t .  T h a t  i n  i t s e l f  i s  

t h e  b r e a k  i n  t h e  o t h e r w i s e  c i r c u l a r  movement o f  t h e  poem 

which r e f l e c t s  t h e  f l u x  of h i s t o r y .  The p o e t ,  by v i r t u e  of 

h i s  age  and e x p e r i e n c e ,  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  way t o  

c o u n t e r a c t  t r a g e d y  i s  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  t h r o u g h  a r t .  H i s  age  

and wisdom a r e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  gay ,  g l i t t e r i n g  e y e s  o f  t h e  

Chinamen. 

The f i n a l  u n i t y  o f  t h e  i n t r i c a t e  l e v e l s  of  meaning 

i n  a r t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  of  t h e  numerous f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  poem, f i n a l l y  

i n  t h e  mind of  t h e  p o e t  s p e a k e r .  H e  i s  t h e  one  who sees t h e  

p o t e n t i a l l y  d e s t r u c t i v e  e l e m e n t s  i n  n a t u r e ,  such  a s  t h e  w a t e r -  

marks on t h e  s t o n e ,  a s  c o n s t r u c t i v e :  t h e y  become a p a r t  of  

h i s  a r t i s t i c  v i s i o n .  Yea t s  makes e x t r a o r d i n a r y  c l a i m s  f o r  

t h e  a r t i s t  i n  " L a p i s  L a z u l i : "  he i s  e q u a t e d  w i t h  t h e  b u i l d e r s  

of c i v i l i z a t i o n s .  Presumably ,  t h e  poem a f f e c t s  i t s  r e a d e r  

i n  t h e  same way t h a t  t h e  l a p i s  l a z u l i  c a r v i n g  a f f e c t s  t h e  

p o e t  and ,  w i t h i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n ,  t h e  s a m e  way t h a t  

t h e  music t r a n s f o r m s  t h e  wor ld  f o r  t h e  Chinamen. The a r t i s t  

i s  a symbol i n  t h e  poem a s  a r e  t h e  Chinamen; a s  a  symbol ,  

h e  p o t e n t i a l l y  o f f e r s  u s  a v i s i o n  t h r o u g h  a r t  which i n t e r -  

sects b o t h  p h y s i c a l  and s p i r i t u a l  w o r l d s  i n  a  moment o f  t r a g i c  

g a i e t y .  

Bo th  "High Ta lk"  and "The C i r c u s  Animals ' D e s e r t i o n ,  " 

v e r y  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t h e m a t i c a l l y  and i m a g i s t i c a l l y ,  e p i t o m i z e  



166 

t h e  aged p o e t  s p e a k e r  i n  Y e a t s l s  l y r i c s .  They, a l o n g  w i t h  

"The Munic ipa l  G a l l e r y  ~ e v i s i t e d "  and " B e a u t i f u l  L o f t y  T h i n g s , "  

a l s o  d e m o n s t r a t e  e s p e c i a l l y  dominant  e l e m e n t s  of  a u t o b i o g r a p h y .  

G.  T.  Wright  remarks  t h a t  Yea t s  i n  h i s  many r o l e s  a s  p o e t  

shows s u c h  t r a i t s  a s  " h i s  i m p a t i e n c e ,  h i s  a n g e r ,  h i s  dependence  

on h i s  f r i e n d s ,  h i s  advanc ing  age  . . . h i s  ungovernab le  

p r i d e .  n 2 5  H e  c o n c l u d e s  t h a t  i n  h o n e s t l y  p r e s e n t i n g  t h e s e  

q u a l i t i e s ,  " t h e  p e r s o n a  i s  something more t h a n  t h e i r  sum. I, 26  

I n  p r o j e c t i n g  t h e  o l d  p o e t  a s  p a r t  of h i s  t o t a l  f i g u r a t i o n  of  

t h e  a r t i s t ,  t h e n ,  Yea t s  d o e s  n o t  c o v e r  u p  t h e  b i o g r a p h i c a l  

p e r s o n ,  b u t  r a t h e r  r e v e a l s  h i m s e l f  more f u l l y .  W e  a r e  h e a r i n g  

t h e  s t y l i z e d  v o i c e  o f  t h e  p o e t  and s e e i n g  t h e  i m a g i n a t i v e  

wor ld  of t h e  p o e t ,  l a r g e r  t h a n  l i f e .  

The s u b j e c t  o f  b o t h  t h e s e  l a t e  poems i s  p o e t r y ,  and 

more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e  image. "High T a l k "  moves upward on 

s t i l t s  t o  t h e  p i n n a c l e  of  t h e  image; "The C i r c u s  Animals1  

D e s e r t i o n "  moves downward ( o r  inward)  t o  i t s  s o u r c e .  John 

U n t e r e c k e r  c l a i m s  t h a t  t h e  a r t i s t  i n  "High Ta lk"  u s e s  h i s  

me taphors  t o  a t t a c k  n a t u r a l i s t i c  l i t e r a t u r e :  " H e  h i m s e l f ,  

h e  e x p l a i n s  i s  n o t  c a p a b l e  o f  t h e  e x t r a v a g a n t  f a n t a s y  o f  

b e t t e r  a g e s .  1 t 2 7  While U n t e r e c k e r ' s  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  a  s h o r t  

volume t o  c o v e r  t h e  e n t i r e t y  of  Yeatsls p o e t i c  cannon d o  n o t  

a l l o w  any f u l l  a n a l y s i s  of  t h e  poem, he  h a s  c e r t a i n l y  touched  

2 5 ~ r i g h t ,  The P o e t  i n  t h e  Poern,p. 107.  ----- 

L I U n t e r e c k e r ,  R e a d e r ' s  Guide ,  p.  285. 



upon a  major  theme. U n l i k e  "The C i r c u s  Animals1  D e s e r t i o n , "  

it i s  n o t  one of Y e a t s ' s  b e t t e r  known works ,  s o  I q u o t e  it 

h e r e  i n  f u l l :  

P r o c e s s i o n s  t h a t  l a c k  h i g h  s t i l t s  have  n o t h i n g  t h a t  
c a t c h e s  t h e  e y e .  

What i f  my g rea t -g randdad  had a  p a i r  t h a t  w e r e  twen ty  
f o o t  h i g h ,  

And mine were b u t  f i f t e e n  f o o t ,  no modern s t a l k s  upon 
h i g h e r ,  

Some rogue  o f  t h e  wor ld  s t o l e  them t o  p a t c h  up a 
f e n c e  o r  a  f i r e .  

Because p i e b a l d  p o n i e s ,  l e d  b e a r s ,  caged l i o n s ,  make 
b u t  poor  shows, 5 

Because c h i l d r e n  demand Daddy-long-legs upon h i s  
t i m b e r  t o e s ,  

Because women i n  t h e  upper  s t o r e y s  demand a f a c e  a t  
t h e  pane ,  

T h a t  p a t c h i n g  o l d  h e e l s  t h e y  may s h r i e k ,  I t a k e  t o  
c h i s e l  and p l a n e .  

Malach i  S t i l t - J a c k  am I ,  wha tever  I l e a r n e d  h a s  run  
w i l d ,  

From c o l l a r  t o  c o l l a r ,  from s t i l t  t o  s t i l t ,  from 
f a t h e r  t o  c h i l d .  

A l l  metaphor ,  Malach i ,  s t i l t s  and a l l .  A b a r n a c l e  10  
goose  

F a r  up  i n  t h e  s t r e t c h e s  of n i g h t ;  n i g h t  s p l i t s  and 
t h e  dawn b r e a k s  l o o s e ;  

I ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  t e r r i b l e  n o v e l t y  o f  l i g h t ,  s t a l k  o n ,  
s t a l k  on; 

Those g r e a t  s e a - h o r s e s  b a r e  t h e i r  t e e t h  and l a u g h  a t  
t h e  dawn. 

(pp .  622-623) 

The "modern," i n  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  a d h e r e  t o  r e a l i s m ,  h a s  i g n o r e d  

a  fundamenta l  e l e m e n t  i n  l i t e r a t u r e ;  n e g l e c t i n g  t h e  s t i l t s  

which " c a t c h  t h e  e y e , "  he i s  l e f t  w i t h  a  "poor  show." The 

argument  i s  one Y e a t s  c a r r i e d  on c o n t i n u a l l y  w i t h  modern 

l i t e r a t u r e ,  and n o t  o n l y  i n  h i s  t i r a d e s  a g a i n s t  p o p u l a r  p o e t r y  

in I r e l a n d  a s  d i s c u s s e d  e a r l i e r .  Even T .  S .  E l i o t ,  who 
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e l i c i t e d  Y e a t s ' s  a d m i r a t i o n ,  d i d  n o t  e s c a p e  t h e  c h a r g e .  I n  

"Modern p o e t r y "  Yeats  comments a b o u t  t h e  p r e c e p t s  of E l i o t ' s  

p o e t r y :  

N O  r o m a n t i c  word o r  sound,  n o t h i n g  r e m i n i s c e n t  . . . p o e t r y  must  r e semble  p r o s e ,  and b o t h  a c c e p t  
t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  t h e i r  t i m e ;  n o r  must t h e r e  b e  
any s p e c i a l  s u b j e c t - m a t t e r .  T r i s t r a m  and I s e u l t  
were n o t  a  more s u i t a b l e  theme t h a n  Padd ing ton  
Railway S t a t i o n .  The p o e t  had d e c e i v e d  u s :  l e t  
u s  a c c e p t  t h e  w o r t h l e s s  p r e s e n t .  2 8  

R e g a r d l e s s  of  whether  one a g r e e s  w i t h  Y e a t s ' s  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  

E l i o t ' s  s u b j e c t  c o n c e r n s ,  he  c l e a r l y  sees t h e  e l e v a t e d  p a s t  

( m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  r a i s e d  on s t i l t s )  a s  t r u e  s u b j e c t - m a t t e r  f o r  

p o e t r y :  "What i f  my g r e a t  granddad had a  p a i r  t h a t  w e r e  

t w e n t y  f o o t  h i g h , /  And mine were b u t  f i f t e e n  f o o t  . . ." 
The images i n  "High T a l k "  a r e  w i e l d e d  i n  a  manner s o  

u n u s u a l  f o r  Y e a t s  t h a t  one i s  tempted t o  a l l e g o r i z e  them, t o  

f i n d  a  d i r e c t  "meaning" o u t s i d e  t h e  poem f o r  t h e  s t i l t s ,  j u s t  

a s  c r i t i c s  a t t e m p t  t o  f i n d  one-to-one r e l a t i o n s h i p s  f o r  t h e  

o b s c u r e  c e n t a u r  and t h e  " h o r r i b l e  g r e e n  b i r d s "  i n  "On a 

P i c t u r e  of  a  Black Cen taur  by Edmund Dulac ."  The a t t e m p t  

s imply  c a n n o t  do  j u s t i c e  t o  t h e  images ,  and i n  t h e  f i n a l  

a n a l y s i s ,  t h e  b a r n a c l e  goose  i s  a  b a r n a c l e  g o o s e ,  j u s t  as 

t h e  c e n t a u r  i s  f i n a l l y  a  c e n t a u r  and n o t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  I r i s h  

Y e a t s ,  E s s a y s  and I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p.  4 9 9 .  
7 
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c u l t u r e  o r  y e a t s l s  muse o r  "an  i d e a l i z e d  a n t i t h e t i c a l  s e l f .  t129 

W e  might  i d e n t i f y  t h e  s t i l t s  a s  mythology o r  t r a d i t i o n  

( t h e  p o e t  i n  an e a r l i e r  poem s p e a k s  of  a  c o a t  embro ide red  

o u t  of  o l d  mytho log ies - -a l so  s t o l e n  by r o g u e s  of  t h e  w o r l d ) ,  

o r  any of  Y e a t s l s  esteemed f o u n d a t i o n s  f o r  b e a u t i f u l  a r t .  

Each of  t h e s e  s u g g e s t i o n s  i s  ana logous  t o  t h e  s t i l t s ,  b u t  t h e  

p o e t  t e l l s  us  s imply  t h a t  a l l  i s  metaphor ,  and w e  a r e  l e f t  

w i t h  t h a t  answer.  

C e r t a i n l y  t h e  s t i l t s  d o  n o t  f i t  i n  t h e  modern p r a c -  

t i c a l  wor ld  which must f i n d  a  u s e f u l  p u r p o s e  f o r  e v e r y t h i n g ,  

whe the r  t o  p a t c h  up a  f e n c e  o r  a f i r e .  A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  t h e  

i m a g i n a t i v e  c h i l d r e n  demand "Daddy-long-legs upon h i s  timer 

t o e s , "  and t h e  women, " p a t c h i n g  o l d  h e e l s , "  demand more 

e x c i t e m e n t  t h a n  t h e i r  own d r a b  r a l i t y  o f f e r s  them, For  t h i s  

r e a s o n ,  t h e  a u t h o r  " t a k e s  t o  c h i s e l  and p l a n e "  t o  c o n s t r u c t  

new s t i l t s .  

Y e t  t h e  p o e t  goes  f u r t h e r  t h a n  t h i s  r e a d i n g  of t h e  

poem i n d i c a t e s .  H e  i s  e l u c i d a t i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  metaphor 

in h i s  own work. One can  r e a d i l y  d i s c e r n  how much t h a t  

n a t u r e  d i f f e r s  from t h e  "poor  show;" f o r  h a v i n g  once  c r e a t e d  

t h e  metaphor ,  "whatever  I l e a r n e d  h a s  r u n  w i l d . "  I t  forms 

a  u n m i s t a k a b l e  c o n t r a s t  t o  "caged l i o n s "  and " l e d  b e a r s . "  

" u n t e r e c k e r  s e e s  t h e  c e n t a u r  a s  I r i s h  c u l t u r e  and 
Ellmann v i s u a l i z e s  it a s  Y e a t s ' s  muse. Bloom (p .  3 6 6 )  summarizes 
t h e s e  two t h e o r i e s  b e f o r e  he goes  on t o  o f f e r  h i s  own o f  
" i d e a l i z e d  a n t i t h e t i c a l  s e l f . "  



While the stilts may have been formed to appease the woman 

and child, they take the poet much farther once he has 

mounted them and thus entered into the world of the metaphor. 

The cry, "~alachi Stilt-Jack am I," seems both forceful and 

spontaneous, and ends with the poet's identification of 

everything within the context of his art: "All metaphor, 

Malachi, stilts and all." As the music in "Lapis Lazuli" 

transforms the scene for the Chinamen, the stilts serve to 

transform the world through the poet's vision in "High Talk:" 

It. . . A barnacle goose/ Far up in the stretches of night; 
night splits and the dawn breaks loose." No better metaphor 

exists for the poet's vision than the breaking of light 

through darkness. Bernard Levine is accurate in his assess- 

ment of the lyric as one of Yeats's most visionary poems: 

Realization of the Self is a momentary vision, 
not the actualization, of ultimate reality . . . but the imaginative process which culminates 
periodically in the moment of vision, makes for 
a continual refinement of imaginative 
sensibility. 30 

We can see "terrible novelty" as descriptive of the poet's 

vision. The barnacle goose may have been selected because 

of the extraordinary legend surrounding him. Hatched in 

Arctic waters, the bird occasionally flies as far south as 

Ireland and ~ngland; but because his place of birth was long 

30~ernard Levine, " 'High Talk: ' A Concentrative 
Analysis of a Poem by Yeats," James Joyce Quarterly, Vol. 
111, p. 125 



unknown, f o r  many y e a r s  it was b e l i e v e d  t h a t  he  h a t c h e d  

m y s t e r i o u s l y  from c e r t a i n  t r e e s  o r  t h a t  h e  grew from t h e  t r e e s ,  

a t t a c h e d  by h i s  beak.  31 The s e a  h o r s e s ,  p a r t  of  t h e  v i s i o n  

and a l l  metaphor ,  add a n o t h e r  N i e t z s c h e a n  l a u g h  a t  t h e  s c e n e .  

They may have  been s e l e c t e d  a s  images b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  

t r a n s l u c e n c e ,  b u t  t h e y  a l s o  b a l a n c e  and i m a g i n a t i v e l y  o u t s h i n e  

t h e  " p i e b a l d  p o n i e s "  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  p r o c e s s i o n  i n  t h e  poem. 

The f i g u r e  o f  Malachi  h i m s e l f  seems t o  b e a r  l i t t l e  

resemblance  t o  t h e  B i b l i c a l  Malach i ,  t h e  l a s t  of  t h e  minor 

p r o p h e t s  who warns I s r a e l  t h a t  d i s a s t e r  would come o f  h e r  

d i s o b e d i e n c e  of  t h e  laws of  God. U n t e r e c k e r  s u g g e s t s  a n  

a n a l o g u e  i n  t h e  t w e l f t h - c e n t u r y  s a i n t  who a s s i s t e d  Y e a t s ' s  

f a v o u r i t e  I r i s h  s a i n t ,  C e l l a c h .  32 N e i t h e r  of  t h e s e  p e r s o n a g e s  

seems t o  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  poem. The s p e a k i n g  

v o i c e  i s ,  however,  t h e  a r t i s t ,  and he  i s  e x p l i c i t  a b o u t  t h e  

n a t u r e  o f  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  images.  With c h i s e l  and p l a n e ,  

he c o n s c i o u s l y  e r e c t s  t h e  metaphor.  I t  i s  a s  though t h a t  

c r e a t i o n  sudden ly  g i v e s  him i d e n t i t y :  "Malachi  S t i l t - J a c k  am 

I." Once c r e a t e d ,  t h e  metaphor h a s  a n  e n e r g y  of  i t s  own 

a n d ,  a s  h a s  proven t h e  c a s e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  p o e t ' s  i n t e r a c t i o n  

w i t h  t h e  symbol,  e l e v a t e s  him, p r e p a r e s  him f o r  t h e  v i s i o n .  

I n  mounting t h e  s t i l t s ,  t h e  p o e t  e n t e r s  a  wor ld  of  symbol.  

3 1 ~ x f o r d  E n g l i s h  D i c t i o n a r y .  



The f i n a l  images combine e a r t h ,  a i r  ( t h e  b a r n a c l e  g e e s e ) ,  

wa te r  ( s e a  h o r s e s ) ,  and f i r e  ( t h e  l i g h t  which s p l i t s  n i g h t ) ,  

aga in  a  c o n s i s t e n t  p a t t e r n  f o r  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t ,  who i s  bo th  

a t  one w i t h  and o u t s i d e  n a t u r e .  The f a n t a s t i c a l  an imals  

f u r t h e r  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  imag ina t ive  q u a l i t y  of t h e  landscape .  

The speaking vo ice  i n  'High T a l k '  more t han  i n  any 
p rev ious  poem of Yea ts ,  comes c l o s e s t  t o  a c t u a l l y  
d i v e s t i n g  i t s e l f  of s e l f - consc ious  awareness and ,  
a long  wi th  it, awareness of e x t e r n a l  r e a l i t y ;  t h e  
speaking  vo ice  seems t o  have been magnif ied by a  
f o r c e  d e r i v i n g  wholly from w i t h i n ,  y e t  l a r g e r  t han  
any pe r sona l  emotion o r  f e e l i n g .  33 

The most overwhelming sense  conveyed by t h e  l a s t  seven 

l i n e s  of "High Talk"  i s  t h a t  of freedom. I f  one r e c a l l s  

t h e  p o e t ' s  a s su rance  a t  t h e  opening of "The Tower" t h a t  i n  

o l d  age h i s  imagina t ion  i s  more f a n t a s t i c a l  t han  e v e r ,  "High 

Talk"  shows t h a t  imagina t ion  has  l i b e r a t e d  him bo th  from 

r e s t r i c t i o n s  of  age and from t h e  mundane r e a l i t y  of t h e  

p h y s i c a l  world.  What he has  l ea rned  has  " run  w i l d ; "  dawn 

"breaks  l oose"  a s  though it had been c o n s t r a i n e d  by n i g h t ;  

and t h e  movement of t h e  poe t  a s  he " s t a l k s  on" s u g g e s t s  f r e e -  

dom f a r  beyond normal p h y s i c a l  l i m i t a t i o n s .  

"High Talk"  may imply a  c i r c u l a r  c o n d i t i o n :  some 

Itrogue of t h e  world" i s  aga in  l i k e l y  t o  rob t h e  p o e t  of h i s  

s t i l t s ;  he w i l l  t hen  " t a k e  t o  c h i s e l  and p lane"  once more. 

L e v i n e 1 s  very p e r c e p t i v e  a n a l y s i s  of  t h e  poem perhaps  b e s t  



summarizes the concept of the poet which Yeats so force- 

fully projects in the poem: 

More than any other figure in Yeatsls poetry, 
Malachi comes closest to being a projection 
of the poet's creative sensibility. For 
Malachi and Yeats, both, the word, the image, 
the artistic form constitutes but a vehicle, 
the scaffolding for some final--disembodied-- 
awareness. The scaffolding is always in the 
making--never complete. 34 

"The Circus Animals' Desertion" expresses another 

response to the same situation: the poet is old and his 

stilts and show are gone; the fanatastical animals at the con- 

clusion of "High Talk" have deserted him. In this poem, 

Yeats is more apparently autobiographical and the speaker more 

obviously the old poet. The situation which the poet faces 

is far more devastating than that in "The Tower," where 

poetic imagination has ultimately to rise above a decaying 

body. Here the artist encounters the greater dread of 

imaginative degeneration: 

I sought a theme and sought for it in vain, 
I sought it daily for six weeks or so. 
Maybe at last, being but a broken man, 
I must be satisfied with my heart, although 
Winter and summer till old age began 
My circus animals were all on show, 
Those stilted boys, that burnished chariot, 
Lion and woman and the Lord knows what. 

(p. 629, 1-8) 
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T h i s  frame of mind was n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  unknown t o  Yea t s ,  who 

had s u f f e r e d  an e x c r u c i a t i n g  pe r iod  of non-produc t iv i ty  

and se l f -doub t .  By 1934 he f e l t  t h a t  o l d  age had l e f t  him 

a r t i s t i c a l l y  s t e r i l e .  Untereclier  quo te s  some of t h e  p o e t ' s  

misg iv ings :  

I had no th ing  i n  my head . . . Perhaps  Coole Park 
where I had escaped from p o l i t i c s ,  from a l l  t h a t  
Dublin t a l k e d  o f ,  when it was s h u t ,  s h u t  me o u t  
from my theme; o r  d i d  t h e  subconscious  drama t h a t  
was my imag ina t ive  l i f e  end wi th  i t s  owner? b u t  i t  
was more l i k e l y  t h a t  I had grown t o o  o l d  f o r  
p o e t r y .  35 

T h i s  s t a t emen t  of f a i l u r e  i n  f i n d i n g  a  theme, exp res sed  i n  

t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a ,  i r o n i c a l l y  p rov ides  a  compel l ing theme f o r  

p o e t r y ,  a s  does  t h e  seemingly d i s p a i r i n g  comment, "I must be  

s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  my h e a r t . "  

"Those s t i l t e d  boys" seem d i r e c t l y  from "High Ta lk , "  

a l t hough  h e r e  t h e  syn tax  r e n d e r s  t h e  meaning of " s t i l t e d "  

ambivalent .  Viewing himself  me taphor i ca l ly  a s  a  r i n g m a s t e r ,  

t h e  speaker  has  from t h e  o u t s e t  e n t e r e d  h i s  poem a s  a  c e n t r a l  

image. H e  and a l l  h i s  former works have become t h e  s t u f f  

of  p o e t r y ,  and i n  view of  what we have seen of Y e a t s l s  

c r i t e r i a  f o r  p o e t i c  images, t h i s  i n  i t s e l f  comprises a  

p r e s t i g i o u s  p o s i t i o n  f o r  t h e  poe t .  A p a t t e r n  e s t a b l i s h e d  

i n  "The Tower" and e l a b o r a t e d  i n  "The Municipal  G a l l e r y  



R e v i s i t e d "  and " A l l  S o u l s '  N igh t"  o f  c a l l i n g  up fo rmer  

a c q u a i n t a n c e s  and c h a r a c t e r s  i s  b r o u g h t  t o  f r u i t i o n  i n  "The 

C i r c u s  Animals '  D e s e r t i o n . "  With t h e  q u e s t i o n ,  "What can  I 

b u t  enumerate  o l d  themes , "  t h e  p o e t  p a r a d e s  h i s  former  themes 

i n  a r e a s s e s s m e n t  of t h e  v a l u e  of  h i s  a r t .  

O i s i n ,  t h e  I r i s h  h e r o  of Y e a t s ' s  f i r s t  major  p u b l i s h e d  

work, i s  t h e  f i r s t  r e c a l l e d :  

F i r s t  t h a t  s e a - r i d e r  O i s i n  l e d  by t h e  n o s e  
Through t h r e e  enchan ted  i s l a n d s ,  a l l e g o r i c a l  d reams ,  
Va in ,  g a i e t y ,  v a i n  b a t t l e ,  v a i n  r e p o s e ,  
Themes o f  t h e  e m b i t t e r e d  h e a r t ,  o r  s o  i t  seems, . . . 
~ u t  what c a r e d  I t h a t  se t  him on t o  r i d e ,  
I ,  s t a r v e d  f o r  t h e  bosom o f  h i s  f a e r y  b r i d e ?  

(p .  6 2 9 ,  10-16) 

The " • ’ a e r y  b r i d e , "  Niamh, was one of  t h e  immorta l  Danaans. 

I n  p r o f e s s i n g  h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  h e r ,  t h e  p o e t  s u g g e s t s  n o t  o n l y  

h i s  s e x u a l  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  b u t  a l s o  h i s  l o n g i n g  t o  t r a n s c e n d  

m o r t a l  l i m i t a t i o n s - - t o  a c c e p t  t h e  c h o i c e ,  which O i s i n  r e f u s e s ,  

of  e t e r n a l  l i f e  i n  t h e  enchan ted  Dannaan l a n d s .  

The second s t a n z a  of P a r t  I1 summons The C o u n t e s s  

C a t h l e e n ,  main c h a r a c t e r  i n  a  p l a y  Yea t s  had w r i t t e n  e x p r e s s l y  

f o r  blaud Gonne. The s p e a k e r  i n t e r j e c t s  i n  t h e s e  few l i n e s  

h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between e v e n t s  and a r t i s t i c  

r e s p o n s e :  



She ,  p i t y - c r a z e d ,  had g i v e n  h e r  s o u l  away, 
~ u t  m a s t e r f u l  Heaven had i n t e r v e n e d  t o  s a v e  i t ,  
I t h o u g h t  my d e a r  must h e r  own s o u l  d e s t r o y ,  
So d i d  f a n a t i c i s m  and h a t e  e n s l a v e  i t ,  
And t h i s  b r o u g h t  f o r t h  a  dream and soon enough 
T h i s  dream i t s e l f  had a l l  my t h o u g h t  and l o v e .  

(pp.  629-630, 19-24) 

I n  T h e  C o u n t e s s  C a t h l e e n ,  t h e  Countess  and h e r  poet-companion 

A l e e l  r e t u r n  t o  h e r  o l d  home i n  I r e l a n d  t o  f i n d  d r e a d f u l  

famine  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  l a n d .  S a t a n ,  w i t h  a p p r o p r i a t e  exped- 

i e n c e ,  i s  t r a d i n g  food and money f o r  p e a s a n t s '  s o u l s .  D e s p i t e  

A l e e l ' s  a rguments  and o f f e r  o r  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e ,  C a t h l e e n  

b a r t e r s  h e r  own s o u l  i n  h e r  p e o p l e ' s  s t e a d ,  b u t ,  a s  Y e a t s ' s  

l i n e  r e c o u n t s ,  h e r  s o u l  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  saved  by h e a v e n l y  

i n t e r v e n t i o n .  The p o e t  i n  "The C i r c u s  Animals1  D e s e r t i o n "  

p a r a l l e l s  h i s  p l a y  and t h e  r e a l  e v e n t  (Maud Gonne l s  s a c r i f i c e s  

f o r  t h e  I r i s h  c a u s e ) ,  b u t  w i t h  a  marked d i f f e r e n c e s :  h i s  

be loved  would have  d e s t r o y e d  h e r  s o u l  t h r o u g h  ha te - -no t  

o f f e r e d  it o u t  o f  l o v e .  The dream which h i s  b e l o v e d  b r o u g h t  

f o r t h  a s  propounded i n  The C o u n t e s s  C a t h l e e n  seems v a s t l y  

s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  r e a l i t y  which s p a r k e d  it; it i s  l i t t l e  wonder 

t h a t  t h e  dream r e c e i v e d  h i s  t h o u g h t  and l o v e .  

L i n e s  25  th rough  32  i n t r o d u c e  On B a i z e ' s  S t r a n d  and 

i t s  t h r e e  major  c h a r a c t e r s ,  who w e r e  t o  remain  e s s e n t i a l  t o  

Y e a t s ' s  canon: C u c h u l a i n ,  t h e  f o o l ,  and t h e  b l i n d  man. 

They,  t o o ,  have  t a k e n  t h e i r  p l a c e  i n  t h e  G r e a t  Memory from 

which t h e y  can  be summoned a s  symbols .  Again t h e  word 

I1hear t1 '  i s  r e p e a t e d  i n  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  e v e n t s  i n  t h e  p l a y  a s  



" h e a r t - m y s t e r i e s , "  p e r h a p s  a l l u d i n g  t o  m y s t e r i o u s  s u p e r -  

n a t u r a l  i n t e r v e n t i o n  of d r u i d s  i n  t h e  drama. 

B e s i d e s  i n d i r e c t l y  reminding t h e  r e a d e r  of h i s  r o l e  

i n  r e - t e l l i n g  I r i s h  l e g e n d s ,  t h e  p o e t  manages t o  i n s e r t  some 

l i t e r a r y  t h e o r y :  " I t  was t h e  dream i t s e l f  e n c h a n t e d  m e : /  

C h a r a c t e r  i s o l a t e d  by a  deed /  To e n g r o s s  t h e  p r e s e n t  and 

domina te  memory" ( l i n e s  2 8 - 3 0 ) .  Yea t s  e spoused  t h i s  t h e o r y  

f r e q u e n t l y :  p r e f e r a b l y ,  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  emphasis  i s  n o t  on 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  c h a r a c t e r  p o r t r a y a l ,  b u t  r a t h e r  on c a t c h i n g  

and f r e e z i n g  a  c h a r a c t e r  a t  h i s  most impass ioned  moment, an  

e x a l t e d ,  t r a n c e - l i k e  i n s t a n t  when he  c o n f r o n t s  t r a g e d y .  The 

c h a r a c t e r  i s o l a t e d  by deed  i s  what Y e a t s  admired i n  Greek 

t r a g e d y ; 3 6  it d e l i g h t e d  him i n  t h e  J a p a n e s e  Noh T h e a t r e ;  it 

b r o u g h t  f o r t h  h i s  p r a i s e  f o r  S y n g e ' s  D i e r d r e .  37  y e a t s 1 s  own 

u s e  of  t h e  mask i n  drama s e r v e d  t o  e r a s e  t h e  nuances  of  

p e r s o n a l i t y  i n  b o t h  a c t o r  and h i s  r o l e ,  and t o  d i s t i l l  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  i n  a c t i o n .  I n  h i s  A u t o b i o g r a p h y  h e  c o n t e n d s  

t h a t :  "Tragedy i s  p a s s i o n  a l o n e l a n d  r e j e c t i n g  c h a r a c t e r ,  

it g e t s  form from m o t i v e s ,  from t h e  wander ing  of  p a s s i o n .  1138 

3 6 ~ h e  t h e o r y  i s  n o t  unor thodox;  a f t e r  a l l ,  A r i s t o t l e  
was adamant t h a t  i n  t r a g e d y  a c t i o n  s u p e r c e d e s  c h a r a c t e r :  
"Tragedy i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  an  i m i t a t i o n  n o t  of  p e r s o n s  b u t  of  
a c t i o n  and l i f e  . . . I n  a  p l a y  a c c o r d i n g l y  t h e y  d o  n o t  a c t  
i n  o r d e r  t o  p o r t r a y  t h e  C h a r a c t e r s ;  t h e y  i n c l u d e  t h e  C h a r a c t e r s  
f o r  t h e  s a k e  of  t h e  a c t i o n "  ( P o e t i c s ,  t r a n s .  Ingram Bywater ,  
i n  The Pocke t  A r i s t o t l e ,  e d .  J u s t i n  Ka . p l i n ,  New York, 1961,  

3 7 ~ e e  Y e a t s l s  comments i n  "The Death  o f  Synge,"  
Autob iography ,  pp. 354-356 and h i s  " P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  F i r s t  E d i t i o n  
of  John M. S y n g e ' s  Poems - and T r a n s l a t i o n s , "  r e p r i n t e d  i n  E s s a y s  
and ~ n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  pp. 306-310. 
7 



I n  "The T r a g i c  T h e a t r e , "  he adds :  

Suddenly i t  s t r i k e s  u s  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r  i s  con- 
t i n u o u s l y  p r e s e n t  i n  comedy a l o n e ,  and t h a t  t h e r e  
i s  much t r a g e d y ,  t h a t  of  C o r n e i l l e ,  t h a t  of  R a c i n e ,  
t h a t  o f  Greece  and Rome, where i t s  p l a c e  i s  t a k e n  
by p a s s i o n s  . . . nor  when t h e  t r a g i c  r e v e r i e  i s  
a t  i t s  h e i g h t  d o  w e  s a y ,  'How w e l l  t h a t  man i s  
r e a l i z e d !  . . . f o r  it i s  a lways  o u r s e l v e s  t h a t  
w e  see upon t h e  s t a g e .  39 

A b i t  f u r t h e r  on i n  t h e  e s s a y ,  Yea t s  a p p l i e s  t h i s  t h e o r y  of  

c h a r a c t e r  d e f i n e d  t h r o u g h  p a s s i o n  t o  t h e  l o v e r ' s  p e r c e p t i o n  

o f  h i s  b e l o v e d .  J u x t a p o s e d  t o  h i s  p a s s a g e  a b o u t  T h e  C o u n t e s s  

C a t h l e e n  i n  "The C i r c u s  Animals '  D e s e r t i o n , "  t h i s  p r o s e  

p a s s a g e  i s  most r e v e a l i n g :  

And when w e  l o v e  . . . d o  w e  n o t  a l s o ,  t h a t  t h e  
f l o o d  may f i n d  no s t o n e  t o  c o n v u l s e ,  no  w a l l  t o  
narrow it, e x c l u d e  c h a r a c t e r  o r  t h e  s i g n s  o f  it 
by c h o o s i n g  t h a t  b e a u t y  which seems u n e a r t h l y  
b e c a u s e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  woman i s  l o s t  amid t h e  
l a b y r i n t h  of  i t s  l i n e s  a s  though l i f e  were tremb- 
l i n g  i n t o  s t i l l n e s s  and s i l e n c e ,  o r  a t  l a s t  
f o l d i n g  i t s e l f  away? . . . Nor have w e  chosen 
i l l u s i o n  i n  choos ing  t h e  outward s i g n  of  t h a t  
m o r a l  g e n i u s  t h a t  l i v e s  among t h e  s u b t l e t y  o f  
t h e  p a s s i o n s ,  and can  f o r  h e r  moment make h e r  of  
t h e  one mind w i t h  g r e a t  a r t i s t s  and p o e t s .  4 0  

Thus ,  i n  t r u e  t r a g e d y ,  t r u e  a r t ,  o r  t r u e  p a s s i o n ,  " t h e  dream 

i t s e l f "  domina tes  a l l  e lse.  I t  i s  proof  of  t h e  p o e t ' s  p a s s i o n  

f o r  t h e  r e a l  woman t h a t  h i s  t h o u g h t s  t u r n  t o  t h e  dream; s h e  

i s  t r a n s f i g u r e d  i n t o  symbol.  S i m i l a r l y ,  t h e  "woman l o s t "  

r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  l a b y r i n t h  of  "woman won" i n  "The Tower" wins 

3 8 ~ e a t s ,  Autobiography,  p.  318. 

3 9 ~ e a t s ,  E s s a y s  - and I n t r o d u c t i o n s  , p. 240. 



t h e  p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i o n .  F u r t h e r ,  Yea t s  i s  a  p o e t  of  Phase  

1 7 ,  t h e  Daimonic  man; h i s  mask i s  " s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  t h r o u g h  

i n t e n s i t y , "  and h i s  body of  f a t e  i s  " l o s s . "  Y e a t s l s  comment 

a b o u t  t h e  man o f  t h i s  phase  c o u l d  s e r v e  a l m o s t  a s  a  g l o s s  t o  

t h e  i d e a  of "woman l o s t : "  "The b e i n g ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  i n t e l l e c t ,  

selects some o b j e c t  o f  d e s i r e  f o r  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  t h e  

Mask a s  Image, some woman p e r h a p s ,  and t h e  B o d y  of Fate  

s n a t c h e s  away t h e  o b j e c t .  1 1 4 1  So i n  t u r n i n g  t o  " t h e  dream 

i t s e l f , "  Yea t s  i s  n o t  o n l y  t r u e  t o  h i s  p o e t i c  t h e o r y ,  b u t  a l s o  

t r u e  t o  h i s  phase .  I n  t e r m s  o f  h i s  p o e t i c s ,  t h e  o l d  a r t i s t  

i n  ''The C i r c u s  Animals1  D e s e r t i o n "  h a s  been imminent ly  

s u c c e s s f u l ,  f o r  a s  h e  l o o k s  back on h i s  work, i t  i s  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r  i s o l a t e d  by deed--Cuchulain b a t t l i n g  t h e  ungovern-  

a b l e  t i d e ,  t h e  F o o l  and B l i n d  Man s t e a l i n g  t h e  bread--which 

s e r v e s  "To e n g r o s s  t h e  mind and domina te  memory." 

S t i l l  a n o t h e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  of  " t h e  dream i t s e l f "  

which e n c h a n t s  t h e  p o e t  grows from a  1914 l e t t e r  t o  Yea t s  

from h i s  f a t h e r :  

The c h i e f  t h i n g  t o  know and n e v e r  f o r g e t  i s  t h a t  
a r t  i s  dreamland . . . S h a k e s p e a r e  n e v e r  q u i t t e d  
h i s  dreams . . . The p o e t  i s  a  magic ian- -h i s  
v o c a t i o n  t o  i n c e s s a n t l y  evoke dreams and d o  h i s  
work w e l l ,  b e c a u s e  of  n a t u r a l  g i f t s  and a c q u i r e d  
s k i l l ,  t h a t  h i s  dreams s h a l l  have  a  po tency  t o  
d e f e a t  t h e  a c t u a l  a t  e v e r y  p o i n t .  4 2  

" y e a t s ,  A - V i s i o n ,  p .  142.  

42,J. B.  Y e a t s ,  L e t t e r s  t o  W .  B .  Y e a t s ,  December 2 1 ,  -- 
1914,  ed .  Wade, p.  198.  



The k i n d  of dream which J. B. Yea t s  d e s c r i b e s  c a n n o t  be 

e q u a t e d  w i t h  f a n t a s i e s  o f  e s c a p e  from t h e  a c t u a l  wor ld .  I t  

i s  r a t h e r  a  r e s u l t  of t h e  p o e t ' s  s e l e c t i o n s ,  d i s t i l l a t i o n ,  

and c r e a t i o n .  The dream r e s u l t s  from t h e  a r t i s t ' s  r e c e p t i v i t y  

t o  images ,  a s  Yea t s  s o  c a r e f u l l y  f o r m u l a t e d  i n  P e r  Arnica 

S i  Z e n t i a  Lunae .  
43 

The f i n a l  s t a n z a  i n  "The C i r c u s  Animals1  D e s e r t i o n "  

e x p r e s s e s  a  power fu l  m i x t u r e  of emot ions  i n  t h e  o l d  s p e a k e r .  

D e s p i t e  t h e  s e n s e  of  r e s i g n a t i o n ,  t h e  f i n a l  s t a t e m e n t s  a r e  

s t r o n g l y  p o s i t i v e .  Looking back on t h e  " c i r c u s  a n i m a l s "  of  

his a r t ,  t h e  aged p o e t  f e e l s  j u s t i f i e d  i n  c a l l i n g  t h e  images 

b o t h  "masterful" and "comple te . "  The p u r e  mind i n  which h i s  

symbols  grew may e i t h e r  be  h i s  own mind o r  t h e  G r e a t  Mind 

or  Memory. H i s  p h r a s e o l o g y  l e n d s  a n  u n m i s t a k a b l e  o r g a n i c  

q u a l i t y  t o  t h e  image: it "grew" once g e n e r a t e d  by t h e  

i m a g i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t .  Y e t  t h e  raw m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  image 

forms a  s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  " p u r e  mind:" 

A mound of  r e f u s e  o r  t h e  sweepings  o f  a s t r e e t ,  
Old k e t t l e s ,  o l d  b o t t l e s ,  and a  b roken  c a n ,  
Old i r o n ,  o l d  bones ,  o l d  r a g s ,  t h a t  r a v i n g  s l u t  
Who keeps  t h e  till . . . . 

( p .  6 3 0 ,  35-38) 

T h i s  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  t h e  image d o e s  n o t  s e r v e  

t o  l e s s e n  t h e  image; r a t h e r ,  it r e n d e r s  t h e  work o f  t h e  

4 3 ~ e e  d i s c u s s i o n  i n  C h a p t e r  I1 above.  



t h e  a r t i s t  more awesome t h a n  e v e r .  H i s  achievement  i s  

t r a n s f o r m i n g  a  mound of r e f u s e  i n t o  o r d e r  and b e a u t y - - i n t o  

l i o n  and woman and t h e  Lord knows what-- the dream which 

" d e f e a t s  t h e  a c t u a l  a t  e v e r y  p o i n t . "  The p o e t  i s  n o t  e x p r e s s -  

i n g  f a i l u r e  h e r e ,  b u t  t r iumph .  Even a s  w e  r e a d  t h e  l i s t  o f  

f o u l  b e g i n n i n g s  of  images i n  t h e  poem, t h e  l anguage  i s  shaped ,  

r h y t h m i c a l ,  p a r t  o f  one o f  Y e a t s ' s  most f o r m a l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  

l y r i c s .  The k e t t l e s  and b o t t l e s  a r e  c o n t a i n e d  w i t h i n  t h e  

b e a u t y  o f  t h e  f i n i s h e d  work. 

L i k e  t h e  p o e t  i n  "High T a l k , "  t h e  s p e a k e r  i n  "The 

C i r c u s  Animals1  D e s e r t i o n "  i s  m i s s i n g  h i s  s t i l t s :  " . . .  
Now t h a t  my l a d d e r ' s  gone , /  I must l i e  down where a l l  t h e  

l a d d e r s  s t a r t , /  I n  t h e  f o u l  rag-and-bone shop  o f  t h e  h e a r t "  

( l i n e s  3 8 - 4 0 ) .  But h e r e  a l l  motion seems s t o p p e d .  I f  he  

" t a k e s  t o  c h i s e l  and p l a n e "  t o  r e b u i l d  h i s  l a d d e r ,  h e  d o e s  n o t  

s a y  a s  much; b u t  t h e  h e a r t  a s  "shop"  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  

c r e a t i v e  p o t e n t i a l  i s  s t i l l  p r e s e n t .  By t h e  end of  t h e  l y r i c ,  

t h e  meaning o f  " h e a r t "  had been c a r e f u l l y  deve loped .  The 

p o e t  h a s  found h i s  theme. Age and e x p e r i e n c e  a l l o w  him t o  

u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between h i s  h e a r t ,  h i s  dream and t h e  images o f  h i s  p o e t r y .  

H e  h a s  l e a r n e d  and embodied Samson's r i d d l e ;  h e  c a n  c r e a t e  

s w e e t n e s s  o u t  of  decay .  

"The C i r c u s  Animals '  D e s e r t i o n "  r e a l i z e s ,  p e r h a p s  

more t h a n  any o t h e r  poem, t h e  s p e a k i n g  p o e t ' s  p o s i t i o n  w i t h i n  
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t h e  poem. The a r t i s t  h a s  g a t h e r e d  h i s  work around him s o  

t h a t  b o t h  a r t  and a r t i s t  a r e  p r o j e c t e d  i n  t h e  phan tasmagor ia .  

The f i g u r a t i o n  i s  t h e  f u l l y  p r o j e c t e d  P o e t ,  and h e ,  l i k e  

t h e  o t h e r  images which dominate  t h e  poem, i s  t h e  dream, 

g e n e r a t e d  i n  t h e  fecund d i t c h ,  grown i n  p u r e  mind, m a s t e r f u l  

b e c a u s e  comple te .  Only i n s o f a r  a s  he  i s  e f f e c t i v e  as  a symbol 

c a n  t h e  r e a d e r  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  i m a g i n a t i v e  wor ld  of  t h e  

poem. The p o e t  a l s o  as a symbol becomes t h e  b r i d g e  between 

" o l d  k e t t l e s ,  o l d  b o t t l e s ,  and a  broken can" and t h e  dream 

which e n c h a n t s  u s  and t r a n s c e n d s  m o r t a l  l i m i t a t i o n s .  

The o l d  man i n  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y  i s  a  m a r v e l o u s l y  complex 

f i g u r e .  A t  t i m e s ,  a s  i n  "The Tower" and i t s  p r e d e c e s s o r ,  

" S a i l i n g  t o  Byzantium," h e  draws upon t h e  Western  t r a d i t i o n  

o f  t h e  o l d  man whose d e c a y i n g  body and impending d e a t h  f o r c e  

him t o  eschew f l e e t i n g  p h y s i c a l  c o n c e r n s  and se t  h i s  s i g h t s  

on e t e r n i t y .  4 4  H e  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  reminded t h a t  he  i s  i n  

"no c o u n t r y  f o r  o l d  men." The p h y s i c a l  o l d  man t h e n  s e r v e s  

a s  a  symbol o f  human m o r t a l i t y .  A t  o t h e r  t i m e s ,  t h e  f i g u r e  

i n c o r p o r a t e s  something o f  madness ( b e s t  p o r t r a y e d  i n  

S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  King L e a r ) ;  i n  Yea t s  t h i s  i s  enhanced by h i s  

r o l e  a s  p o e t ,  i n  which s a n i t y  i s  t e n u o u s  anyway. I n  "An 

acre of Grass , ' '  t h e  p o e t  a s k s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o r  s u c h  an  " o l d  

man's  f r e n z y , "  f o r  it i s  a  s t e p p i n g - s t o n e  t o  t r u t h .  I n  h i s  

4 4 ~ u c h  a  c o n c e p t  of t h e  o l d  man i s  s t r o n g l y  B i b l i c a l .  
P a r t  of  t h e  p r o c e s s  i n  f o r m a l  m e d i t a t i o n  ( a s  Martz emphas izes )  
c o n s i s t e d  i n  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on images o f  decay and d e a t h  s o  
t h a t  o n e ' s  mind would be l e d  t o  God. 



Crazy Jane  v e r s e s ,  "The Wild Old Wicked Man," and "Tom t h e  

L u n a t i c , "  Yea t s  chooses  aged v o i c e s  who convey t r u t h  t h r o u g h  

what  t h e  wor ld  s e e s  a s  madness; i n  "The Tower," t h e  p o e t  

acknowledges t h a t  a  s u c c e s s f u l  p o e t  must d r i v e  o t h e r  men mad. 

I n  s t i l l .  o t h e r  poems, t h e  o l d  man i n c o r p o r a t e s  t h e  E a s t e r n  

(and a n c i e n t  I r i s h )  t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e  o l d  man a s  s a g e  who h a s  

comple ted  h i s  s t a g e s  of  m e d i t a t i o n  and i s  r e a d y  f o r  y e t  

a n o t h e r  l i f e ;  "Mohini ~ h a t t e r j e e "  i s  t h e  most o b v i o u s  example.  

T h i s  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  o l d  man u n d e r s t a n d s  and a c c e p t s  

t h e  c y c l e s  of l i f e  and d e a t h ,  a s  d o  t h e  Chinamen i n  " L a p i s  

L a z u l i .  " 

Above a l l ,  by announcing h i m s e l f  t o  be  an  o l d  p o e t ,  

t h e  s p e a k e r  i n  Y e a t s ' s  p o e t r y  p r o c l a i m s  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e .  H e  

knows l i f e  because  he  h a s  l i v e d  it. A s  p o e t ,  he  i s  a 

T i r e s i a s ;  he  h a s  been b o t h  man and woman; he h a s  spoken w i t h  

t h e  gods;  h e  i s  o u r  g u i d e  t o  o t h e r  w o r l d s ,  t h e  summoner of  

s h a d e s .  L i k e  Y e a t s ' s  own T i r e d i a s  i n  h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n  of  

S o p h o c l e s l  Oedipus t h e  K i n g ,  he  c a n  answer O e d i p u s ' s  q u e s t i o n ,  

"HOW d o  you hope t o  e s c a p e  punishment?" w i t h :  "I have  

e s c a p e d ;  my s t r e n g t h  i s  i n  my t r u t h .  " 4 5  A s  a  symbol,  t h e  o l d  

p o e t  r e a l i z e s  Y e a t s ' s  p h i l o s o p h y  t h a t  man c a n n o t  know t r u t h ,  

b u t  h e  can  embody it. 

4 5 ~ .  B.  Y e a t s ,  Sophoc les  ' Kinq Oed ipus ,  C o l l e c t e d  
P l a y s  (New York, 1953)  , p.  309. 



CONCLUSION 

~eats's artist is an overwhelmingly complex figure. 

In selecting only three of his "poses," I have necessarily 

omitted far more than three. The poet as lover, as patriot, 

as aristocrat, as madman--all find expression within the 

course of Yeats's lyrics. The artist has innumerable 

possibilities, as is evidenced by Yeats's placement of an 

artist as example in almost every phase on the Great Wheel, 

from Whitman in Phase Six to George Herbert and George 

Russell in Phase 25. 

The reasons for electing traditional poses have been 

clarified by Yeats himself: they open to him a whole new 

range of expression and, since the figures adopted have been 

used by poets for centuries, they have no trace of the passing 

and trivial. Yeats is free to borrow from the world 

centuries of beautiful associations and images, and they 

become the stilts for the artist's elevation. 

As shanachie, he borrows the swans linked with a 

golden chain, the hound with one red ear, dhouls and faeries, 

and the position of spokesman in his society for workman 

and noble alike. He borrows stories and songs kept alive 

and powerful for centuries and an entire set of beliefs in 

heroic men and beautiful women and Celtic gods. He is free 



t o  empty heaven,  h e l l ,  and p u r g a t o r y  t o  e x p r e s s  h i s  p o e t i c  

moods. 

AS magus, t h e  p o e t  borrows t h e  r e a l m  o f  dreams and 

p r e - v i s i o n ,  a l c h e m i c a l  images o f  t h e  d i s t i l l a t i o n  of  m a t t e r  

i n t o  p u r e  s p i r i t ,  t h e  p i c t u r e s  i n  t h e  T a r o t ,  t h e  g y r e s ,  

t h e  moon, and Byzantium. H e  c l a i m s  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  soo th -  

s a y e r ,  p r i e s t ,  and e n c h a n t e r .  H e ,  t o o ,  borrows from many 

s y s t e m s  of  b e l i e f  i n  v i s i o n s ,  g h o s t s ,  t r a n c e ,  and most  o f  

a l l ,  i n  t h e  symbol t o  r e v e a l  r e a l i t y  which t h e  c o r p o r e a l  wor ld  

r e f l e c t s  o n l y  d imly .  To him, " o t h e r  w o r l d s "  a r e  a c c e s s i b l e  

t h r o u g h  m e d i t a t i o n  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  " f i r e - b o r n  moods." 

A s  o l d  man, t h e  p o e t  borrows t h e  c rumbl ing  t o w e r ,  

a  t a t t e r e d  c o a t ,  and t h e  r i g h t  t o  r a g e  a g a i n s t  m o r t a l i t y .  

H e  assumes t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  f a t h e r  and s a g e .  Above a l l ,  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n  of  t h e  aged l e n d s  t h e  p o e t  p e r s p e c t i v e  and a u t h o r i t y  

and ,  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  awareness  of  impending d e a t h ,  t r a g i c  

g a i e t y .  

I t  s h o u l d  now b e  more r e a d i l y  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  t h a t  

t h e s e  and o t h e r  p o s e s  f u n c t i o n  a s  symbols--as y a n t r a s  which 

come from t h e  G r e a t  Nemory and o f f e r  t h e  p o e t  new ways of 

s e e i n g .  F u r t h e r ,  a s  t h e  f i g u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  i n c o r p o r a t e s  

t h e s e  p o s e s  and becomes more comple te ,  h e ,  t o o ,  i s  t r a n s f o r m e d  

i n t o  a symbol,  and i n t e r s e c t s  f o r  t h e  r e a d e r  t h e  t e m p o r a l  

wor ld  and t h e  a r t i f i c e  o f  e t e r n i t y .  H e  e n t e r s  t h e  t i m e l e s s  

f i f t e e n t h  phase  t o  become one w i t h  t h e  symbol h e  c o n t e m p l a t e s  

i n  U n i t y  of  Being.  While t h i s  canno t  happen t o  t h e  a r t i s t  



a s  human b e i n g ,  it can and d o e s  happen t o  t h e  a r t i s t  a s  

f i g u r a t i o n .  

The end r e s u l t  of  t h e s e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p o s e s  i s  n o t  a  

n o s t a l g i c a l l y  vague and " p r e t t y "  p o e t r y ,  f o r  i n  Yeats's own 

words:  "No p e o p l e  h a t e  a s  w e  d o  i n  whom t h a t  p a s t  [ I r e l a n d ' s  

p a s t ]  i s  a lways  a l i v e ,  t h e r e  a r e  moments when h a t r e d  p o i s o n s  

my l i f e  and I a c c u s e  myself  of e f f e m i n a c y  b e c a u s e  I have  n o t  

g i v e n  it a d e q u a t e  e x p r e s s i o n .  I t  i s  n o t  enough t o  have  

p u t  it i n t o  t h e  mouth of  a  r ambl ing  p e a s a n t  p o e t .  l t l  I n  h i s  

d i s c u s s i o n  of  Blake  and R a b e l a i s  a s  b e i n g s  of  Phase  16 i n  

A Vision, Yeats  s a y s  o f  them t h a t  " . . . t h e y  a r e  f u l l  o f  

h a t e  . . . and t h e i r  h a t e  i s  a lways  c l o s e  t o  madness . . . I1 2 

So t h e  p i c t u r e  w e  see o f  t h e  a r t i s t ,  w h i l e  it i s  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  

a l l o w s  t h e  p o e t  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e  gamut of  h i s  emot ions .  

T h i s  s t u d y  h a s  i n c i d e n t a l l y  t r i e d  t o  d i s p e l  two 

c r i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e s  which a r e ,  I t h i n k ,  e x a g g e r a t e d  i n  Yea t s  

s t u d i e s .  The f i r s t  i s  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  d i v i s i o n  between " e a r l y , "  

"middle"  and " l a t e "  Yea t s .  Al though such  l i n e s  o f  demarca- 

t i o n  may p rove  u s e f u l  f o r  s t u d y i n g  s t y l i s t i c  development ,  

Y e a t s  i s  amazingly  c o n s i s t e n t  i n  h i s  view of  a r t  and t h e  

v i t a l  r o l e  of t h e  symbol,  and t h e  t h r e e  v o i c e s  c o n s i d e r e d  

' y e a t s ,  E s s a y s  and I n t r o d u c t i o n s ,  p .  519. 

2 ~ e a t s ,  A - V i s i o n ,  p. 138 .  
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i n  t h i s  p a p e r  a r e  used  t h r o u g h o u t  h i s  c a r e e r .  The f i g u r a t i o n  

becomes more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  and comple te ,  b u t  h i s  f u n c t i o n  

i s  s t i l l  t o  e x p r e s s  p a s s i o n s  of  a l l  p e o p l e  i n  p a s s i o n a t e  

s y n t a x .  The symbols  may change from t h e  r o s e  on t h e  c r o s s  

t o  Byzantium o r  a  Ch inese  c a r v i n g ,  b u t  t h e i r  power t o  u n i t e  

r emains  t h e  same. 

The second p o p u l a r  n o t i o n ,  one p e r p e t u a t e d  by t h e  

p o e t  h i m s e l f ,  i s  t h a t  Y e a t s ' s  a r t  c o n t i n u a l l y  opposes  t h e  

two w o r l d s  of  a c t i o n  and c o n t e m p l a t i o n ,  l i f e  and a r t .  

C e r t a i n l y  t h e r e  i s  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h i s  r e a d i n g  i n  such  v e r s e s  

a s  "Dia logue  o f  S e l f  and Sou l"  and " V a c i l l a t i o n s . "  I t  i s  

t r u e  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  must choose  a l l e g i a n c e s  between t h e  

t e m p o r a l  and e t e r n a l  c a u s e s ;  b u t  Y e a t s  d i d  t h i s  when h e  

w r o t e  i n  d e f e n s e  o f  t h e  r o s e  of  b e a u t y  w h i l e  h i s  f r i e n d s  

encouraged  more obv ious  p a t r i o t i s m .  Y e a t s  i n d i s p u t a b l y  shows 

a r t  t o  be  t h e  pr ime a c t  of  c r e a t i o n - - m o s t  c l e a r l y  s t a t e d  i n  

" L a p i s  L a z u l i n - - a n d  t h e  a r t i s t  i s  " a c t i v e "  i n  t h e  most 

p ro found  s e n s e .  

I f  t h e r e  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  i n  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  

dependence  on t r a d i t i o n  and t r a d i t i o n a l  p o s e s  and h i s  o r i g i n -  

a l i t y  i n  t h e  c r e a t i v e  a c t ,  it i s  b e s t  r e s o l v e d  by Yea t s  i n  

a  m a g n i f i c a n t  p a s s a g e  which p e r h a p s  b e s t  c o n c l u d e s  t h e  s t u d y  

a t  hand:  



I•’  I wrote of personal  ldve o r  sorrow i n  f r e e  
ve r se ,  o r  i n  any rhythm t h a t  l e f t  it unchanged, 
amid a l l  i t s  accidence,  I would be f u l l  of s e l f -  
contempt because of my egotism and i n d i s c r e t i o n ,  
and fo resee  t h e  boredom of my reader .  I must 
choose a t r a d i t i o n a l  s t a n z a ,  even what I a l t e r  
must seem t r a d i t i o n a l .  I commit my emotion t o  
shepherds,  herdsmen, camel-drivers,  learned  men, 
Mi l ton ' s  o r  S h e l l e y ' s  P l a t o n i s t ,  t h a t  tower 
Palmer drew. Talk t o  me of o r i g i n a l i t y  and I 
w i l l  t u r n  on you wi th  rage.  I am a crowd, I am 
a lonely  man, I am nothing.  3 

3 ~ e a t s ,  Essays - and In t roduc t ions ,  p. 5 2 2 .  
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