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short title: 

The Depiction of Political Violence in Yeats's Poetry 



Abstract 

Yeats's depiction of political violence is examined through Il reading 

of the political poetry centred on "Easter 1916," "Nincteen IIl1ndred 

and Nineteen," and "Meditations in Time of Ci vi 1 War," each of tllC'se 

bearing a title emphasizing the poem's historicallty, each rl'present-

ing one of the noIent epochs ln modern Ireland. By sllldying the 

dramatized narrati ve persona ut] 1 ized by Yeats--a pNsond consl 1 lul i ng 

the ideological and societal contexts of the poems, and effecting, 

through the choice of perspectlve, the solecllOn of hislorical mdtPriills 

--the partieular contents of Yeats' s h istory-mak] ng afC brotlght i nt () 

foeus. Yeats was bath a romantie poeluneasy with the politienl 

component of verse, and an Irish nationali st for whom thesc evont s 

were essential ingredients of his life's work. In lhesc poems we finrl 

the collision of Yeats's own confUcting jdeals about poelry, pol iLics, 

and history; a collision which produees a comp]cx porlrayal of 1 ri sil 

political violence. 



La description que Yeats a faite de la violence politique 

est analys~e dans une ~tude de la poésie pol itique, plus particul i~rement 

dans "Easter J916;' "Ninet~en Hundred and Nineteen" et "Meditations in 

Time of Civil War." Chaque titre souligne son lieu historique; chaque 

po~me représente une des troi s cri ses violentes de l'Irlande pendant 

la vie de Yeats. L'étudedu personnage cr~é par Yeats, un narrateur 

v~hiculant le contexte idéologique et social des poèmes et faisant, 

par sa vision des choses, le choix des matériaux historiques, permet 

de cerner l'imaginationhistorique du po~te. Yeats était un poète 

romantique que la poésieengagée gênait. Cependant, Yeats était un 

1tr1andais nationaliste. Les événements politiques étaient essentiels 

~ son oeuvre. Dans ces poèmes, nous retrouvons 1 e confl i t des idées 

poétiques, pol i tlques et historiques du poète et une description 

compl exe de " l rl ande moder lle. 
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"A fundamenta1 rule seems lü be thal what i s exC' 1 uded 
at the overt level of identily-formation is pro~uctivp 
of new objects of desire." . 

" 

--Peter Stallybrass anô Allon White, 2') 

the romantie conceptlOn of Irish Nélllonallty Oll 

whieh [we] . . . founded ... our art." 

--Yeats, Essays. 246 

"Indeed, considered histürjcally, the struggle tü 
separate aestheUc from both mOi-al and polltlcal 
eonsideratlons can be seen as const i Lut 1 ng lllC' 
lnaugural, groundlng Bet of poeties as a distintl 
dlseipline. " 

--Michael Bernstein, 17 

"We are a dispersed peopl e whose hi story 
is a sensation of opaque fldel1ty." 

--Seamus Heaney, "From the Lund of l!tf' 
Unspoken," The Haw Lan Lern, tH 
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Essnys --Essays anù Introductions, by W. B. Yeats 

--Selcctcd Lctters of W.B. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade 

--Uncollected Prose, by W. B. Yeats (2 Vol.) 

YPllts's poPtry 15 citee! [rom The Poems: A l~ew Edition, ed. 
I~i( hdre! .J. Flnncran. 

Yents's plnys arc citec1 from the Collected Plays (~lacmi11an, 1953). 

A Il refercnccs to Cull ingford are to El izaIJeth Cullingford' s 
Yeats, Treland and Fascism, except where otherwise noted. 



- -fhapter One 

Poetry, Polities, Violence: The Case of Yeats 

Lionel Johnson was able ta take IIp into his art one pott ion 
of this tradItion that T cauld not, for he hall d gitl 01 
speaking polItieal thought in fine verse that T he1VP nllmvs 
lackpd. 

Was it needless death after a11? 
For England may keep [a1th 
For aIl that i s done and sai d. 
We know their dream; enollgh 

--Yeats. Essays. ~4H 

To know they d reamed and are dead; 
And what If exeess of love 
Bewi1 dered them till they dieeJ? 
l write it out ln a verse-
MacDonagh and MacBr Ide 
And Connolly and Pearse . 

l 

The Turn of Verse 

William Butler Yeats considered the art of l,he Irish 1 i terary rcnili ssancp 

ta have been fouflded on "the romantic conception of lrish Nationnlily" 

(Essays, 246). For a romantic poet, the adoption as subJcu matter of 

politieal events from contemporary hIslory eonst 1 t \lted an llneasy ahrogat ion 

of many of the poet's own warnings about separatIng poelry frorn polit iUl, 

especially "popular" politics. For a naUonalisl, the inculcat ing of HIIIII 

events lnto the realm of his llfe's work was essential. In hls s('ri(''-) of 

great poems beanng as tltles the dates of Trcland's vIolent polili(ul 

convulsions--"Easter 1916," "Nineteen Hundred and Ninetecn," and "MC'ditatÎol1s 

in Time of CIvil War," the troubledinleractlOn of compeling Ideal<; abollt 

history, pollUes and poetry is most Intense. 

In conJllnctlon wlth Yeats's description, in A Vision, of the slow 

shiftings wlthlfl the personalHy and in history between subjective and 
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objective modes, it is interesting ta contemplate Hegel's dictum that "the 

lerm History unjtes the objective \.Tith the subjective."l "Verse," has 

cvoJ ved as a concept from figures of "turning," or of "being turned." It 

is frultful lo picture poetry as the practice of turning to face in 

different dirertions, or, within a framework of Yeats's work, ta present 

variolls faces, masks, or facets, ta the external world. Since--to use 

M. Il. i\brams' stIll useful distinetion--the poet is not merely a lTlirror 

bllt also a lamp, thls odenting of the self involves an orienting of 

rcallly in relation to the self, an illuminating reception of sorne radian 

of thc g i ven 1 n li ght of the mind' s span of attention. Yeats' s sense of 

the se 1 fin i ts vari ous aspects--in which any tendency is pregnant wi th 

its Othcr--is sufficlently polyhedronal to suggest that a poet and his or 

he>r muny masks i s somethi ng of a prism, analysing the light of the world 

variotlsly depon<llng upon which facet has been exposed. 

Whon writers address themselves ta specifie hlstorieal and politIcal 

('vents, parti cu lar 1 y those so i ntimate wi th structures of power so as to 

rCRttlt ln violent Getlon, they inevitably ImpliCltly locate themselves 

(or lheir poetic personae) both in regard ta such strurtures and in regard 

lu Ihose I)cople who lhallenge them. Do the y act on behalf 

of a group of ~hjch the poet is a voluntary member, or of whieh the poet 

ih p~rforcc initiate, or as partisans whose party the poet does not consider 

111 msC' J f or herst' 1 f a member, or as a society from \vhich the poet considers 

himsplf or herself d1Vorced? 

Yeats was an Trishman who at times prided himself on being free from 

pol iLieal entanglements to the point of asserting that "we artlsts 

[Ire the servants Ilot of any cause but of mere naked life" (Essays, 260), 



but as someone who also boasted of his indelible involvement in u litcrury 

movement witb leavy political overtones
2 

(inslstlng, in un carly poem 

fraught wi th a sense of impendi ng change, that he "aCCollnt pd he / Trl\p 

brother of a company / That sang, to sweeten Ire tan,1 's wrong" r "'1'0 1 re 1 and 

in the Coming Times," 11. 1-3]). Heworries, with sorne justification, that 

his play Cathleen ni Houlihan had helped spur the r('bels Inlo tllf' st rppt H. 

As such a writer, that part of Yeats's poetry lhat is historically specif il' 

is always a locating and relocating of the poet in the polit lcnl landsca(lt', 

is always, fretfully and conscious]y, verse. Ta attempt lo un(tt\rst and how 

and why Yeats depicts political violence and ltS matrices 18 lv also nsk 

where he sees himseH ln relation to this violence. Ycals's variolls voi('ps 

and postures, the shape of hl s mercuria 1 persondJ j ty, can be frll i t ru 1 1 Y 

thrown into relief through such an inquiry, and can in turn i 11 ul11i nnt (' the 

poetry. 

A gnarled inquiry it must be, for Yeals was of many mincis on suclt 

issues, as Dems Donoghue' s insouciant sUl11mary 0 [ hi s po 1 i ti Cf." prcsc ri pl ions 

suggests: "Nearly any social organjzation,so long as it is noL del11o(ratir 

Beyond that, there is no knowing what Yeats wantC'd or how c) OfH' Il<' 

was willing ta come to the rough stuff" (We Irish, 'J).1 To understilTld 

that Seamus Heaney's tartured phraslng of his own ambiguolls locallon ln 

Ireland' s violent present, "r am nel ther i nternee nor 1 nformer" (Nort Il., 

73), proposes choices Yeats would never have lhoughl lü considcr, IS ln 

begiT} tü ask a very Interestlng questIon. Yeats's famous assertion L1lat "WC' 

make out of the quarrel with others, rhetüric, but. out of the quarrel wilh 

ourselves, poetry" n1ytho1agies, 331) is, ln regard ta his po! iti(aJ vcnw, 

not exactly false but incomplete. Yet the fact Lhat Yeals rloes conl j nue 
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lhe quarrel with himself ln the midst of the quarrels of others leads him 

lu write a unique type of politieal poetry the eharacteristics and particular 

effects of which are the object of this inquIry, this turning of attention. 

Oflen conqidered 0pposlng poles rather than partners, poetry and 

rcvolulion have at 1east one thing in common: they are sustained by 

symbollsm, by the symbo1ic's ability to glVe a sense of wlder appliea-

hi 1 i t Y flnd cssent 1 aIl mportance to the concrett of the empIrical, to raise 

tilt' ante of "meaning." In three great poems, "Easter 1916," "Nineteen 

IIl1ndrcd and Nlneteen," and "Meditations ln Time of ClVil War,,,4 (poems 

hnving ln common, slgnlficantly, titleswhieh pinpoint tl-te;r chronologieal 

lo(ul 1 Olt:» YC'ilts translates the symbols fuel1ng the three primary violent 

('Vl'nts III the Irl'land of his lJfetlme--the Easter Rlsing, the Black and 

TélIlS-Hp]Jubl Lean gueriJ la war. and the VlelOUS factional flghtlng 

lhul lIwreasingly in(ected theFree State ln 1921-23--lnto symbols suit-

nlliè' tu hls o\vn imaginative encounter wlth these pivotaI epochs. Symbol: 

YPilis WilS nul éllone in Ilvjng él proeess whieh Wnham IrwIn Thompson aptly 

dpsc ri bes: "nCLéluse he 1 i ved a myth. h istory beeame the myth ln WhlCh he 

round himsplf" (151). Sean O'Broin. a leader of the 1960s I.R.A. from 

COUlltv "('rrv, l"her0 the Civil \varhad been mostbntal,testified, for example, 

111.1\ , 

T jOlned the LR.A. at S1.xteen ... My father had been 
kll1ed fightlng in 1922 for the ideals of Easter Week, 
founded on ü love of lreland and ItS people. . . The 
rea 1 st rtlgg Il' l,as for the ml nd and soul of a once proud 
nat ion, nnd nOI., at the end of l t a11, they were asked to 
HWCür dllcglance ta a [orelgn klng and ta acknowledge the 
rlght ot the former enemy ta keep troops ln Ireland. These 
svmbols ot domlnatlon contrasted so violently wlth the 
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in spi ring vlsion of a free and independent Treland 
that they were utterly unacceptable. This, l bclieve, 
is why my father made his sacrlfice. (Coogan, 284) 

A terrible, beautiful i dea that has not yet lost i ts pow<>r ta k i II and 

maim .. It lS inevitable that Yeats, 'vIth his rich stock of privatt' 

symbols, would find in the symbo1 ic powderhousl' of the' veurs l<Jlh-I<J2'I, 

much that "contrasted vl01ently," and out of this drgllment too, l'onstrllct 

poetry. And yet: in one of his last poems, a poem with whlch. pprhaps, hl' 

5 
wished to conclude hlS canon, Yeats reé'" ts .' j gorous1 y aga Illst Thomas 

Mann's declarélti.on that "In our :..ime the destiny of man preSf'nt3 its 

lOeaning in polltlcal lerms." Yeats's major polnical poems are III part 

so powerful because they are sown at the si te of the poet' S li Ill' a se . 

II 

Romance and Politics 

"There are three incompat i ble th i ngs wh 1 ch man i S a 1 ways sepk i llk, " 

Yeats wrote as a young man, "infinite feeling, InfInIte batlle, infinilp 

repose" <1, Ill). Yeats nimse1 f a] sa sought two not unre 1 atl'rI i IH ornpdl i Il 1 (' 

fu1fillments: to be the bllsy man of 1 cUers, senatnr, and puh Il ( popl 

deeply invo1ved in, and pronounclng upon, aIl facets of IrIsh 1,lprllllJf<' 

and society; and to be the 10ne truth seeker / ree of entanglernent s, 

descendant of the A laslar poet, who wou] d say, in the w()rds Y('nl ~ IOI1l1(·r! 

ta his more-than-a-littlc-autabiographicul verSIOI\ 0/ Rober-! Crcogory, 

Nor law, nor dut y bade me flghl, 
Nor publ1C men, nor cheerlng crowds, 
A lonely lmpu1se of dellght 
Drove ta thlS tumult ln lhe e]üuds. 

("An Insh Airman foresees His Death, 11. CJ-IL) 
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There j8 no need for m~ to detail here the history of Yeats's 

i nvo1 vement or lack of invol vement in the Irish natlonalist cause, of 

Il i 1;; experll se or j gnorance in regard to Irish hlstory and society, since 

those stories have been told in great detail by various critics, most 

l!Jorollghly by Malcolm Brown in his indefatigable if (I believe) often 

wrong-headuJ book, The Politics of IrIsh LIteralure, and, more recently, 

hy El izabelh Culllngford ln Yeats, Ireland and FasClsm. The radically 

dlffcrcnl portraits that Brown and Cul1Ingford draw Indicate, if nothing 

clsc, Jusl how comp]ex and djversifled Yeats's raIe and pronouncements 

about that raIe were. A sample from each book will be illuminatjng. First, 

Malcolm Brown: 

ITo read the Parnell poems requires] not only a 
Yeat81an ignorance, but ignorance of the ordlnary sort. 
Remembering thal a reading of Joyce IS impoverlshed by 
ignorance, not cnriched by It, one would Judge Yeats's 
cont rary drrdngcment nol the best concel vabJ e. Posslbly 
Il 18 lI) be grleved ovcr. From The Countess Cathleen 
to Purgatorv onc 18 agaln dnd agaln slruck by the ]ncon
gruous match of da/zl ing verbal energy la fables that 
mi sCdrry . . . . . 

lIis attentIon to IrIsh gnevances was always slight and 
sllsta II10d on 1 y wi th di ffleul ty . . . . . . . . . ... 

Il i s i- L;miJO~a~ t . 1 ~n;r~n~e . [ ; f . l ~i~h . his~o;y j .. (384, . 144, 362) 7 

Conlrn8t then, Cu1lingford's view: 

1'011 tICS • • • were a constant temptation • . . Ireland 
was the focus of hlS politlcal as of his artistic 
Inlcrests: he was firsl and foremost an Irish natlonalist. 
One of the leadlng characterlstics of hlS po1itlcal verse 
ls that he sreaks not as an observer but as a deeply 
Impllcaedpnrtlcipant. (vil) 

This last sentence must be, l thlnk, subjected to considerable qualification. 

Cul1ingford's dcpiction of a Yeats continually and effeetIvely operating 
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wi thin the intricate mechanisms of Ir i sh POlI tiea) cul t ure i s i Il 1 nrgl' 

part a sustained refutation of Brown's vitupcrntive portrait 

of a doddering, ignorant fasrist wlth il VdSt l'np,lci!\' 

for self-mystificatIon. Fahmy Farag's apparpl1t 1111ddl(' 1-;1'01111<1, 

"Because his pohtics ••• wa-e derived from hIS desî hpi 1(', il is dhllndanl 1 y 

clear that recruiting Yeats for a cause wns cl 1 ll10s1 Imposslhl<'; IJ(' \voIl1<1 

always go over to the enemy" (455) is boLh lISelUI ,wei 111 k('L')llllg WIIII th(' 

way Yeats would probably have thought of the que8t Ion. In ExplOldt IOIIS 

he wrote, after aIl, that a man of genius "must hrood OVl'/ his wotk 1->0 

long and so unbrokenly that he flnd there aIl h/s patrlotislll, ail hls 

passion, hlS rellgion even"(137).8 8.lch d formUlai ion IW8 lite' wPilkllPSS 

of assumlng that Yeats's "aesthetlc" was formec! 111 d Vd(1l1l111, illld 01 

i gnoring such poems as "The Statues." or "Undcl BpI] Bul !lP!l." III wlJ i ( Il 

polltical and ideological stanc.:s certainly play él ma Jor lok. 

As is often the case, for a balancee! vlew it 18 hesl 10 til/il 10 

Richard Ellmann: 

Maud Gonne was, llke Yeats, a romanlic, whJch 111CillI\ 
that shc shared his 19noranLc of CLonorn j cs, Il i sLor y, 
sociology, and po]] tics; but her devo\ Ion \ 1) t IJ(' 1 r- 1 slJ 
cause was as fierce as hlS ... Yent s WolS vilgllf'r 
about the means; he was cprl al n 1 y 1 Cf-,S syrnpdt 11('1 1 ( t () 

the idea of Violence, and S('('TTl1-> 10 lJdV(' IlioIlgllt, lit ~() 

far as he pOllderee! the ~llbJl'ct al .III, llid! d 

concerted wave of opln/on . wOllld c1rlv(: Ellgldlld 
from Ireland. 

(Yeats: The Mail clnd Ihe MiJsk~. l(j:&-'~) 

This seems ta me fair, but as sorr,etlrne~ IS thl' Cd~(' III Ellrn(lIlll'~ III il 1 ray.t!, 

there lS perhaps an impression created of the great dIVle!f'S rf>sle!llIg 

within Yeats's Lharacter bClng conl/nua) Jy rCbolvcd 111\0 sOTTIe Jurger, 

ultimately triumphant unlty. It is worth notlng that thcn' IS a logÎ(ill 



i nr onsi slency in statl ng that Yeats was "fierce for the cause" but that 

tl(' rure1 y "pondered the subjectIf of means. Ta exist in tandem, one of 

1 he lerms surely needs quallficatlon, or, better, reformulation. It is 

flol Ihal Ellmann's porlrayal is inaccurate ln any simple sense; plenty 

8 

01 evidpnce exists Lo supporl each of hlS details. l wish on1y to stress 

Ihnl Ihe two opposite tendencies in Yeats's character do not balance each 

01 her olll of ex 1 slence. Th i SIS why the efforts of authors as opposed 

ilS Mulcolm Brown and Ellzabelh Culllngford (or Donald Torchiana in W.B. 

YenLs and Georgian Ireland) to use quotatIo~s from Yeats himse1f to 

dC'lIlonstrate Ills real pol1tlcal alJeg18nces are less than satlsfactory, 

They are llke tdklng stands on moral issues by citing one's own choice 

of BIIJlI(dl prescnpLlOns. The two exLremes survive, and are very rea1. 

To dlgress sllghtIy, while thlS quotation IS be[are us, Ellmann's mild1y 

heffiusulohservation that Yeats seemed tü think "a concerted wave of opinion 

... Ivelllld drive England from Treland," should be taken entlre1y 

:-;['1- IOIlS 1 y • 

Il 1 hlts 

Yeals dld be]leve thls--whether he would have phrased 

IS difflCU]t to know-- and hIS be1ief was neither 

nhsl rdet Ilor' fool ish, slnce it was in large part such a "wave" that 

('V('/1 t lIn 1 1 \' accomplI shed the task. 

TIH' poel' s prof ou ne! vac i llation, his attraction ~d repu1s10n VIS à 

VIS Il \sh !lat \Omlilst polltlcs, as weIl as his, ta us, important tendency 

1 () t nll1s1ate po] i llcal evenLs into personal narratives and vice versa 

(111 1 Il 1 8 perhaps bei ng merely a more articulate and honest version of the 

1('81 (lf lIsh arc, perhaps, in Lhe end, better il1ustrated through certaIn 

('mh1 l'llldt le IllclllPnts lhJn described. ln the late 1890s, the Irish 



Republican Brotherhood was a "secret organization of physical force." 

In 1897, in classic Yeatsian equivoeation, the poet was a 'In\ember" of the 

9 
I. R. B. but "had never taken the oath" (liane, 145). SIX years ('ar 1 i ('1', if 

we ean believe Seamus Deane's belief in Yeots's own interpretation of 

his moti.vations, "Wh en the Shlp earrying [Parnell 's] ... r('malns nrrivpd 

at Kingstown, Yeats was there ta mef't 1.l, not because 1 t bore t Il(' cor pSf' 

of Parnell, but because lt brought back ta lreland Maud (;ol1ne" (A Short 

History of Irish Literature, 141). 

III 

Polities and the Yeatsian Poelie 

l think it better that ln t1.mes like lhese 
A poet's mouth be silent, for ln lruth 
We have no glft ta set a sta ll'Snllll1 ri ght; 
He has had enough of meddllng who can plcasc 
A young g]r1 ln the lndolence of her youth, 
Or an old man upon a wlnter's fllght. 

--"On belng n,.,ked lor a War Poem" 

On the more general question of the roll' of politics ln lhe writing 01 

poetry, of poetry 1 s debts and obl i gat ions toward po 1 il i ca 1 i SSIJ('S, 

Yeats was more consistent, although there wcre ncverlhe 1 css slIht 1 cl i (>8 

in his doctrlne of WhlCh it is important to take note. Likc many (JOl'ls 

Yeats often expressed the feeling, not always borne olll if! his prürt 1((', 

that "in my heart of hearts l have never been qu Ile (l'fla 1 n 1 hat one! 

should be more than an artist, that even palriolism is mure lhan an 

impure desue in an artist" (Essays, 4). Similnrly, the RUSSUHl poel 

Joseph Brodsky c1aims thal poetry has no polilical fllnrlion, serving 
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solely ln "elongate the perspective of human sensibi] ity" (Less Than One, 

LI)!). ThIs search for a pure desire, a perfect transparency of emotion, 

1 S common 1 n the prose ruml natlons of poets, comparable perhaps to the 

"nakpd Il f e" as abject uf poet lC laya] ty that we saw ear] ier. This 

yC'i1rlllng IS akln lo the poet's sensatlon that the greatest of poetry 

WIll !Jp musIc ilsclf, pure language unsuilled by Clrcumscrlblng or delim-

Il Illg ~Iglli flcal ion. Yet of course language freed of slgnificatlon--in spite 

01 J)prrlr!('dll lantasles aboul the free play of slgnifiers and in spIte of 

tll(' cllrrent lommonplace that speaks of a given work as being primarily 

" .. !JOllt" Idllguage--would not be language at aIl, but "Nature," just as, 

pl'rlldps, pure deslrc, deslre wlth no partlcular obJect, can only exist 

III IIH' sllhrOllsclOllS, \';llh the resultlng d;fficulty that it cannot, by 

Ih'fillltlOll, he spoken of or \\'rItten about. 

For YeLlI s. the val ue system of the State, any state, always smacked 

()f ut 1 JI t <lr 1 an 1 sm, [\ ph Il osophy he consistent 1 y scorned. As he wrote 

III 11 sldlhing lrItiquc ln 1901, nineteenth century Shakespearean cri tics 

dlHI (;p()rge ElIot "grcw \lp ln a century of utilltananlsm, when nothlng 

"holll 11 lOan sl't'lOed Important except his utlllty to the State, and nothing 

s() IISpflJl to tll(' SUIte as the actlons whose effect can be welghed by 

Il'dSllIl'' (Essnvs, I()~). fn the more extreme rhetoric of his last years, 

('\ l'Il Ir 1 sil nlll 1 Ol1d Il SII1 lJc(.omes a trans':'J ent, superficial phf·nomenon. 

III "fi. t:pnprdl Introduction For Hy \~ork," wntten just two years before 

hls dl,"th. Il(' savs: 

1 l,lllnut "-nOl" UlP nature of that [coming, violent] rule, 
tor ItS Opposite t'dis lhe llght; ail l can do to bring 
1 t Ill'drc!" i s tOI !ltensl fy my hatred. l am 110 Nationalist, 
(>\ll'pt 111 lrelJl1d for passing reasons; State and Nation 



....... are the work of lnte 11 ec t. and whl'n vou cons 1 dl'r 
what cornes before and after them they an', ilS Vielol
Hugo sald of somethlng or other, not worth tlH' hl,ldp 
of grass God gives for the nest of t1w !llIlIl't. (ESSélVS, ')~h) 

Such sentiments owe their origin ln part to Yl'clIS Itéwlng ht'l'II stl'('l'pd 

in the escapist element of the Romantlc trndilion Ihdl IS pt'rhdps hl'sl 

exemplified by the innumerable bowers clnd Cops('!':> 01 1 hl' l'dl Iv KPdls, 

II 

especially ln EndymlOn, a mlnor ('piC of Ihe psyclll' Iltdt (onslsIs, SlllllluI-

ally, on the topographic level, of the penDIlle tr,lVl'rSllIg of litt' l/oIJldl'd 

and troubllng world in transIt frorn one "coollng cove/t" 01 "mltllo/pst 

10 
brake" to the next - \vhen the authar of a study of Kent s .ts d l1ill 1 dl i VI' 

poet says of EndymIon, "the surplus of visions, UIVPS, Hnd howl'IS sl()ws 

the movemen L of the poern and cl ogs an y suspense," élnd ,HI d s "1 IH' si rtH t 11 1 (' 

is almost buried," (LIttle, 41-2), she argues dgninst lH'rsl'lI. TIlt' Illsl 

statement is true, although the word "surplus" IS Inuppr()prlnll' (OIHl'rlllng 

a poem by and 1 arge attempt 1 ng to exterml nate III (" S Iwrrnl 1 VP "SIlSPC'IISf'." 

The bower theme of the earllcrRornantlcs n'pll(ates itsf'11 ln vilr 101lS 

guises in the pre-Raphdelltes of the IB6()s antl 70s. In Yeuts's (ilSt' wc' 

can see many examples in the ear 1 y poet ry, mosl notab 1 y the "1 ~ 1 (Intis" ni 

Oisln, each havlng ItS own "leaf-hid, hollow plwp" (Book 1). As 1~1!lldrd 

Ellmann says of the dreaming teenager ln Sllgo, "lIpre wprp IOfllllllill,.d 111:-' 

fj rst esthet ic theor les. Poetry was tn prov j d('~ f ('1 lige 1 f (JfII IIH-' 11J1f(·:-.t III 

the world of actIon" (Yeats: The ~lé:1n <Incl the Maskf-> , LH) YC'at S IIC'Vf'f 

forsakes the bower enllrely. This early, ond la~lll\g, IlIlItlC'r!((' was 

gradually supplemented by--or more accurately su!Jmt'rged wlthin--YPill..,'L, 

developing view of history as patterned, (ycJJcal pagl'anl III wlllrli "rl'dl" 

events became, ln a quasl-Platonic sen~e, men' eXiJrnpJ(!~ of il vw,1 l'r, prolfJlJlld 
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nurrative that was most fundamentally about the human soul. 

When Yeats makes his claim to patriotlc virtue in the early poem 

(. IWJ2) "'1'0 Ireland in the Coming Times," he says he shou1d be counted 

W Il h ))HV 1 s, Mangan, Ferguson, "Bec au se , to him who ponders weIl, 1 My rhymes 

more Lhon thcir rhymlng Lell / Of lhlngs dlscovered ln the deep, / Where 

only hody's IUld asleep" (Il. 19-22). HIS subJect]s both national and 

essentJalist, spIritual, below hlstory, the "elemental creatures" (1. 23). 

This aIt ILude led Yeats, as we saw above, not exactly to disparage but to 

qua Illy or conLextuaJ 1 ze the essentlai values of sueh entüies as natIon 

stnlps. Y(,HtS did not always espouse sa neatly Platonlc a Vlew as he dId 

whpn (ILing CocLhe: "Goethe has sald 'Art 18 art bec au se Il is not nature. 

Il hr'illgs Ils near Lo the arehetypal Ideas themselves, and away from nature, 

whi(h 18 but thelr Iuoking glass,."ll Indeed, the adjective "Platonic" 

IS 1101 ildcquute 111 regard to A VIsion. But Yeats never exaetly repudiated 

HU(I! a philosophlCdl perspective elther. The ideal, like the aesthetic, 

mllsl lo sorne c'(tent eXlel for Ils own sake, Slnee any atternpt at translatIng 

Ils provislolIS into the actual world will Inevitably Involve Its pollution 

b\' 1 ntpPl l'Cl t Ion. As Conrad put J t ln Nostromo, "there was somethlng 

1 1I1\(,1 ('lit 111 thc ncccssitics of successful action which carned with it 

P 
111(' 11101 al dcgrdddt 1011 01 tl!e Ides," - as SUCCInct an aecount of the course 

III pollti(,\1 rL'volutions, lI1eludlng the Irish one, as can be found. This 

str,lin of PlatlJnisrn colours all of Yeats's politlcal verse and must be 

hl'pt ln mi nd. (;,Vl'n 1 f. at t imes, the shock of such evellts as the Easter 

Rislng n,duce' Il ta a ll1uted undertone. 

A tlllrd ('Icmollt ln Yeats's habltual walling off of poetry from polities 

is thl' tO\llh\ <-ll1d comp1e:o. Issue of his elass pride; his aristocratie, 



at times near-fascistic contempt for a group wh i ch i nc luded i Il U 1'1 

constellation at varjous times the mercantIle middle clasH alone, 

democrats of a11 sorts, and aIl lower classcs (usudllv. but not nlways, 

excluding the peasantry). As ls lIsual with Ycnts, IIH're 18 plenty of 

evidence ta support widely dlverglng interprct-at Ions of thc c'l(lpnt 

of his insensitivlty in regard to hls olm pnvileged socIal position. 

It is sufficlent at this point to note that Yeut s' s nt t i t ude townrd 

aIl modern uniformlties, conformities, and democrut le levell illgs Is 

related to thlS sense of the romantlc, lsolated, Byronir lnlth-s('ck('r 

as the appropriate poetlc model. \I/hat at times ln laler 1 ilt' berwnl' 

simple hatred toward anyone less than enamoured of thc Elghlccnlll 

Century arIstocratie land-owning model of hClrarchical Lllltllrf' Yeats 

increaslngly espoused, was, at the besl of limes, n pl'rSlstl'llt SPIlSP 

that ta touch or ta be touehed by lhe pol ilicn1 1 i fe of the nnt ion 

left one open ta an "infection" by the "mob." 

Conor Cruise Q'Brien's portraya] of Yeats in hls weI l-known 

revisionist essay, "Passion and Cunn lng: An Essay on t 11(' Po 1 il i rs of 

w. B. Yeats," is ineomplete but nol exlreme. Rather, it is an nn_urfllf' 

depiction of an extreme sIde of Ye3ls's prlsmatlc pcrsorlililty: 

If the snobbery enùemi C 1 n hl S ( 1 a~s ilnd ge>npr;11 Ion 
takes in his wr l t i ng from now on 1 art er 1 q(n 1 an il 1 11l0st 

hystencal lntenslly, it is. 1 thlnk, Illnl hr> rell 
himself ta have undergone, ln hls pollllcai yC'drs, fi 

kind of contamlnatlCln, él Joss or ca~I(>, tllrollgh "111(> 
contagion of the throng," und thdt, 1 Il '11(' (,fiel, he' hac! 
suffered a deep lnJury ta his prJClc. "One must auppt" 
--he had \"r i t ten tu Lady Gregory--". . . 1 1](· l'apl 1:-'111 01 lll(' 
gutter". . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ... 



There were moments when he felt ashamed of this 
hate, but it proved enduring. (O'Brien, 225) 
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'1'0 he fa i r to Yeats, any sense of "contagion" was not always class-based 

sndbbcry; Il WilS often art i sUc romanticj sm blended with John 0' Leary-

slyle prlde and Indlvldual1sm. In the AutobJography Yeats wrltes that 

O'Leary warnerl him agalnst Intimacy wlth those he was trying tfJ influence: 

l sholl 1 cl have kept mysel f apart and alone. It was 
aIl lrue; thr0ugh sorne 1nfluence [rom an eariier 
generallon, from Wall WhItman perhaps, 1 had sat 
talklng ln puhllC bars, had talked late into the 
I1lghl at many men's hOllses, showing aIL my convictions 
la men . . .. l dl d not yet know that Intellectual 
frectlom and socIal equal1ty are lncompatible. (154) 

1 would again stress lhat this unattractive aspect of the poet supplements 

rdtlll'r lhan llmtradic.ts or cancels out O'Brien's description. In any 

l'VPllt, El izabcth Ct.lllng[ord's qlJoting of O'Leary ta the effect that 

"Tltp 1II1ddlc rlass, 1 believe, in Treland and elsewhere, to be dlstlnctly 

t Ill' lo\vcst cl ass moral 1 y," shows then~ are points of merger between the 

Lwo Int Illences (Cull ingford, 5).1) As Yeats's poetlc depictlons of 

Irplnnd's convulsive encounters wlth violent pohtlcal struggle are 

reuII il1 Lhls c.ontext, it will be useful to bear ln mind the proposition 

or l'l'tL'r St c11\ vbrass and Allon \oJhite in The Polltics and Poetics of 

'l"-dllsgrpsslon--d proposltion, derived from their readlngs, especially, 

nI' Frl'Ild d!HI Foucau] t, that they bel ieve applicable at both the 

PSVtllO 1 og 1 ull and soc iet\~él] levels--that, "A fundamental rule seems to 

hp th,ll ",helt 1 S cxcluùed al the overt level of iùenti.:y-formation is 

pn.HlllL t ive of ne\, ob Ject s of desire" (25). 

Ypt "Fph' conlemporary poets," as Will tam Irwin Thompson has 

"" 1 t t l'Il , "have been so deeply rooted in historical 



-
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events" (151). And Yeats managed to be 50. Thompson adds. w i thout hl.' i ng 

thus taken away from his art. A part of him kne\" th lS, undel st ood t hut 

the political was a source of nourishment; and lhaL knowll'dge oCCaSI(llllll Iv 

manifested itself ln the taking of more amhigllolls pOSlt 10\114 

on the issue. If any statement of Yeats suggests tlH' vdllditv (lI StdllvhlclSS 

and White's hypothesls, It lS the fallowlng pxtrdcl ln>In thl' "Cl'lIl'lill 

Introduction For My Work" (1937) that conc Illdes Il i s ESSdyS dlHI 1 lit r ()-

ductions volume: 

l knew ••. thét l mus: ttrn from that modprn Il t PT at li ri' 
Jonathan SWlft compared ta lhe web a spider draws out of 
its bowels; l hated and stll] hatl' ... Ihe Iltprcllllll' 
of the point of Vlew. T wanter! ... lo gl't b,l{ k 1 (1 

Homer ... l wante<l to cry ùs [1\\ I1\pn lrtl'd, tu léllIgll 
as aIL men 1 aughed, and the Young r rp 1 illid po('t s wllr>1I Ilot 
writlng mere POlllics hall the sa me want, hut th('Y dld Ilot 
know tha t lhe common iJnd Ils he fit tlng 1 dnglldgt' 1 s t h(' 
research of a Ilfet lme and whon founc! may LI( k jJo(lltlclr 
recognit10n. (SIO-Ll) 

Here we encounter both Yeals's hatred of "mere pollLirs H nllcl his deslt!' 

ta speak as one wlth the body pOIIUl. The much scornf'r] "(ommon" IS 

here an obJect of desue. Yeats's assertIon that he "walllpc! tu (ry as 

aIl men cry" mlght surprise Lhe reader of such poems as "'('0 ü WI'llltlty Milli 

who promised a second Subscrlptlon ta lhe DubI ln Munlf ipnl Callery il Il 

were proved the People \vanted Pictures," or Part fOlJr of "IJlldl'l BPII 

Bulben." How can one want to cry as i!l.l men (rl('c! whelJ IHIC' lIi1s rl'(Jl'i1tl'dly 

accused large sectIons of one's nallve pO(lulat 1011 of helllg f1J(Jdhlf' of 

litt le more than fumbling jn gr0dsy lllls ancl adrlillg penle lo !tall/H'IIII''! 

Suffice it ta say thal Yeats's vaunterl self-awareness is higltly sl'l(~flIV(', 

It is not, on close analysjs, as c.ontradictory to say lhal lllf' "r (JITIIIIOII" 

may not be "popular" as may first appear: most popular ('lJltlJrc~ is in 
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fael un i nteresled in genuine mimesis. But the formulation does express 

lhe irresolvable tension in a man who wanted both proud, unt ramme:Jled 

sol i tude (and who once wrote that "out of the idedS and emotlons of the 

avcrilgp man yOll ean make no better thing than good rhetoric" [UP, II, 34])14 

ilnd t 0 lalJgh as aIl men 1 aughed. It is perhaps safe tü conc1ude that Yeats 

olltspokPllly despised the commonplace sa strongly because he also yearnedto 

he' d !Jarl of Il, parl of the centre, of the whole; and that this frequent1y 

stlppresspd desire w111 play a raIe in Yeats's sense of hlS own position 

ill lIH' glcal ilnd tragic events of the Ireland of hlS lifetime. Yeats's 

ha hl t WélS lo sw i ng hetween extremes, and when he was not cursing polj tICS 

hl' was IIsually decply involved in them. 

COllor Cruise O'Brien has gone so far as ta render this pattern in 

tlll' lcrll1s of psychosls: 

J\Jways, ln the long phases of withdrawal, he tended ta 
write of ail pol1lics with a kind of eontempt, a plague
on-bolh-your-hollses alr ... [But his] "manie" phases 
of pul it ical aetlvily were no less rea] or important than 
the "depressive' phases v:hlCh followed them. (264-5) 

If YPHts's aclllai feelIngs swung as violently as hlS pronouncements (which 

1 t CI1:1 la cloubt), sueh an ana] ySl s IS not farfetched. But in 

sllch wOllld-he pard1 vSlng con[licts Yeats somehow sensed freedom, the freedom 

of imaging the oLher, as Ins great poems show over and over again: 

1 Ile: By the help of an image 
r ca Il la my own oppOSIte, summon aIl 
That l have handled least, least looked upon. 

("Ego Dominus Tuus," 11. 8-10) 

Comp 1 l" i t \' tioes not end lhere, however. How does one "know" the Other? 

1101>' cnn one assert the "OPPOSl te" ta be that? How can we tell which side 

ul dur characler 1S the shadow or "Image," and just exactly what, out 

of the 8torehousc of posslbilIties, 18 it a shadow or an image of? 
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The positions from which Yeats writes, and perceives himsclf to write, 

in the midst, or on the periphery of Irish polltiea1 strugglE', are no 

less the product of having "taken a stand" [or a11 of Yeats's mash.s nnll 

antinomies. But the nature of that stance, ils values and ils efferts, 

are aIl conditioned by the existence bath of Yeats's hatred ot equivoeation 

and his defiant embracing of his Other. 

* 

Yet perhaps sorne doubts about such formulations should rema i Il. If sorne 

"thing" is the opposite of "1," how can "1" know of il? D](I W. 11. Yeats 

reconcile his own Intolerance and hatred of "mere" poi nt-of-v i ew \Ji Lh 

his own healthy variety of opinions through a set of half-psyehologiuJl, 

half-rnystical theories about the phases of the moon, a reconei1 iaLion 

involving more than a little of having onels cake and catlng il Loo? 

IV 

The Irish Therne 

The way in which Yeats cornbined an obsessi on wi th. and a revu 1 sIon f rom. 

the rnaterial and political realities of Irish hisLory, was perhaps not nn 

oddity but a commonplace in Ireland. 1I0w Yeats would winee. Perllaps this is 

one reason he fascinates and trrj tates the Ir i sh tü th j s day. A passngp j fi 

Seamus Deane' s recent A Short Hi story of Iri sh Li teraLure suggcsls sIKh 



conclUSIons: 

The Id sh experience, in al1 its phases, has led ta 
an enhanced sense of the frail ty of the assumptions 
which underl ic any working system of ciVlllzation and 
lhe need ta create, by a persi sten t effort, the enabling 
fictions WhlCh WIn for it the necessary degree of 
acceptance. Becallse of this, IrIsh wn t lng has 
lrüdltlonally been extraordJnanly Interrogative. It 
has moved bctwccn the extremes of aesthetlcism--seeing 
literalure as an pnd ln itself--and of polltical 
c.ommi t~ment--seeing It as an lnstrument for the 
ac.hieverr0L of other purposes. Most of the great 
writers Illcorporale both attitudes wIthln thelr work 
and t.hcy share wi th 1 esslrwr lters the conviction that 
the matler of Ireland is, in parvo, the matter of 
livI llzallon ltself. It IS only in a mInorIty culture, 
acc1 imaLized to dlscontlnuity, that such a dream of 
tOla]lly Uln be regularly entertalned. (7) 

( 1 rI t" 1 S respect, 1 fIn few others, Yeats seems to have something in 

comlllon with Joyce.) If Yeats usually relected writlng about anything 
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1 ike pürtlsan polllical concerns, It ls also true that he felt his poetic 

projerl ta be jndeed an "instrument for the achievement of other purposes," 

t hat purpose bel ng somethi ng along the lines of articulating Ireland' s 

inart iculate suul (as Joyce's Dedalus wished ta articulate its conscience 

alter forging It in the smithy of lns soul). Deane's concluding thought, 

that "onlv in ü m1nority culture, accllmatlzed to discontuluity" could 

"SII( h a drc>am 01 totall tv" be entertained (Ireland being, l.1. Deane' s 

tcnninology, a minority culture ln the sense of belng a colonial culture), 

i s import élnt to this dj SCUSSlon on two levels. First, because ln poems 

Stlch as "Ncoltat Lons ln Tlme of CiVll \.Jar" Yeats's posItion as a member, 

ol an I\nglo-ln5h Protestant culture that i8 paradoxically both prlvJ1eged 

.1I1l! incrcélsingly marglnalized will be germane ta any analysis; 8<;!cond, 

bl.'CHUSC i t is suggesl1 ve of how an Irish depiction of cultural history 



and poli tical turmoil mlght have app l icat IOn beyond 1 ri sh borders, si flll' 

in the disillusionment and sense of dl slocat Ion J! post-Ivor 1:1 \~:11- Or\(' 

western civilization--made manifest ln such works as 'l'hl' Wasll' 1.,1I1d dlHI 

Hemingway's The Sun Also Rises--most or ail modern "uiltUIPS" Sl'IlSl'd 

themselves, 1 be]jeve, to be for aIl practical pllrposl's "millol ity" lllltlln's, 

cultures distant from an always illusive centre, a centre t hat, in any 

event, w::}s not holding. 

As l've just suggested, there was at least one sense in which Y!'als, and 

his poetry, was passionately directed toward a specifilnlly "national" 

purpose virtually wHhout caveat. This was his goal of pxpn'ssllIg SOlllt' 

type of essentlal Inshness and thereby forglng n llnlty of (Idtlll!' williin 

Ireland which could, he hoped, rival in intenslty and frllitflIllll'ss lit", 

unlty he tended to associate most persIstent ly with (J<lSSU al AtlIt'ns. 

Yeats tended to inslst that the state was an org,lIIl( 1I1111y, and III 

his paean to the Irish protestant ascendency in part 1 wo of "B 1 ood and 

the Moon," approvingly cited 'hauglûcr-hearled" Burke "Ihal provl'd tlIC' Stnl!' 

a tree." In thi3 context Norman Jeffares notes that Yeat S one (' wrot (' 

"Burke [proved] that the State was LI tree, no mec.han i sm Lo he JJlII J ('ri III 

pieces and put up agaln, but an oak trr~e that had grown throllgh (PlltIJrips" 

(J eff ares, 327). Insi nuated Wl t hi n a poem that seems t 0 pra 1 sc'--or ut 

least bemoan the temporary absence of--"A bloody, arrog,lIlt j)owpr" that 

"Rose out of the race / Utteri ng, masterI ng i t, / Rose Ji kc! t JJ(·f.e wa Ils 

from these / Storm-beaten cottages," the emb]em may secm sI ightly rn(!!JiH illg, 

as appeals to "natural" structures always do ta our post-structural ist 



( 

20 

mjnds, trained as they are to hair-trigger sensitivity to the presence of 

possible helrarchy-erecting tropes. A tree lS not only organie and slowly 

<!C've]opillg, it lS essentlally seamless and indivisible, arlslng from a 

~Ingle seed, bearlng the traces of one orlgln. And Yeats's cholce of the 

odk i s nol d~ ci denta l, however perverse 1 ts royal and Bri t l.sh symbolie over

lones mily have seemed ta those of Yeats' s readers who were In sh republ icans. 

BUI 1 h(' image 1 S nal 1 n 1 tself malevolent: Fascists may aIl hold to organ-

I( II->t Ilol ions of the sUIte, but not a11 organicist notIons of statehood are 

luseist ie. After al], such an Image connotes also both the lnterdependence 

or parts--Ieaves reliant upon vascules of the trunk and so forth--and a sense 

in which the Irish exist prJor ta and outside of the cultlvatlon and pruning 

cnrrie<l out by any partlcular poliUeal organizatlon, or any partlcular 

l reul y. And whüt c.. i t izen, of any nation, would den y that principle? Did 

"Francp" Cf'dSe tü exi st when the German armles entered Paris? 

.Joseph 8rodsky 1 j kens a nation to a forest rather Lhan a tree, anù 

thus ga i ns (lorhaps roam for flen bll I ty and di versity wlthin the organie 

11\l'lclphor, SIlice the concept of "forest" can easily surVIve the implan-

1.11 ion 01 li few examples of new speCles, for instance. For Brodsky such 

,1 lllel.lphlJl nlso carnes wjth It the Implication that state power over the 

socldl fahrlC' is a barbansm.
16 

Yeats would have disagreed, but only 

parll,,: lhe eljte should control the sOClal fabrie, but no governmental 

st tilt t lit cran touch, much 1 ess control, the essense of the people, thp. tribe. 

1 digress hore because T beJieve that in his evocatlon of Burke's tree we 

l'an gel in an i nkl ing of what attitude lurks behind the great political 

po~ms, and can guess why Yeats could infuriate both Tory and republican. 



Home Rule was greatly ta be deslred: the expr~sslon of Ilclund's 

soul would thereby be faClhtated. Bul lIome Rull', or Illon' lomplptl' 

independence, could never elther "create" or "save" Trl'land. \·lhdtl'\,('1 

"Ireland"was belonged ta a realm in which neither \vestminstl'l nor Dni\ 

Eireann could leglslate. 

A true state lS al1ve, its branchings unpredi<tllbte. To YP,lts in 

his last years, ideology became increasingly lrrelevant, geornl'Ir iull 
was 

fantasjes; each"a puppet of vaster, less tiPt llltlbll' IOrLPs: 

Besicles, why should l trouble about (Omllllllllsm, 
fascJsrn, 11beraljsrn, raulcatism, whl'n aIl, though 
sorne bow fI rst and sorne st l'rll 1 1 r st hllt dit at t Iw 
sarne pace, all are gOlng clown st rl'dm wlth tlll' art il il laI 
lln1ty Whlch l'nds l'very LIVIII/cJt 1011'1 Onlv dPdd stl<ks 
can be tled Jnto cOllvenlent bundlps . 1 r('l11p01h('T 
old O'Leary saylng "No gentleman ldll hl' il so< lallsl 
though he mlght be an anardIJst." Cb H()!)) 

Sa was Yeats 8n anarc.h i st ? Yeg, but onl v IInl 1 1 UlIdf< hv t IH ('at erJ('d t () 

:2\ 

protrude its Jnteresting he3d 1nto rpalily. 1 n any l'vent, t Il 1 S TC')t'< t ion 

of artihClal Ul1Jty, 3nd Its associatIOn wlth the clecline of W<,stPtll 

Civllization, is only the latest proposItion in a JIll} long lnleTn.lI 

argument. Yeats is here reJE'cting somelhlng gimllar to whllt WhIte IIl1d 

Stallybrass refer ta as the "classic." or Ih(~ Llas~1f body: 

Tak"lng formaI values from él jJlIrlfle<l myt!wl(Jglral 
canon of AncJellt Greek ano Roman éllllhors ,. 'l'hl' 
eiassleal body was far more than an w .. -;t het J( slallddrd 
or modeJ. Il slructured, frorn lhe IIISIr!P dS Il w('rl', 
the eharatteflstJcally "hlgh" dJ~(,OIJrst'~ (JI phll()~()phy, 
statecraft, theology and law, as wel1 d~ Ilterntltr<·, <1'-. 

they emerged f rom the Rena 1 s~anc.('. III 1 he r 1 df-,S 1 r ili 
diseurs] ve bcdy \;ere encooco lhosc rl'glJ J <Iled ~y~t <'III~ 

whieh were c.osed, homogenous, mOl1urnf'ntal, r l'ni rpd and 
symmetrical. (22) 

The same Yeats who rejects "artJficial unit y" ln l(n() can rai 1 agallist 
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tllP mortnlity inevHably associated wlth natural and vegetative symbol 

and myth and lhe Indlvldual self in 1927 when writing "Sailing to 

Byzan llllm," a poem 1 hat :-,erves as an introdllction and 

lead-in to "MedItatIons ln TIme of CIvil War" and "Nineteen Hundred and 

NJ/Jetcpn" III The Tower volume. There, lreland is percelved as unsuitable 

for old men eonseJOUS of thelr tranSCIenee because It is "Caught in that 

senslJal musIc" whl'reln "a11 negleet / Monuments of unageing intellect" 

( 1 1. 7-H). J Il Byzant J um one can perhaps be gathered "Into the artifice 

of eternlty." A few years later, ]n "ByzantIum," the desires of the 

earlier poem are, if not overturned, at least Interrogated. In broad 

tt'rms, organlc metaphors tend lo be associated w1.th a "Romantic" temperament, 

url If Ice wlth c lassical and neo-classlcal movemenls. "Salling to Byzantium" 

is pcrhaps both epitome and culmination of Yeats's "classIc" period. a 

)ler i()(! st'en most di st l netly ln the "Renaissance" nostalgia poems of 

Rt's(Jons.lb i ! i t 1 es over (] deeade earlI er. 

Whpn rl'ading the polltiea] poems of The Tower it is best to keep in 

m Inti t hat Yeats' s most "romant le" poetry tends to predominate in earlier 

and later volume:; (winch is why Harold Bloom tends to think the earlier 

17 
volumes 1I1lderrated and the mlddle volumes overrated ). "Medit a tians 

III Timt' of CiVIl \.Jar" JS also a medltdtlon ln time of "SaIIing to 

l' ,,1 H 'y"anllUnI . ls Ycats's Ideal state best descnbed byan image of 

organlc or uf arllficial unily? There is no one answer, except to stress 

thdt Yeats wns early and late a romantic poet, a poet of the subjective, 

,Jill! t bat a good denl of argument with that romantic self lies in between. 



But doesn' t "Sailing to Byzantium" address issues of the self and the 

self's survival in art, not issues of political theory? Ts Ryzant ium 

first and foremost a country or a state of mi nel? The quesl ion III il. zes 

a faise dichotomy, or at least a dlchotomy false for Yeats. \lis 

mystic instincts persisted. If the Byzantium poems seem to lalk llbout 

the fate of the self w-Lthln societal contexts, il is because--mHI thlfl 

is crucial ta an understand1ng of the politjcal poetry--Yeats belif'ved, 

as deeply as he believed anything, that the self was somehow holl! 

individual and unIque. yet part of a transcendental, primaI Sel f t hat 

manifested itself as the phenomenon of human history. Y0als dops not, HO 

far as l know, refer to the Image, but hlS noL-quite-Jungian, Ilot-quile

Platonic conception of this Self is perhaps best caplure!! ln the imngp of 

the hfth century neoplatonist Dionysius Areopagite: thnl of n room halhe<1 

in the light of many lamps, a seamless IlluminatIOn composcd of 

multiple parts (Pseudo-DIonYSIUS, 12]). Sa for Yeals, nalion and stiltc' 

of mind are not easily separable: but in Yeats' s case we musl reverst' 

the terms usually used to Insist upon linkage between self and (ommun i 1 y. 

The individual is not an Image of lhe state, does not body forLIl Ill(' 

national essence. Rather, for Yeals, the publIc is the Imagp of 1 he 

private. The self is not part of the state. The slalc--II wC' ran im,lgirlC' 

this--is part of the self, one of the manifestations of Ihe self and 

Self. The self is the prlmary term, sa thal even the mosl "classical" 

verse of Yeats is somehow only the work of an auslere rornunt i<:.. The 

state stands in somewhat the same relation ta the sclf as Dai 1 Elrcann 

stands ta the natural tree of Inshness. Tf, as Terry Euglet{Jn 
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pUls i t, hi slory i s the "coneealed undersi de" of the "ideologieal forms 

and rnalcrlals" hy whic.h we process the past (CritiClsm and Ideology, 74), 

il polit lull Crlsis is the vlsible rneans of approach to the coneealed 

lllldC'rsidp that is lrue history for someone Uke Yeats, the history of 

human (haracler, personalIly, spirIt. 

ln 1 hl s pec.u) Jar fashion Yeats ~ a nationalistic, even a racialist poet. 

The hel ief that there eXlsted sorne core of Irishness, an Irish "theme," 

HO/TIP (olIImon) y held set of beliefs and charaetenstics in the Irish popul-

al iOIl, muy seem ta belle his dlsdain for how large parts of that population 

ilCllJéllly made themselves manifest. But this contradiction was generally 

r!'solvec!. ln Yeots's minci at least, by holdIng that contemporary Ireland, 

parI ie IIldt Iy the mercanti le mldrlle class. was Infected wlth the ration

é1listle, utllilarJan disease eommon tomodern, European, eapltallst society; 

bv holding IhJt Ireland had, ln sorne way, forgolten Hself, lost contact 

wilh ItH C'ssentlal being. NowadHYs we bnd il dlffjcult to deal with 

Hpit Itual nùt iül1111\sm wlthout JnVOklng fascism, but the term IS, in general, 

pdrl 01 Ihe wrüng vocabulary when discussing Yeats. 

\.Jht,thl'r slllh an "essentlal belng" eXlsted, or had ever existed, is of 

lOUrSl' d mool point: was Yeats belng--llke Arnold perhaps--prescriptive 

rat her' t han OCSl fi plI ve'l There l s a long and not entüely honourable 

ltadit ion in [rclcllHI of searchlng for a pure Inshness in the folklore and 

(Ilstoms of the relatIvely "unpoJJuted" peasantry of the Gaehe West, that 

semi-mvthlca} land of spiritualism and eplC simpliClty. This tradition 

ditl nat end wilh independence. Indeed, under De Valera it picked up stearn: 



After the War of Independence and the C IV il \vAr, in 
a politlcally dlVided island ... 1 he Image of the 
creative unit y of the \vesl, the vision of heroic rural 
1ife ln the Gael tacht or on a \,reslern 1 s land servl'd as 
a metaphor of sOC1a] cohesion . . . t hat 1 r,lOscl'ndpd 
c1ass and politics. (Terence Brown, <)2) 

Even in the Ireland of 1988, rampant cvnicism h.ts not ent Ilel)' l'xl irpatl'd 

sueh a longing. Yeats, with his jntellectual roots ln Shl'Ill'Y und ollll'r 

romantic theorlsts as weIl as the occult, \.as certainl)' lloL imn1ll1ll', III 

spite of his attachment to the Lady Gregory mode 1 of Prolpstant Inl)(Il'1I 

aristocracy, to such temptations. As Terence Brown poinls olll III l('f('r'PII(' 

1.0 Synge's The Aran Islands, "In such treatments the structural 1I10VPII1PIll 

of the work is a Journey from the bourgeois wor Id of sel { to an almost 

pre-lapsarian Innocence and commUlll ty wh i ch Lhe wr i Ler C<:ln l'ilLer or 

employ to hlgh:!.lght his own Romantlc, melanchollc ullcnation" (1)'\). ThIS 

is an often neglected factor in Yeats's recognition of Synge's genills. 

The playwrlght, and to a 1esser extent Yeats, l wOlild suggl'Sl, Irrllatf'd 

Irish opinion not by faHing to ldeal1ze ~I-)e 11lsh pPdsbntry bllt by laklng 

that idea]izatlon aIl too seriously. Nothing appalls moral (of!vC'nl lOf! of 

the Jansenist sort as much as prelapsarran Innocence, l'ven wllC'n il IH 

tinged with (rather than submerged by) both mplodrallla élnd sU'pl 1( ISIII. 

When attemptlllg to locate the perspeLI Ive [roll! whle Il 111(· Yelalsian 

poetic persona addresses the publIC Issues of hls tlme, w(' must be (élrL·ful 

to make distlnction belween how Yeats saw himself ln relut ion tCJ the borly 

of Irish men and women, and the aclual re]allUnship. For eXlllllp]p, Yf'als 

may not ha~e always been as IconoclastlL VIS ~ VIS Irish popuIar self-

conceptions as he liked to thlnk. Wh en rri~h cultural hls\orléHls 1I0l(~ 
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lhat public support for De Valera's natlonalistic and protectionist 

[>(onomIC po1icies of lhe 1930s can be accounted for by 

the [act that there was ln much of the country a 
neep urge toward self-sufflciency, a conviction that 
the life of an IrIsh sma1l farm represented a purIty and 
deceny of Il fe that couid sel Ireland apart [rom the 
more comrnprclal socleties that surrounded her (Terence Brown, 

145) , 

wc reul j zc Yeats and the phIlistIne votes he frequently professed to 

desp i se had much in common, and that lt was not Yeats but a poor County 

Monaghan former named Patrick Kavanagh who would dissect such apparent 

veritletl of Irish IdentIly. 

Yeuts's search for an essence of Irishness ls, in the considered 
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op i Il i on of sorne recen t commentators, one of his more troubling legacies. 

Seümus Deane, in both h 18 Sl-torl Hi story of Irish Li terature and his 

FIl,ld Day pamphlet (#3) Civl11ans and Barbanans, has detailed the margin-

,lIl/nt 1011 of lrltlh u!lture that has ]n part led the Insh to make a 

VIIIIH' 01 lll'CC'SSltv by dlstlngulshlng themselves from thelr "Clvilized" 

COlllllwnH s, but of course doing thlS by reverslng the Il lerarchy of values 

III onlL'r tu nsserl how [reland is ln fact the genuinely moral and civilized 

polit\'. ThiS IS part of él contlntlÎng dlscourse with a lengthy history: 

Carnbrensis Inlroduced the distlnctlon hetween the 
barbarolls IrIsh and their Cl vi 11 zing conquerors which 
was to farm a permanent part of the Ideology of conquest 
and dom 1 Tldt Ion for succeed 1 ng centurIes. (Deane, A Short History, 

16) 

And it IS a process WhlCh has inc1uded JustIficatIons for violence on 

bot h SI des long bef ore Padra] c Pearse sought martyrdom tü preserve the 

pUri t,' 01 the ho l \' Gael From Engl i sh depredations and corruptions. In the 



seventeenth century, for example, John Davies wrote il Discovery of the 

ThrE:e Causes Why Ireland \~as Never Enti re l}' Suhducd: 

.•• the husbandman must fnst break the land hf'lorl' II 
can be made capable of good seed: and when Il 1 S 1 hfllllgl! 1 y 
broken and manured, if he do not forthwl th [,Hi! good HPl'd 

into it, It will grow wlld agaln ... sn cl lhlrbdlolls 
country must [Hst be broken by war he! ore 1 t \oJ 1 1 1 hl' 
capable of good government; and when i t 1 s fllll .. slIbdlll'd 
and conquered, if it be not well planted and govl'flll'd 
after the conquest, II will eftsoons Il'lu rn lo the 
former barbarisms. (DeElne, ClVillans and Karharl,l\1s, ') 

The Irish are not ev en grantr~d the slatus of a peop 1 e (om!>.!t lllg Br-I t i slt 
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suzerainty. They represent merely a force uf randomness, o! indiscrill1inatl' 

pollination to be counteracted by proper crup management. Manu) Ing th(' 

landscape is, however, as eloquent a metaphor as élny for lll(' net iuns il1 

Ireland of Davies' con~emporary, Oliver Cromwell. 

The dream of securIng a cultural, non-Eng 1 j sh essence t hal [Jrmw i Il 

the late nineteenth century ln response lü suel! brillaI Lhallvlllisms hplpl'd 

create, in Deane's mInd, the sorts of intranslgpnl qllesls for pur Ily thdt 

led to the eventual fracturjng of the Island, and lhal indeed haunt il 

still: "we can dlscern," he wrjtes, "ln the figure of CIILhulain, the lragl( 

emblem of Ireland's political strife ann her clrenIT! of lltllurul 1/!llly. For 

Ireland, caught by the dream of integratlon, had enacted the prOLess of 

disintegration. The country had found ln actua lit Y t tH' perf cc 1 oppos 1 t (' t Cl 

what it concelved ln its lmaglné:ltlon" (A Shorl 1I1slorv, 1'"17). '!'('rprJ((' 

Brown has suggested that whlle olher EUfopeans sfJent the ]lJLOs and Jl)'3(Js 

debaUng the very nature of society, "IrJshmen élnd women, writers, arl ist <-; 

and workers, have cOI11l11_ttted themse]ves to a vision of I1i1ll0nul def,! lUy 

which has often meant a turnlng aW8y from sueh uncomfortable soual rpalll y 

to conceptions of the nation as a spiritual entJty thal Lan Lompensote for 
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a diminished experience" (l05). 

The debate over the nature of national identity has reared its mottled 

head Wl th renewed v i gour in contemporary Ireland, a debate spanning the 

Lultural spectrum from academic journals guch as the new Irish Review 

pub Il shed f rom Cork ta the pages of the daj 1 V press. The debate is now 

dwriH ter 1 zed most often by sceptlclsm ana revlsionlsm. The second number 

of the 1 ri sh Review follows the fHst in containing articles with titles 

sllch as "Romuntlcisrn jn RUlns: Developrnents in Recent Irish Cinema," 

"Bet wce/1 Trad 1 t 1 on and Moriernity: Cultural Values and the Problems of Irish 

SocIety," and "Atavlsm and Innovatlon: Reflections on Culture and Nation-

aIl t Y 1/1 1 re 1 and," in whi:h Eamon 0' Flaherty leads off the first page of 

L1H.' jOllrnal \\'1111 the Irrefutable staternent that "The past twenty years 

have Sl'en a proll feration of debates about Irlsh nationalism and cultural 

i dent i 1 y." The poet Eavan Boland has been prarnpted ta cry out in sheer 

Inlstralion, "Let \lS be rld at last of any longing for cultural unit y, in 

most 
11 (olllltry whose,.lJreCIOlls contnbutlon may be precisely its insight into 

thl' ,lnglllsh 01 cllsunitv . For there is, and at last l recognize i t, 

no \llllly wlwtsol'ver ln thlS culture of ours" (Garratt, Modern Irish Poetry, 

10). Seallllls Hennev has called for the rnlning of an even deeper sense of 

hi st Or\' in orcier tu '\viden the terms of the answer which each side could 

g i \'(' t 0 the (JlIest Ion, '\~ho do vou think Vou are? "' ("Place, Pastness, 

Poerns: li Tl-ipt\'ch," 37). The conternporary Insh have an obsession with 

"clIltllr,ll identltv" to rival that of Canadians, although the debate flowers 

from sC'plis of opposite popu1ar preml.ses: in Canada, that national ldentity 

has bP(,1l hercto[are under-determined and thereby threatened bv dilution; 
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in Ireland, that it has been over-determined and thereby threatened 

by a deadly compaction. 

But the argument over Identity contains polariLics dittÎcult ta 

mediate. For without self-consciousness of ~ type' of "ident it\''' Ruch 

as Yeats sought for Ireland, how can a nation seCllrt' for its IIHlividuills 

any sense of collective endeavour, any of the securilv nrising !"rolll 

a sense of belonging to a whole larger than thcmsel ves') Sl'LlIl1US D('III1(' 

has argued that Yeats's "rhetorjc of 'He Irish'," most ('oflspi(\I011S 

in such poems as "The Statues" and "Uncler Bell Bul ben, n (Ol1st 1 t lit es 11 

lamentable heritage; that, as Denis Donaghue paraphrusps,l<) "tll(' 

wretched state of the North is at 1 east partl y tIue to lIlP fae l tllLll 

its two communities have inher ited slereotyped 1 muges of themse l Vl'S 

which, subconsciously, they live and die to resemble VenU:; •• 

did m·~r.h ta present the question of Trishness as a moral criteriol1" 

(We Irish, 8). But, Donaghue goes on ta argue wilh charucteristil 

precision, 

even in philosophlcal terms, the question is noL vain 
. . a mind does not show i tse 1 f 1.0 he ri i zzy more 1 y 

by assuming that the mean lng of il part 1 cld ar Il 1 sLor 1 cul 
existence issues From a SI tual i on wh 1 ch rnay be I)('yond 
the reach of histoncs] scholarshlp. NuLhing lS galTH!d, 
and only the satisfaction of r)(!luIlc IS i1rqlllrf'd, hy 
scornlng "E'ssence" as an ob Jec t of Interest ilnd (Oll( (·t n 

Indeed, l am not sure lhaL [)panc' or ,III yOIl!' f'l St· 

could indicate the pOint al wh 1 ch an ar r ('pl db 1 f' dr'gn'f' 
of self-consciousness can be rllsllngulsllerl Irolll a Vdlfl 
"essentiallsm." (9) 

Where does the search for a concretely artictllated nnlllJTlill lr}pnt il y 

blend into prescription and intùlerance, even 1 nlo f asc i sm? At whal 

point does the refusaI to define oneself as a nation in any given tenus mell 
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! ..... 
into blandness, al ienation and disintegratian, ta aIl of which Yeats set 

h) mse 1 f ) nappas i t lon. Clearly, as a Canadian, l find these Questions 

lu be bath lnfuriatingly complex and undeniably germane. 

v 

"Dawn, down, hammer them down": Yeats and Political Violence (1) 

lt sccms obvious that Yeats's attitude toward political violence in general 

wi 1 1 play a role in governlng his response to particular events in which 

phYSlcal force s'Jrges to the forefront, and that the nature of this response 

WI ) 1 subsequent1 y serve as impetus to write (or inhibition against writing), 

as arbiLer ln the selection of subject matter once writing commences, and 

as shapcr, mod 1 f 1er, and even suppressor of the contents of the material 

(hosen, of "history." OpinIons on a given issue held prior to a parti-

clll~lr encounter \"1 th an Incldent rêlev~nt to that lssue--what we commonly 

refcr Lo as "tendencles," "inclinations," or, more general1y, "character" 

--{ uncl ion somewhal as molds into which extenor mateu.als are fltted. 

Wp mlght best thlnk of the average human being as both containing an 

llstO/1 1 sI! 1 I1g /1umber of such molds--so that the one apparently most appro-

priale for contall1lng the Incoming data may be chosen--and as being 

10I'('\(-'r (kflClcnt in tills regard nevertheless. The world is fore ver a 

supt'rf III \ t \' 1 n camparison ta our small vessels of lntellection, rational-

izel Ion. prejudice, and categorizatlon. Because of this the molds of 

opInion, cve/1 given an extraardinary degree of care, lnevltably shape as 

{ 
\\'l' 1 1 dS contain: that 18, d partlcular incident is inevitably hewn by a 

" 
pl lOI' t cndE'ncv Into which lt doesn' t quite fit. (Objecti vit y and subjectivity 
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are not factors here: the molds consist of elemenls of subjectivity 

in my allegory.) This operation goes on in an inten.cnv i ng of 

conscious and subconsd ous modes that can n€ver be fu Il y tlnt'avel1 cd. 

We think we know man y of our tendencles, but in the shock of 

an unexpected and forceful event, wc may weIl be startled by what 

results. 

So it i5 clear that a knowledge of Yeats's views on the issue 

of politically motivated violence will be crucial in determining 

how and why he has shaped the materials of hjstory as he knew them, 

and if an event has precipitated a confirmation or D rèvaluat ion of 

previously held veri ties about the po] lti cal wor 1 cl Dnd the nat lire of 

Ireland, about his place withln that milleu, and about his attilude 

toward it. Unfortunately for the shapellness of lhis argumcnL--

but no doubt fortunately in regard ta the r1 chness and van cly of 

the poetry--on thlS issue as on so many others Yents hammerccl hi s 

thoughts not into a unlty but into an argument; or, perhaps, 

hammered his thoughts lnto a umty that his emoU ons look conL i nun 1 

delight in disrupting. (Ta put H another way, 1 t IS exlremely 

difficult ta determine the degree of Yeats' s sel f -awareness ubollt the 

contradictory nature of his statements. It 18 il habil of mnny Cfltics 

of great writers tü assume se][-a\'IBreness al aIl pOints, and, for 

others such as J. Hillis Miller, ta jdentify evidence of their lcxts' 

If h f · 19a se -awareness as t e nexus 0 genlUS. But one clement of lhe 

writings of Jacques Derrida that lS of lndubitDhle utilily in regard 

to literature is his recognItion that complete se]f-
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awnrcness i9 somethjng of a contradiction in terms. And 1 suspect that 

in rca1lty, su ch a feat of consciousness would produce not superb poetry 

but paralysis.) 

Yeats voices sufflcjent]y numerous paeans ta a violence deemed 

preferable ta vacillation or compromIse, and to a hatred preferable to 

wellkness of SIHrlt (thus, ln part, hlS affinlty for NIetzsche), to make 

IL posslllle to paint hlm as a proponent, or at least an admirer, of 

violent upheaval. It lS useful, l believe, to ho Id balance temporarily 

in IIbeyancp and proceed with the llneaments of such a portraIt. 

The imaglnatlon jtself ls a close cousin to struggle, suggests 

Douglas Archibald in Yeats, partlcularly for the Irish \vriter, ta whom 

'he "lflL'<l of thralldom" lS anathema: "the sense of struggle, with its 

dccompanying warlness and ambivalence, deflnes one form of Imaginative 

Intt'ractlon" (XLIi). After a11, in any poliUcal struggle, inc1uding, 

fot eXdmple, the brutal and brutal1zing depredations of the Republlcan 

and lin 1 on 1 sL pardml Il Lary thugs of Northern Ireland, there i8 a battle 

lor i mag 1 nnL 1 ve hegemony over the terms of the argument. The "exploitation 

01 l'Vl'nt s by both sides," comments Seamu8 Deane, "demonstrates over and 

OVPI ag<lln the endlessness of the battle for suprcmacy of one klnd of 

disCllllrS(', one set of polltlcnl attitudes,over another" (Clvilians and 

B,1IIHlr1an::-.,12). \hllwm In:1n Thompson lS not alone in suggesting that 

1 Ill' fl'voIutlOllélrleS of }lJ16 "lived as if they were in a work of art." 

Thompsoll cldds thnt pcrhaps a blurring of "reality" and the world of the 

Imdgillution is "OIlC very lInporlant characteristic of a revolutionary" (ix). 

In dchic\'lng a heanng for his own dlscourse, Yeats learned early on 

{ 



1 the value of at least speaking violently. In the Autobiogrophy he writvR 

that shortly after meeting John O'Leary, "1 had begun, as would èlnv nllH'f 

of my training, to say violent and paradoxical lhlngs to shock provIncial 

sobriety" (63-64), and this was to become a taellc of his p(H'lry 11S weIl, 

particularly in the late volumes. Provlncial sobriely reprcsenled to 

Yeats a damming of the spjrjt that vjolencc of sorne sorl np<"lkd ln 

dynamIte. But physical vjolence? At tl~es, yeso at lensl when con

sidered theoretically, from a dIstance. And not jusl when cOlIsld{'red 

by the lrascibJ e, elderly Yeats penn lng lhe wonls of r.razy Jnrw. Yent s 

found himself in 1887 between two opposlng Influcnc'.é's--emh consonanl 

with one part of himself--hls father, and Maud Gonne. fie came down 011 

the side of the latter, at least for the moment: "1 remember lIothlng of 

her speech that day except that she vexed my fathcr by pruIsc of wnr 

and found those uncontroverlible VjctorJan reasons, thnl seemf'd 10 <1l1nOllnc(' 

so prosperous a future, a little grey" (Memoirs, 40). If 11011("8 é}((Olllll 

can be trusted, "WHlie agreed wlth her" (67). The JOVl'sLrtlck Yeilt:;, n 

at the time, may of course have had ulterior motLves. Many (omJII('ntators 

have, indeed, tended ta suggest lhat any advocacy of poJiti(IJJ rndJ(nlisUl 

by Yeats was tiue to the pursUI t of the mart 1 a 1 Maud. Bul whplhpr or 1101 

such a consideratLon coJoured hjs expressIons of nationaJ Ist drdo1/r, 

statements throughout hIS l1fe repeat the splnl of the éJnPcc!ol(>, st:11('

ments comlng bath before and after hlS hopes ln regard 1.0 MalJd COII/J('. 

Cul1lngford adds the Influence of Wl11iam MorrIS tn the pol, blJt 

indulges in a simi lar old Yeats/young Yeats cl j chotorny: "Bot h Morr i S :I/I(J 

O'Leary insisted upon the need for revolut ion, and Yeats Wéif-> cqlH11 J y r(>ady 
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to envisage the destruction of society. 'Certainly land a11 about me • 

were for chopping up the old king for Medea's pot' His oider self 

sU gmati zed as 'hystena' h is earlier romantic commi ttment ta rebellian" (17). 

Ils Malcolm Brown lnslsts, "Yeats's overexcited state of mind might seem 

charmingly youlhfuJ and Shel1eyan. But lt needed only another crI sis 

und lomrades ln Sam Brown belts ta produce the unamusing adventurlsm of 

](n2" (%6). (YPélts actually dld 1ess in 1932 than Brown likes to 

imply--and lhat tao js revealing.) 

Brown accuralely ties Yeats's predilection for upheaval ta an attrac-

Lion toward sorne sort of mystlcal apocalypse that wou1d reassert the 

prllnacy 01 the sou1 : 

PrObperlty he re]ected on behalf of his countrymen 
IYcats rClected materlalism, not prosperity] as he 
spoke a very great deal about Ire1and's preference 
for "vlslons of unfulfllled c1esire ." AH this added 
u!> lo an elu!lerate endorsement of Douglas Hyde's 
rptreé:ll to the proposItIon that Irish spuituality 
and Il ish poyert y were two sIdes of one pnce1ess 
e01T1 .. There was an lmporlant dlfference, though, 
betwcpn them. The gentle Hyde, angry at no lIVIng 
soul, though hls ob Jeet could be achleved peacefully. 
But Yeats antlt Ipdted a need for phYSICal force. He 
(oulcl not dldW 11Is mlnd from l~lacGregor] Mathers' bloody 
llPOldl\'llSL', from overheated medltatlons on "The Valley 
01 tht' Black Pl\!,." Thore, as prologue to the soul's 
rp[,oIHllIl'st of tlH.' \\'Orld, "the clash of [allen horsemen 
,1I1d tll(' II les / of l1nk.nown peflshlng armles beat about 
IJlV t'dl"S." (.l(l/) 

(lI COUISl' \'intlng L\bout \'Iolent apocalypse doesnot make Yeats its advocate, 

.111\' II1tl1~' Ihdll Il does Nalthew Arnold (whose "Dover Beach", it has always 

seempt! tu me, may have influenced the rhythm, Imagery, and topagraphy of 

"TIlt' Vcllll'Y of Lhp Black Pig"), or St. John the Evangelist. But Yeats 

i S ulldl'II i db 1 \' drawn to the subjec t, and passlOnately lnhabits l t ta the 



extent that sorne critics, most notably Ivor Hinters, Frem" Kermotlc, Hnd 

Harold Bloom, have felt--wlth little justificatIon, 1 he11C'vp--thnl Yl'nls 

welcornes the "rough beast" of "The Second Cami !'t-;." \.Jlwn ClIll i ng 1 onl asks 

h h Y "h f' d d 1 h d b t 1 1 1 l ,,:!() W et er eats was orn le or e 1 g te y t le ac vent 0 l le rlHlg 1 !lN1S! , 

the best answer seems to be horrifled, hul Dlsu fos( llluted, to the 

extent that part of hlrn cou Id deI i ght in i t: thus the vibrant y 01 IItH 

apocalyptic poems. Cullingli>rd rerninds us that thore i H Iloi Il i ng 

speclfically fascist about this fascination: "Yeats tS chided for look!ng 

forward ta the crash, but Marxists look forward lu the Revolll! ion with 

equal enthusiasm" (160). She concludes, incldentally, that Yeats'H 

"philosophy sanctloned con[liet, but not murdpr" (124), ThIs is (lt'rlHI(JS 

accurate in a rnanner she does not enLLrà.y IntecHl, as WIll he S('('II lill PI', 

Peter Castello rnay not be far off the mark wh en he slat es III hi R hook '1'11(' 

Heart Grown Brutal: The Irlsh Revolution ln LILeré:lLur~, Lhal "viol('f1((' 

disturbed him, because he wondered if 1\ was 1I0L the only way ln whl! Il III 

create that suprernacy of feelIng \vhleh he admlrpd" (LOS). Anoth('( cr Il IC 

has ernphasized Ypats's attraction to ekstasis dnd to il DlollyHl1l11 sells!' 01 

ri tuaI sacrIfIce (Hassett, 60), 

There are tlrnes, H musl be admitled, whcn YPélLs's ambiglJlly 01 

feeling on the issue resolved itself inta il more wholesule endors('n\('nt 01 

violent conflict, lnto an almost bouyant anlÎClpdtloll 01 caLiH!ysrn, 'J'hls 

RPPffiS ta me ta have been an oulgrowth nol only of Yeats':-, VIPW of hl<,!ory':-, 

revolving cones. t belJeve It was a]so related trJ Iwo (Jt!J('r lend('111 ÎI'f-, 

actIng ln combinatlon: his sense of himsel f HS rJHrt of un inlel !e( tua! !llIrI 

spiritual elIte and that elite's crw:ial roll' in A Vision-Htyle lIistory, 
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and his cultivation, at certain periods in his life, of hatred as the 

only healthy, vitalizing response ta the place and time in which he 

found himself livjng. It IS a combination that will bear directly upon 

my sludy of "N 1 neleen Hundred and Nlneteen." 

have already CI ted the passage from "A General Introduction for My 

Work" i Il wInch Yeats appears ta wish ta cultivate the prospect of impending 

violence lhal will Instal1 in Europe "sorne kind of ru le of kindred," a 

violence '~sslllng" (rom a "vague hatred": "1 cannat know the nature of 

thal rule, for its opposite [Ilis the light; aIl l can do ta bring it 

nenrer is ta intensHy my hatred" (Essays, 526). There is something in 

this, la he sure, of Yeats's sense of the proud, aristocratie mode of 

lragic irony, an Hony inc1ud1nga refusaI, like Yeats's version of 

Cuchulain, lo mourn Inevitable death and destruction, and ta choose rather 

ta lnugh high-spJrltedly ln ItS face. As ear]y as 1901 Yeats wrote of 

such irony (In a less hornfic context), and attributed it ta Shakespeare, 

\"ho, he asserted, watched the face of Henry V "cheerfully, as one watches 

sorne handsome sp i ri ted horse, and he spoke his tale, as he 'Spoke a11 tales, 

with traglc irony" (Essays, 109). (The horse and rider was of course ta 

!Jerome Yeals's most endunng symbol of grace and independence, of a fusion 

of mlnd Dnd body. This will be important later. Since in the west of 

ln'land the poor rural classes did not generally possess rlding horses, 

tl10 emhlem has cl strong, and intentlonal, class connotation.) This sense 

of tragic ironv can at times biend Into a delighted acceptance of forthright 

act ion hOl.e\'er bloody. At ternes, ln certaIn forms, it appalls me in a way 

sltlliLlr to John llpdike's dictum that that whjch i8 needed, lS beautiful. 21 

A numLer o[ Jetters that Yeats wrote ta Ethel Mannin 
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in 1936 express the conviction that the emotions of the elite ur~ d 

sufficient power to speed the arrivaI of such upheavals: why should hp 

concern hlmself wlth communism or any other "lsm"') "My ragp and t halo! 

others like me seems more important--though we may bllt hl' t Ill' 1 1 r sI Ilf 

the final destroying horde" <1..869). In F.xplori\t Ions Yeats writes Ihat 

when he was a boy "everybody talked about progress, and rphcliion ngalllsl 

my eIders took the form of avers ion to that myth. l t ook sat i sI 1\( t 1011 i Il 

certain publIc dlsasters. felt a sort of pcstasy at t IH' contemplaI iOIl of 

ru in" (392). ElIzabeth Culllngford, in clting thls passdge, dll(,( IH Ollt 

attention toward Nietzsche: "Yeats responded more positivC'ly 10 N1PlzmIH"s 

denial of progress, and prophe( les of (Omlng Q,.drchy and <1('51 IIICllOIl .. 

This ecstasy found dramatlc expresslun in the qUélsi-NlelzschUiIl pldV ~Il('n' 

There Is Nothlng" (74-5). Ma] co 1 m Brown adds the dese ri pl i un "t IIos(' Il.11 silPI 

Carlylean elements of hlS 01.11 thought" (LV")). The Ilnk to NI ('tzs< II<' IS 

relevent, but not essential: Yeats as a boy had nol rend Niet7s( Ill'. TIlt' 

faSClnatlon with the collapse of civilization is part of tlle Romalll i( 

ethos: perhaps lt holds out the posslbllily of the splnt !Jt'Ing /lurilir-d, 

revealed ln 1 ts clan ty as the drass of centur les of <Ill rell on lInd 

acculturatlOn are burnt away. Thomas McFarlane's brilliant sludy 

Romantlclsm and the Forms of RUln ITIlght provlde the !">llInlllus 

for a study of thls aspect of Yedts'!"> per!::>unal ity é1l1d /HK·t ry. 

one to complement the delalled analyses of YeclLs's afïlllltlC'S witl! NIPt/rllr' 
by 

by Cullingford and,.OUo Bohlmann ln hlS Yeat!"> élnd NJ(·lI:(h(·.(Y(·dl<-;'.., 

cultivation of natred as both a psychologl(al und polit 1«1l ll'TIII J/I'T 

is discussed ln deta11 by Joseph Hassetl ln hls reLent book Yeats allrl 

the PolitlCS of Hate.) 
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In the end, hatred, and its possible accompaniment violence, were 

not sa much positive values in themselves sa much as they were examples 

of extravagance, of excess, and thus always preferable, in the Yeats 

canon, lo the containment of restralnt or indlfference. It is not 

surprlsing that he sa deeply admlred Blake. They are examples of 

overflùw, a sexually charged image Yeats used from early on for which 

wc wi Il he on the lookout in the great politleal sequences. As he wrote 

in 1899, 

[n lJterature, or polities, or art, or anything else, 
extravagance was merely the shavings from the carpenter's 
bench. It was an overflow of energy. It was, no doubt, 
regrettable; no doubt aIl human errors were regrettable, 
bllt extravagance was far better than that apathy or 22 
rvnicism which were deep hesetting Slns here in Dublin. 

(;l'off rl'y Thurlcy has adduced the lntluence of a sentence from the letters 

of John Keats in such a senllment: "Though a quarrel in the streets is a 

thing to be hated, the energies displayed in lt are fine; the commonest 

Man shows a grace in his quarrel" (151). The congruence between Yeats's 

thought anll the passage is more detalled than Thurley realizes. Keats 

most speclflcal1v parallels Yeats by separatlng the quarrel from the 

qllarrellcrs, the brawl [rom the brawlers. Yeats was lnclined to forgive 

a violent dct--or at least quall[y his disapproval--if he sensed in it 

" lransformative effect on the charaeter of the perpetrator or the 

wltncsses. If Conrad felt eharacter was fate, Yeats tended ta insist 

that c1hlrdcter was history. This tendency, l "Tl11 argue, is a eomponent 

of hls complex poetic reaetion to the Easter Rls1ng. 

In its most extreme form, Yeats's advocacy of conflict as essential 



to the vitality of the human soul manifested itself in anecdotes dH 

repulsive as that narrated by Joseph Hone concern; Ill. 1937. Asked hv u 

Professor Bose for a "message for India" (thell llndergoing intenst' ethllÏt' 

tensions and internecine violence), Yeats slmplv suggested a good !lPllllhy 

war: 

"Let 100,000 men of one slde meel the o\l1l'r,"lYents 
answered.] "That is my message to Indta, insislenc(' on 
the antinomy." He strode sWlftly across thl' room, 
took up Sato's sword, and unsheatherl Il dramatlcélllv 
and shollted, "Conflict, more confllct~" (4'i<J) 

It would be pleasant ta beUeve that such impulses (h not entpr into 1 tH' 

poetry, that the poetry represents sorne "betler half" of Yeals IlPrml'l icallv 

sealed off from such nasty fooltshness; or to thlnk thnt Ihis sicle of bis 

philosophy only appears in the vague, dbstract, and l'ven Ilol lully 

decipherab1e forms of poems such as "The Vallev 0/ thl' Blulk PIg" alld 

"The Second Comlng" as read by Wlnters. ThiS IS 01 cOllrse' Ilot poc;sihlC'! 

such advocacy of conflict lS too large a component of ypats's 1I<llllre', IInd 

the poetry too persJS:.ent and honest in flguring forlh thal rHlI\ln, for IIIC' 

two to avold meeting. 

If thlS side of Yeats does not domlnate what wc cons i der t 0 1)(' "1 ~ 

flnest poems it lS partIy because of the cxton\ tu whicll 

a poem's ideology, its moral stance, dues play a roll' in Ils hf'ing 

read and re-read, ln its being studied and loved, by large numl)('rs 01 

people; and partly because Yea''::s's best poetry was producerl wh(>n 

confllcting elements wühin him were allowed to comtJlne, nol 50 mll( il 

as a neutralized mlddle ground, but as a tlghtrope taut wlth the' tr'lI<;ion 

of passion, and rocking with the jousting belTlg carrier! (III! IIP(JTI il. 

The sense of extreme compression, of almost dangerous vlbra/IC_y, in poern:-. 
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Ruch 88 "Easter 1916," j s that of the effect created by placing Fi lf.lrge 

number of people j n a smflll 8pace. l .... ollld like ta glance at ft few l'linor 

poems then, poems that are governed by an attraction ta conHict, not ta 

dcmonstrate that the major poems are also sa governed, but merely to 

suggpst that. these attltudes are part of the poetry, and therefore are 

un ingredlent ln the mixture compos1ng the finest of Yeats's poe ms , an 

IngredIent that should not be Jgnored. 

The exhllaratlon that violence (or, better, the threat of violence) 

engenderecl ln Yeflts seemed ta reach 1tS peak ln 1933 and 193~, when the 

Europe. -WH!e fear of communlsm found its way to Ireland, somewhat iron-

ically ln 11ght of the dlsmal, dlsorganized hlstory of IrIsh socialist and 

lahour movements. This IS not the place for a history of Yeats's flirtation 

wlth the fasc Ism of O'Duffy's Blueshlrts that bnefly rose in response 

to sueh [pars. From the eVldence of the poetry, letters, and essays, 

rcp\ that ElIzabeth Cul1ingford's evalu:atlon--"for less than a year 

Yellts gavl' qua! Hled support ta the Blueshirts, but abanrioned thE::m before 

tlH'lr (ol\<lpsc" (!44)--ls as balanced as any. Yeats's meetIng with O'Duffy 

!pfl IIJm less than Impressed, although It didn't prevent hlm from completing 

"Tlllel' Songs ta the Same Tune" and pubUshl.ng them ln A Full Moon ln March. 

The poem seems to me one of Yeats's worst, not because of its 

"m lstocrat le" sent iments (ta use a kind ward), but because lt IS fundamen-

lelilv Incoherent, or, al least, so vague as to be unreadable ln the 

SpN If le lléltlOnal, hlstorjcal context lts invocations of Ireland, Emmett, 

l\lrl1l' 1 1 , <l!1d so fnrth lnsist on. Part two of the poem, for example, 

lllt'S out the cummand to "Justlfy aIl those renowned generations," and 

lH pUllctU<ltl'O by these lines as refrain: 



"Drown a11 the dogs," said the fierce young woman. 
"They killed my goose and a cat. 
Drown, drown in the water-butt, 
Drown a11 the dogs," saiel the fierce young woman. 

The poem directs us toward allegory, but who are the c\ogs? What do tlH' 

goose and the cat symbo]lze? 

Perhaps relying on anecdotes involving dogs élnd mi 1 it in milwd 1 rom 
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the letters, Elizabeth Culllngford suggests, wlth what sC'f'ms 10 ml' mlspln( pd 
B 1 ucsh 1 rt s , 

conf idence, tha t the young woman represen ts the" who "now a ppl'é.l r, III whn 1 IVII H 

once ta have been thelr own song, as an i II ustrat i on of fannt Il 1 sm" (:~O<I) 

--though the poem lS not JtseJf made more coherent by cIlies HU IdPlllally 

surviving ln letters to fnends. The tane of the ven;c 18 slIcll tllal il 

is impossible to know whether we are to assume the "llcrcl' yOllng WOI1lHIl" 1 S 

sameone to whom we should ]lsten or sUllIeone wc should (rltlcIZ<', ilnd Ihl'I('-

fore whether the dogs mJght he those who are suppose!! 1 () plsl 1 1 Y 

the renowned generatlons, or those who hrought clown the renowlll'cI gt'lIl'rllt iOlls 

in the fJrst place. A gIance at the pre((~cling poem in Il Fil 1 1 MOOIl III Manil, 

where the same heroes named in "Three Songs" ,In' proud flilill l'y 

dragged down l ike a stag brought down hy dogs, mighl 81Igg('~t tllf' 

latter to be more ljkely. 

This calI to drown such dogs would lhen he congrllent wltll tht' r('lrnill 

of part three: 

Those fanatlcs a11 that we du wuule! undo; 
Down the fanatlc, down the clown; 
Down, down, hammer them rlown, 
Down to the tune of O'DonnelI Ahu. 

It is dlfflcult to take serlously a poem lhat rlccries fanatl~i8m ~o 

fanatically. It is even more dIfflcult to say wilh uny ccrtainly whplh('r 

the poem depic ts others calll ng for v lU J ence or ca 1 lb for i t II s('1 1: WC! 

can only be sure, 1 think, that Yeats revels in the ferocity, reveJ~ from 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------
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the detached position he fe1t consistent with tragic irony, a position 

so detached, so proud in a sense, that he strikes atone that neither 

advocates nor condemns, merely marches delightedly along. But again, 

g i ven Lhe rwem' s situation following "Parnell' s Funeral," in which 

Yeats's 11\storical theory that "An age is the reversaI of an age" (1. 16) 

18 put 1 orward , and given the inslstence in "Three Songs to the Same 

Tune" LhaL "The sol d i(·r takes pride ln salutlng hlS Captain" and that 

Lhis pride has begun to dlsappear, it is not too far fetched to argue 

that Lhe words of the poem, qua1ified only slightly by the mocking tone, 

calI for a restoratlon of the élite to their proper place and a hammering 

cloWI' of the upsLart democrats. ThIs can be argued; lt cannot be proven. 

Whnt is most clear about the poem is the detachment of the narrator to 

Lhe extent that, perhaps by desIgn, his position on a particular cause 

cannot he cleLerml ned, l'ven in a poem locating itself at a specific 

historical juncture; and that this narrator delights in violence and 

pxhorLs his 1 isteners to hammer down the fanatics wlth fanatic hammers. 

As t he Crann faLher says ln part one, "good strong blows are delights to 

the minci." A similar narratlve stance and attitude will reappF:ar in 

mort' mocllll ated vers i ons ln more important, less intellectually dishonest 

pocms. 

ThaL Yeat s tended to cheer on conn ict and upheaval against 

the consLricLing dulln~ss in the Ireland of the 1930s, and also feared 

suell upl1envLll at tlrnes, realizing on occasion that his vehemence was 

les~ than toler~hle t0 mony people, is p1aln enough in his remarkable 

leLLer to Olivia Shakespeare in July of 1933: 

l 



Politics are growing heroic. De Valera has forced 
political thought to face the most fundamental issues. 
A Fascist opposition IS forming behlnd the scencs to he 
ready should sorne tragie sItuation devclop. t find 
my;self constantly urglng the despollc t ule of the 
educated classes as the only end to our trouhll's. (Let 
aIl '~hlS sleep 1.n your ear.) . . . 'l'he n' i S 80 1 i t t le 
in our stocklng that we are ready nt any moment lu tUln 
it inside out, and how can wc not l'l'el l'mulolls WhC'1l we 
see Hitler Jugghng \</1 th h 1 S sall8dge of slOt king . . . 
The chance of being shot lS ralslng eVC'I"ybody's spll"ilS 
enormously . Hlstory is very simple--the rule 01 IIH' 
many, then the rule of the few, ddy and llighl, IIlght and 
day fore ver ... <1" 811-12) 
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But J933 was not the only year in which Yeats would produce poems which, 

on balance, admire more than censure the vIOlent aLt. Bl'(' <llIse , 01 {OllrSl', 

history is not s.lmple, as Yeats dlscovereù by examlning his own emulional 

response to the Easter lislng. 

Yeats pubhshed his poem "The Rose Tree," wnlll'Il ln ]<)17, in his 

1921 volume MIchael RobRrtes and the Dancer, é1]most lhirly years allpr 

hlS extended medltation on that emblem in The Rose. fL served as parI 

of a sUIte of poems about the rising that 1nLIuded "Easter )916," "Sixlp(,lI 

Dead Men," and "On a Po1.ltJcal Pnsoner." Wlth an lambic pulse lhat IS, 

for Yeats, unusually pronounceri, iL8 rhyme scheme, Ils éJllerllalln~~ Illies 

of :our and three stresses, and iLs recount Ing of ü ~ufJPosed ()nv('r~at 1 011 

between two hlstoncal figures, Lhe poem IS somethlng of clll nbhrevlillr'd 

popular 
ballad or ballad fragment, ballad being the"form tréldltlonalJy Sllllf'rI 10 

doing justIce to lmportant events--although, as ln the IHPcedlng (!CH 'Ill , 

"Sixteen Dead Men," Yeats has extended lhe stanza from quaLrain tu spst(·t. 

Although the sentiments of lhe poem are aLtrlbuteri 10 Pearse anrl 

James Connolly. the lines show no trace of 1 rony on th<, poet' 1-, part, HO 
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tlJat we Lan on 1 y assume the poem 1 s sentiments are meant to be read in a 

~tré.Jightfarward manner: only martyrcbrn can save Ireland. This is made aIl 

the mor e apparent 1 n that the poem contInues the theme of "Sixteen Dead 

Men" lhat "talk IS cheap": "0 but we talked at large before 1 The 

sixtcc'n men were shot" ("Slxteen Dead Men," 11.1-2). \.Jith these lines 

Yeats trall~rorms the 10ne "r" of "Easter 1916" (which precedes "Sixteen 

Dl'ad Men" i Il ~1J chae 1 Robartes and the Dancer), who a Iso "1 ingered awhile 

éllId sn 1 ri 1 Pol 1 te mean l ng 1 ess words," lnto a more communal "we." 

YPélts WélS not alonc ln ridlcullng the revolutionaries before-the-act 

as hap 1 css d reame rs: j t is the isolated remorse of that "r" 

in "Easter IIH6" thnt is remarkab1e, not the shared guilt of "Slxteen Dead 

Men," a pOInt ta wlJlch T shall be returmng. There is plentifuJ hlsLorlcel 

testimony ta the attItudes of pre-Easter DubJiners; we see it entering 

1 ItpraLurC' ln splendJ(i and entertainlng [orm in DenIs Johns:un's The 

Scythe and Lhl' SUlIseL, where in Act One Roisin ref1 ects popular ~c:ntiment by 

r('hutt Ing ~lurCinnis's excuse t~:::::: he: G~t8 on "ornpr<;:- flom the chl_ef a 

stalf" wlth "That"what 1 am meseJf ... The chief an' aIl the staff. 

TlwH"s no p:<1\'ln' .Jt ""HS for thjs Judy" (338). The sceptiClsm of most 

bplI1l1Sl'd Uuhl j n bysLander3 reaches a comic cl imax la te in the act when 

i-1ncCarthy, \vlLnessing the takeover of the Post OffIce frorr. his vantage 

(loi nt 111 the PlI 1 dr Cdfé, cornes away from the ",indow to of fer his sardonic 

dppl al Sd 1 of the si Luat l on, "Naybe they just want ta buy sornE' stamps" 

( ~44). 

('1~1 111~ùrd properl\' refers to "The Rose Tree" as a "traditlDnal celebration 

of Illoud sacn fi::e" (97), but it isn' t quite that simple in the third 



stanza. "The Rose Tree" is, in and of itself, a virtual cypher, rnerely 

repeating the doctrine of blood sacri fj ce ta water the sou l of lhE' 

nation that was common in the patr i al ic 1 i terature not on 1 y of 

23 Pearse but of pre-\~ar Europe as a whole. 

"But where can we riraI,' water," 
Sald Pearse to Conno Il y, 
"\~hen al1 the \~el1 s ar~ parched awny? 
o plaln as plaIn can be 
There's nothlng but our own red blood 
Can make a right Rose Trec." 

This was a doctrine WhlCh of course formel! a central part of Peur st" H 
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writings, a doctnne \<"hlCh Pearse, for one, could also spe III Irish illY th: 

A love of serVlce sa exceSSIve as ta é1l1lldlllntt' ,Il 1 
thought of se lf, a recogn 1 t ion th3t ont' must g 1 ve nI \ , 
must be willing always tü make!"tH' tlJIIllIatt' séHrlll(('-
thlS IS the InspiratIon allke of thZ4slor v of Cll( hlllHlll1l 
and of the story of Co 1 ml! Ile . . . 

As Seamus Deane comments in response, Pearse '\ms nol flll IIlSp i rl'd WI II pr ; 

but he taught the doctrIne of inspirat10n wIth cxtnJ')rcllllUry cfl!'( t" 

CCcltic RevivaIs, 68). The poem,then,mercly rcppats n lommonplé\ct', glVIllg 

no hlnt of authonal approval or disapproval. 

Did Yeats accept, even provisionally, the do(lrlne of I>lood sdCrlllll") 

l would argue that "The Rose Tree" on 1 y speaks al aIl i Il (HI jlllll 1 1011 W 1 t Il 

"Slxteen Dead Men" and "Easter 1916." ln the latter, Y(>ill~ n'IJllkf'~ 111111:-,(·1 r 

for "po] ite meaningless words" that stand ln contru~t tu il SilC rlf IC (' Wlill Il 

has given birth to that potent oxymoron, terrible beHllty. fil "SixtC'PIi ()r'lle! 

Men," he re-enters the communlty and stresses, III thl! fJr~t p('r~ofl pluT.II, 

the obscenity of talklng "of gjve and take," of "\.,'hat should IJ{' and whal 

not," "While those dead men are loiterlng thcre 1 Tf) stlr 1IJ{' IHJlllrlg 
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put" (sl. 1). Their deaths have refuted a11 logjc, a11 argument: the 

very structure of argumentation, the second stanza stresses, has been 

amputaled: there lS no way ta offer rebuttal "Now Pearse IS deaf and 

dllmb." Language ltself, here seen fundamentally as a vehicle for 

dl SUISS Ion, f or the med lation of viewpolnts and ldeas, of "gi ve and 

takC'," lias bcen rendered rootless, with no soil ln which ta flourish. 

Tite opl~n t ng 1 i ne of "The Rose Tree," then, "0 words are Ilghtly 

spoken," is llearly tntended ta foJ]ow düectly upon this view of language 

venHIS é1C li OlJ, and rcnders the speaker, Pearse, in accord wi th the 

lI<:Jrralor of "Slxteen Dead Men." The tree, perhaps, has been wjlhered 

hv "pollti( IVords," thal IS, not only prudent words, but the words of 

(>olll](:ul dlscourse as opposed ta polit"lcal action. The setting is myth-

1 ( al. 1 r (' 1 and i s nol restored, bul the Rose Tree. Yet hi storlcal figures 

cl n' slH'nh 1 ng: Herc th 1 nk we see the mode of "Three Sangs ta the Same 

'l'lIIIP" rl'lll rr i ng, as 1 f Yeats must pull back Just thl s far--to a perspective 

O!l t hl' Id III rl'cl border of hlstory alJd myth--at the moment of the affirm-

dl 1011 01 Vloll'IICC. Wllh that not inconsequential caveat, it is 

<11ft 111111 to COJ11P la any conclusIon ot-I-.èr lhan that in "The Rose Tree" 

Yl'dls IOISdkps, at thls pOInt Jn 1917,25 lhe passjonate equivocatlOn of 

"EdSI('1 IQlfl" and flnds the deaths, and theJr "lustral hQUld",26 worth-

I\'h 1 Il'. 1 Ill' Host, Tn.'e rest ored as "the garden' s prlde," pnde being almost 

,JI W.lI'S li \'1 rllH 1 n lhe Yeal sIan d iclionary. 1 t is a chilling moment for 

" fl',ldl'T of Yeats's great lifelong sequence of poems. l believe Yeats 

intl'l1ril'd It tu hl' a lhilllng momenl, \"rltten, as Il seems ta have been, 

Ollt ot ,lll l'mot 1011 dS l'old and passionate as lhe dawn. 
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That this poem resides ln the same canon as "An 1 rlsh A lrman l'\)rsl'l'~ 

His Death," the brief lyrlc which follows the monumental "In N('IllOI \' 01 

Major Robert Gregory" 1.n 1919's The "tld Swans al Coole, lS lH',!\'ilv IrOllil--

perhaps bitterlv ironic from the perspC'ctlvP of <.ln Irish rl'puhli(,llI--dlHI 

is a testimony ta Yeats's remarkable ubillLv t.u wrrte so pm'l'llllilv out 

of each of hlS reverberating 1ncllnatlOns. For the not Ion of a hlood 

sacrlfice (which played some raIe ltl maklng the slallghlpl of \"01 Id \""1 

One possible) entalls the radIcal suppreSSlOn 01 the sell to tilt' 1<1('<11 

of nationhood, a denial of the ego ln a manner h('avi Iv inl IUf'n(pd hv IIH' 

virtuo.'3, or excesses, of the CIHIsllan saints and myst HS. ThiS inll'I-

pretaUon of the 1 ife and dealh of Pearse, 1 n part 1 (Ill ar, ht'g,HI VPI y 

early. In an essa)' by a Cathaoir O'Braonaln, publishl'd ln I()IH, PPilrsl"s 

Catholic faith lS stressed, becomes lhe signrf ICf thut lends 1Il('aning t() 

aIl else. Pearse, O'Braonain holds, 

Sa\1 Ilfe as a poet sees Il, dm! he would havl' pxpn'sspl! 
i t in the sangs of a poet, on 1 y lhat he Ilenrd <l lU t 1 
WhlCh for hlm was the more 1 ns 1 stent !Jt!( alise i 1 wa~ 

a call from wltholll. HIS WélS one uf those f IIH'r SplfltH 
WhlCh express themsel ves bcsl ~~ sac l II l< P. So!rl' 
st1l1ed the VUlle wllhln ... 

(An essay on MacDonagh 1/1 lhe smne volume cmphuslzes ttwt he t uo dll·rI 

" d 1 r l ,,2~ ) 1 . 1 h k a :nost evout am reslgned ,.atho Il. t 18 cllrfllll t to 1 in of 

a sentiment \ ... hichwould have more thoroughly horrifier! Yeats. PC'ars(', 1IIf' 

early haglographjes panegyrlze, expressed hiE. must gcnuinC' sl,ll by 

suppresslng hiS Inner VOlces, by ll~tenlng lu a cali mon' inslstpflt Ij('(<lw,(' 

i t came from w 1 thou t; and thus by and lurgt! glving IIp poetry, will! li 1, 

portrayed here as an essentlal1y wl11lul acllvlly. In "An IrI~h AlIlIIlIll 

fol2Sees hls Death," the young man, impllcllly a nobleman or arIstIJ(fat, 



i s dri ven La "this tumul t :n the clouds" not by a sense of dut y but by 

"A lonely impuJse of de1ight," an impulse, in the Romantic tradition, 

whie li a1so spurs one ta paetry. (The hne lS reminlscent of more than 

one moment 1 n Wordsworth 1 n bath rhythm and senU ment.) 

Hw pncm 1 s wri t ten shortly after, but published before, "The Rose 

TrC'(' , " [lnd one has a sense both of Yeats now regainlng his equilibrium 

and dctachmcnt, wr i t.lng of the d1 stant, elevated airman ln the flrst 

persan, and therefure a sense of the sort of Jolt to his "system" that 

tilt' Rising must indeed have been ta have produced the earlier poem. 
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Thl'rc' is no possibility of blood sacrifice for the auman, for the Robert 

(;/(.'gory-Yeats blend who, desplte hlS sympathy for "K.iltartan's poor," 

(an ncvpr do anythlng to help them, who lS, perhaps, willingly or not, 

i rrl'deemahly cut off, dlstanced from the attractive yet repulsive 

linkage of Il 1 (Joel that "l i berates" a Patrick Pearse into the extreme 

stlppn'SSIOI1 of the sel f. It js no coincidence that "The Rose Tree" 

l PC 1 t ('s the words of others, wlnle in "An Ir ish Alrman" the character 

spPllks in nn lnevltably Yeats-tlnged first persan slngular. It is just 

Ihls IH"ohlem of Yeats's sense of his own location wIthIn an increasingly 

!l0l.lrlzed rnsh cullure that l wish to examine in the major politIcal 

!>Cll'rns. 

'l'hl' IHlSI t Ion of the ai rman is 1 l believe, not meant to be read as 

PPl lIll al' 10 Crcgorv, or ta Yeats. The poem follows Immediately upon "In 

~Il'Il\on of Nd.lor Rohert Gregory," and there is no sense denying that Gregory 

Sl'I\'l'S ,1S tl1l' poern's inspiration. But as is too often the case, crltics, 

(lI I,hom 111 Yl'dt S si tic! 1 es Norman Jeffares is probably the most influentiai 



offender, carelessly slip lnto the habi t of .lumpi ng from l h i s rnet 

ta saying the speaker "is" Rohert Gregory, or the !J('lovpt! "is" 

Maud Gonne. This is demonstrably not the case. Yeats was nol 

reticent about using proper names, and the f ne t i sin t hi s pocm 

he chose not to do so. To equate the B1 rmnn wi th l;rpgory (or 

with anyone else) in any simple way, gives the poem [\ colollt'alion 

bath not intended by Yeats and not supported hy the text in front of 

us. The situation of the airman lS very mueh that 01 many 

Irishmen and women of a certaIn c1ass and heritage in thlS lrnns-

itional decade. Placlng the poem where he does, Yeats no 

doubt intends us to read the second poern back upon the ri rsl and 

conclude that indeed Robert Gregory 1 s a pr iml' eXDmple of surh an 

airman. By placing these two poems side by side, tlw laltpr 

explicltly not a celebration of communal or politi(al vlolencp, 

wish to pinpolnt confh.ctlng desires in Yeats: lhe urgf' t () ho onp 

with Ireland and the Irish ln a bond that rOllld make violent pol il i(al 

action genUlnely meaningful and even fruilful in Iha! l'llIsivc 

unification of the Irish soul, tü be able to n>DI i:-,c thal mysli( 

and romantie urge-to-the-apocalypse-of -un i t Y i ri UII S t 101(> and lh 1 H 

place; and the desire to be what he 31so Leared hlmself lo he, an 

Anglo-I rlsh, Protestan t, po 1 1 t 1 ca 1 1 Y modern te poPt, ,ln ouI SI der, 

above and beyond the "grublJ\ ng" of Du!>1 in shopk!'cpers ,Hic! t !If! 

sniping of Irish revol utionari es. To that end, 1 t 1 S Importanl IIIII! 

the airman not "be" Robert Gregory 50 that he c.an il 1 so be in part 

William Butler Yeats. 

"The Rose Tree" as emlJlem for Yeats's occasional and u:rtainly Iwder-
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standabJe capacity for celebrating the virtues of violent upheaval, can 

1)(' paired usefully wlth another poem, the early and qui te amateurish 

"The Sexret Rose," a pocm that on the whole sounds a bit llke a parody 

of the early Keats. The poern, alludlng to both rosicruclan and other 

lIlystlCaJ meanlngs of the rose emblem and to specifically Irish mythology 

(II. n-I'-», serves as [1 forerunner to the odd mythologlcal-polIUcal 

bll'IHI of "The Rose Tree" by foldlng general symbollc connotatIons Int,:) 

il Il Irish (ontexl. The poem also foreshadows the post-Easter verses in 

tllill Il ilSSOC iüll's the rose wilh a force Instigating sorne klnd of 

npucdlyptlc clinJHx thal wIll enwrap the speaker Into hlS "hour of hours," 

s(Jl1le gr l'nt er EOlJl, i t wou1 cl appe[lr, wherel n arE' contained seekers of truth 

dlld 1)(',1111 \' ranging from lhe Magi to Cuchulain (who is not named, but 

POIIlI<>d 10 III tlH' comhinatlon of Fand and Emer). What lS awaited and 

w('I(Ot1ll' IS tlcarlv a I;lolent catastrophe, yel so generallzed--limned 

\vilh lü'v('ld! Ions-style imagery--that it seems an exaggeration to call 

1 Ill' I)lll'Ill Ido()dlhlrst \' III any WélV: 

l, too, await 
'l'Ill' hOlll of Ih\' great wlnd of love and hate. 
\vll!'l1 sh,dl Ihe stars be blO\\I1 about the sky, 
Llkl' IIH' spnrks \Jlm,'n out of a smIth)', and dIe? 
Stlll·lv Ihllll' hour !telS rome, thy great WIlld blows, 
Fdl (JII, m()~1 '->l>Cret,dIHlln\'JolateRose? (J]. 27-32) 

Il IS olll\' IIH' IIIPIIIIOIl ut love und hùle that glves the finale a human 

t IlIgt' clt .Ill. 

III Iliis \\a\, , combined with the echo one hears ln the penultimate Ilne, 

"TI\{' St'( ,('1 Rose" IS also an ancestor of "The Second Coming." The speaker's 

,11t"dtlIOIl tn thl' dpocéllypse does not Indlcate a slmilar feeling in the later 

PUt'lII, IIlIl'IlSlfll'd as il hdS been in the pressures of a violent decade--quite 
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the opposite, in faet. Agajn, l am not pojntJ~to this poem as orw in 

whieh Yeats "advoeates" aetual violence in <lny speclflc WHY: but ln lead 

the poem agalnst "The Rose Tree" lS perhaps to sel' Home 0\ llU' l'mot 1011,\1 

baggage, sorne of the hopes and fears, that Yeùls brtngs lo [\Il <llmOHplll'l"p 

of mih tary clashes and revolut] onary f ervour. It is lIol sur prising, 1 hal 

lS, in hght of such a poem, that verses 1 ike those III "Tite' Rus(' 'l'Il'P" 

would follow ln the wake of the Easter execul ions. Transi 1 \ed !Iv li S('II14(' 

of the cycles of history and soul, Yeats would prove C'ügl'r 10 Il'ad 

lreland's tumultous transformatIon Inlo such structures, dnd lu HC'C' 

Pearse's notlon of blood sacrifice, at lImes, <If> n tragl( éIIU( magnlllePlI1 

InevitabJ!lty; and thus, to entertain al (cast the pOSSlbllity 01 Ils 

validlty. As he wrote ln a powerful bUUI:lél Ihat n'visit!"> tlles!' 1 (H'mps, 

in the last poem to re/cr spellfJ(.éllly to I:dslpr 01 ]!)(b, 

Sorne had no thoughl of v III ory 
But had gone out lu dIe 
That Irelalld's mlnd be gredler, 
Her heart mOUl1t up on I1lgh; 
And no une knows \\'hdl 's yel t 0 Lump. 
For Patn ck Pcarse had saI cl 
Thal ln every generat Ion 
Must Ireland's bloocl be shed. 
From mOUnlall1 to mountall1 rIde the Ilene hOfsempn. 

("Three Sung<, t (J t he Olle BUI d('ll, Il l, 1 ')-'L7) 

In concluding this survcy of the Sicle of Yedt~'~ rltarilrlpr tlldt 

could lnumphantly cali for "confllLl, more (onlllct ," 1\ S(,(,II1!"> 1I(>(r'S<.,dry 

ta ask in exactly what spirit wc should reml ,>url! 1J()ern!"> and <.,Ilfli 1)f'J-

nouncements. After aIl, we have no eVldence of Y('ats ar t lIall y .Ir IllIg 

vlolently. And are not most of lhe above exampl(>~ typJf IPd by il (('rtalll 

vagueness? Yes, and I1U. The fealures of "The R()~(' 'l'n'(''' thal 

rnentlon€d--the use of historiLa! "rharaclcrs" a~ '>pealter ... , thl' 'Il llie 
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qUl'SllOnable tactic (given the time and place of the poem's gestation) 

uf having lhese historieal figures discourse in a mythologieal vein about 

blood sacrifIce, questionable because it makes the poem vibrate between 

Iwo (onlexls, two fjelds of mearllng, unti1 It blurs toward meaninglessness--

se('m ~ymb()ll( of [J genulne dllemma in Yeats, one he perhaps real1y con-

frouIl'rI (July ln "Ea8ter 1916." 

1 wlsh 10 deal Iater wHh hlS short play Cathleen nI Houlihan, but 

Il IS f as( inull ng lo wateh lhe careful1y plaeed steps of a critic sueh as 

Hirhclrrl Loflus when lalklng ahout lhe pla\" walklng as 1f ln a minefield. 

l.(Jflll~ r()fI(IIH!es, Wilh Yeats's questlon from "The Man and the Echo" in 

IIllllcl, Illdl "Ihere 18 surely ground~for malntalning that lt prodded Pearse, 

Mw lJolldgh, PllInkl'll, dnr! li 1 ew others a step cl oser lo the bJ ood sacrIfice 

(lf 1<Jlh" (Nallondlism ln Nodcrn Anglo-Insh Llterature, 41), but ho Ids as 

1,,('11 1 hal Yl'al <-; d Id not Inll'nd tins: 

FOI III ~ not Ion ul 1 nSUrrL'l tIan and upheaval bore 
11111(, ()I nu rt'Idllon lü praetieal realltles, but in 
,III Ilkl'll!Jo()d l'volved frum hlS famIl18rlty wlth Irish 
! "lWnd dntl m\' 1 h 1 dnd 1. Mac.Gregor Mathers . . 
land] BLlkl' . (41) 

Âs lB hlS !lIsl0!1l, ~l,II!()IIIJ BIOl,'n 18 dlsmlsslve of sueh excuses: 

Il Wd~ I\()t IlTIposslble.' thdt [Yedts] ... could fInd 
"Cod SdVl' lll'Idllcl" tu hl' <Ill Intolerable sentImental 1 8m 

dlHI \'ot '-'!'I1'-,t' ~\\l1\('1 il Ing Ul 1 t of surpClss 1 ng at L rClct Ion. Ta 
s l' 1 / (' 1 l, t () f () r III li 1 d t (' 1 t 1 Il h 1 S 0 w n l ,)fi g U age, he 
hOlild IldtUldll\ IcmU\'l' thl' bldlane\' and Jlngle, but he 
I,ould 11\1!l(' t() PI{"WI\l' the [lllh.Tllf' r('slllt\\\)uldbe very much 
11"(' ('.11 !J 1 l'l'II Il 1 lIou! illdl1: "!Jo nol mclkc il great J...eemng / 
\,f1\('1I t h{' grtl\l'S h,l\l' bl'Pll dug t()lT\ürrO\,. / Do not cal1 
tll!' l''III('-~(d!'l('d r[d(,l~ Tu tiie hlllying that shal1 be 
1 0lJ101 r-IlI'," <11](1 SO (l!1 But 1 1 kt> t 1Il' Su 1 II vans 1 n 
dUIl'S,"" ('Il!' h\lult! Ill' pld\'lng hltii flIC, dnd tf somchody 
took !JIlll dt 1l1~ hOld dll!l ~llbstllllted mtudl for llteran 

({(',th 11(' mq!,ht 1,(,11 dsk III »('lple\>1t\: "lhd that pla\' -
of I1lIIH' ~l'l1d out Certdlll Illl'n the Engllsh shot"" In 
I,!ld! othl'l InJdgln,lble contp"d lllUld thase I1lles have 
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any meaning? (216) 

This final questlon is a just one: the play, after a Il, b lends mvt h und 

genuine historlcal gnevance much as "The Rose Tn~p" hlends mysticlsm 

and the proper names of revo 1 ut j anar les. 

We might th~nk of Cathleen ni lIoullhan as one occasIon wl1l'n Ypats 

took only the myth~c or spirttual dImensIon sprioLlsly dnd was a hit 

surprised when everyone eise read the l'nt 1 re play ann Iloli l cd 1 t S dl t UII 1 

sett~ng. In representing one Yeats depiction of Insh !lolitllU! struggll', 

the play also seems emb 1 emat lC of hl s genera 1 tendene 1 PH III Il s .Janlls-

like structure of re[erence. Are we to label Yeats elllmsy in not wrlt ing 

the play he had Intended, or dlsingenuolls in prelcndlng thal dny rl'vldll

tionary consequences were a sort of hi slor 1 (n 1 cH ( 1 dL'nt '1 '/'0 hl' f dit. hl' 

often dismIssed the play as an Inferior efforl, though It IH Ilot (!('nr lot 

what specIfie attributes he came ta condemn It. Anuther cliff IllIlt qlll'st iOIl 

is that of whether or not Brown is nght ln !IsIng thL' wonl "pprplexity" 

to descrl be Yeats' s later query. And if he knew t Ill' allsw('r 10 hi s qUl'st 1 !li 1 

to be afflrmatlve, would he have regrettecl wrIting tllL' play, 01" havI' 1)('1'11 

proud to have done sa? At the moment of wr 1 t 1 ng "Tht' Man rlllrl t h(' E( 110." 

regret seems to predoffilnatej after aIl, the next two qtJe~lloll~ iln~ wlIl'lllC'r 

or not hjs words "put too great strain / On thal woman'~ n'('1 illg braill" 

(Yeats 1o.8S apparenLl y Lhi nk 1 ng of Margot Hlldclo( k), dllt! "COlI 1 cl 

my spoken words have checked / That wherehy a hous(> 1 uy wrp( k('r!'I" 1\111 dt 

the time of "Easter 1916" and "The Rose Tree"') Are, 1 fi far t, I)fJf'JrI!-> 1 I1/(. 

"The Rose 1ree" and plays llke Cathleen nI lIoul IlHlfl "abolIt" 1 r('liHlrl 

primarily, or "about" the historlcdl rlpvel(Jpment (Jf Ihe '-ioul') 

It shoul cl be remembered thaL Yeut H wrrJte many IH)('rn~ 1 hal do nrJI 
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ref cr tü l reland and her hlstory. Yeats is not a "poli tieal poet," he is 

li poet who wrote a handful of superb poems on pol1tieal subjeets; hlthough 

~veryone will have a different defjnltion and thus a different list, 1 

woul d des 1 gllate less than fort y of the nearl y 400 extant poems as "politieal 

POPnJ'-l." WhenYeatsdld refer specjfi-al1y tü lreland, lt was because 

he Ill' Il pved that poet ry, and language, cüuld be power[ul outside 

,\ 1 Iterutur0 [Iassroom or a poetry 10ver's study. As CaIrns Craig admon-

1 shes liS, 

Yeats, El lot und Pound demanded that we take seriously 
1 he qu('~t Ion of whether we helleve ln poetry as a means 
10 lertaln I<lnd~ of knowledge and Insight. It lS a 
qUt'st Ion ,,,hIC h, hv conccntrstlng on poems as pllrely 
lormal [OnSlrllctlons, or by translatlng a11 thev wrote 
inlo "gl'SlUrps" Jhollt the "tragedy of culture," we evade, 
illloWllIg ourselves to malntsln ln the realm of culture 
vulues whl(h thcv or wc wOllld not choose 10 apply to 
~()Clt'lv III gt'neral. (15) 

Il wns 11l'l)()SSlblP lor Cathleen ni lIouLlhan tü get back her four green 

1 Il'lds l"llhout <!J,lllgPS ln polltllaL structures. Wühout the "meaning-

Sp,l( (''' 01 an u]lpresspc! 1 re 1 and, Cath 1 cen was a symbol of nothlng at aIl. 

VI 

"Th,ll l"bPI'pb\' II house lav wrecked": Yeats and PoUtieal Violence (2) 

A 11111(' l'drller 1 clled un article which Yeats wrote in 1899 in which he 

1\('ld Ilidi 111 polltlCS, as ln literalure, extravagance "was an overflow of 

l'IlPI g". 1 t \"1I8, no lIoubt, regrettable; no doubt aIl hu !Il errors were 

Il'gn'II,lhll', but extravagance was far uetter than that apathy or eynicism 

1 1 1 b t . D bl ,,29 l,' III 1 I,'l'Il' (l'l'p est:' Il ng SIIlS ln u ln. That sueh extravaganCle, even 
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an extravagance of hatred or bitterness, was pretl'rable to DublIn apathv. 

was a proposltlOn Yeats would fi nd himse lf quest IOn i ng--perhaps t 0 hi s 

own surprise--in a later era, a proposl t ion t hat 1 hl' 1 i pve lit' would 

actually come to reject at least temporartlv. 1 n "A Pr,lyer for MV 

Daughter" he would dec1are "lo be chokerl wtlh halp 1 May weIl be 01 a II 

evil chances chIef" (11. 52-53). That i s parl of anot her port ra i t 01 

William Butler Yeats, the porlra Il of a man who abhOll'd t Ill' VI 0 Il'Ilu' 
him 

aroundün the years between the Rlsing and the "truce of 1!)2'~ and litt' 

shadow of the gunman, as O'Casey put it, that persisted long nftC'rwarcl; 

and a man .... ho lamented the hor rI fIc und ail t 00 1 :lIIg 11> 1 p 1IIII11dll (osl s 

such vIolence exacted. Debatlng the desl rablll t y 01 111(1 n' ('(1111 lIe 1 III 

multlraClal Indla waSt however calIous, a bit 1 I~e debat Il1g Hegel. 'l'hl' 

deaths following Easter, the burl11ngs of tlll' Big lIouses 01 tltl' lalldt,cI 

(though o[ten absenL) anstocracy, the scores of 5111<111 nllmblllg brlltnlllll's 

of the guerllla warfare at WhlCh the Irish wcre Lo provl' 1 hemspl V('S ilS 

adept as less "spIritual" natiüns--lhese bdttered tltrollgh llie illr-ea~lll's 

of visions and Junar cycles tü produce a bruised (onse lf'nCp, nHIIS<'<!, 

and profound bItter dlSdlusionment. Such violence sePITIPc! irrpllllnlJly 

eVll, as Irrefulable as a Song of Slxpence. Afler SIl~p'-'llC!jllg "'11011111' III 

order to de11neate Yeats's persIstenl and (omplpx dltractioll to (01111111. 

even ph~lsically violent confllcl, 1 would like tu tUTn OVf'r tlte' coin and 

examine its other face. 

l have already allud~to Ypats's deI lUite balane lug :Ht of thl' IHI)(J~, 

--that of, apparent1y, being a member of the rrl~h IÜ-'JJtlbll(dll Brollll'Th')lJc! 

without ever taking the oath. At the end of a par t j Lil 1 ar 1 y f 1 en (! 11'1 II'T 

late in hfe, the letter ln WhlCh he recalls O'Leary (lallTllug "No gl'Ilt 1 l'ilia Il 
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can be a social ist lhough he might be an anarchlst," and tells Ethel Mannin 

lhul "My rage and tha t of others U ke me seems more important [than 

j d('() 1 ogy J--lhough wc may but be the fi rst of the final destroying horde," 

Yeals, as was hlS lendency, half-apologetically undercut his own ferocity: 

YOIl éirc rlghl about my letters. They were unreal 
becdusc 1 WéJS alraid we mlght quarrel about polltjCS. 
And my <lear. lhough bold in publlc speech and public 
wrillllg, 1 am é1 llmid man. <'1:.,870) 

Yen! s, t 1 m 1 cl? RClcJlI 1 ng the PI ayboy nols and the Abbey years in general 

OIlC shakps one' s head--but of course Yeats in the letter does confess to 

!>oldnpss III pllbllc speech. The context of his tlmidity is that of the 

cHrlie>r pürt of the mlSSlve: clearly Yeats is conscjous of the gap between 

t h(' sOITlPwhdL grandIose muslng that he may be lhe first of the "flnal 

r1l's!ruylng horde" and the reality of his actions in the life he has lived. 

, S(,PI1IS 
!-tH Y('<It s"Lo have shled éway from both hands-on Vlolence and the ubiquitous 

plott Il1gs of vIolent insurrection endemic to the lreland of much of his 

1 Ipt IlIIl' Ilkp a fllghty horse. 

1\ youllg man ln the Dublin of the 1880s and 90s. especially one with 

Naud (;onnc lo proville Introductions. did not have far to look to involve 

IIll11s('11 III Innllnlprühle schemes, blood oaths, flintlock-smuggling and so 

on, tu inv'J"'_ hllIIself ln just the sort of activity most of Dublin thought 

\\'ns primaril\' hot nir dlHI exerclzed lmagjnation until lhey woke one morning 

t {) r ll1d tll'lIlL'lI men rt'üd ing proclamations to puzzled onlookers at the 

(l'Ill 1,11 Post OffIce in Sacknlle Street and a small Br1t1sh gunboat lobbing 

l'lCt'IHlldn' shells into the better shopping districts. Yeats may weIl 

Il,1\,(, !lPt'l1 one of the fInal destroying hordes. but his record of involve-

11\('l1t w il h pl1\'s i cn 1 vi 0 lence seems to begin and end wi th him being 



struck by his father on a single occasion. He reiteratect lhlS pnncipll' 

to Ethel Mannin a week after the letter ulready quoted, in DeC(,tUher, l(rU,: 

"1 hate more than you do, for my hatred can have no express 1 on in net Ion" 

(L,873). 

In this respect, ElIzabeth Cullingford arg\les for the clel' i s i ve 

influence of John O'Leary: 

Q'Leary's conviction that the end never jusLilies the 
means is diametrically opposed to the fasc ist he l ief t hal 
the national interest overr1des all questions of morulity. 
His regard for truth and just tce was even hl ghN t han 
his regard for lreland, and !te condt.:~i.tJd hoth agnuinn 
terrorism and dynam:ite campalgl.;1 <'.:3 beyontl the IIIllIls of 
'hmourable warfare." Yeats ado,ltcd O'Lf:'ary's standards, 
not [John] Mitchel 's. (12) 

This is true enough, at leasL in pract1ce. It is not clear if Yeats 

always held--in his statements--to Q'Leary's prinLlples. And of cours!' 

almost no one contends, not even a Sta]ln or éJ HItler, lhat tl1P nilLionul 

interest overrldes questions of morality. lnslead "murality" 18 truns-

muted into equ1valenee with the nat10nal inlercst, 'l'he nalion he(omes 11 

ffi0ral enti ty capab le of sustai ning and carree Ling ,,,rong. No one 

supports '\Error ism," though many are persuaded of the neccss 1 t Y 01 

struggles for national liberation. One person's tt'rrorlst is <Jllotlt{'r'!-, 

Founding Father. Such eavils aslde, Cul11fIg[ord's pOInt seerns irreflllllbl(' 

as regards Yeats's actions in the physlcal sense of Uwt won!. 

The anset of the European war ln 1914 inltlélLed an installe(' of mass 

sJaughter that seems to have been "rea]" enough tn prompt Yeats's avprSIOll--

that real i ty being dTi ven home by the deaLh in comlJUt of !{rJberl Crr'gor y--

but, on the whole, sti Il tao distant to preou .. upy the poel to any greal 

extent. Yeats was in fact capable at one point of wrilillg lrt a note 



f ound by EUmann amongst manuscnpt for A Visi.on, that "We should not 
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allribule a very high degree of reallty ta the Great War," though one 

should nol place undue welght on marginalia that an author explicltly 
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r huse nol t [) 1 nc..l ude ln a publ1shed text. It is interesting, of course, 

t 0 note t hat ne 1 ther of the poems Yeats was spurred Into wrltlng by 

Cregory's death--"ln Memory of Major Robert Gregory" and "An Irish Airman 

frt('s{'('s His Dealh"--poems fol10wing years of carnage on a scale humanity 

lIall l1evC'r before approac..hed, contaln an inkl1ng of paciflst sentiment, 

LI glllnmer of lhe hOfrOl-S of twenLieth century warfare. Gregory died, 

Il woulll appedr from readlng onl)' the poems, of natural causes, that IS, 

III LI \Var wh 1 ch was ]usl another of 1 ife' s Inevitabillties. "In Memory of 

Ma Jur l{olJ('rt (;regory" IS so rooted in the genleel world of commonly 

d(Ceptpr! values, rdther than ln the world of emerging astonishment at 

1'~IJr()pean culture's ch,,'rnel-house clJmax, that "soldler" lS still just 

Hllotht'r Illc..e \'ou:lllon for él wel1-rounded young gentleman: 

\vhdt othf'r «(luld so weIl have counselled us 
ln ail lo\elv IntncaCles of cl hou se 
Âs 1)(' t ha 1 pract 1 sec! ur lhat undprstood 
AlI worh 1 Tl nlpt cl 1 () r 1 n \0. Dad , 
III mouldpd pl<Jster Of in tarven stone? 
Soldler. stholar, l1orsen13n, he, 
Ând aIl 11(' dJ(1 dOlle perie,t h 
As t IlOugh 11(' had but lhat one t rade alone. 

(" 1 n ~Iemor~ of ~laJor Robert Gregory," 11. 73-80) 

Th i s t s ln" tom' 1 e 1 Pllt 1 css 1 \' saUr 1 zed ln works such as Robert Mus il' s 

'l'hl' rlclll h'lthout Qualltles, cl nmel dlssectlng the world of ~-\.Jorld l.Jar 

I\ustlldll :I\ld Etllup<'<Jn culture. The paem lS a superb elegy: but the poem 

IS dl~() .Ill dl't \lI conslderdble Imaglnaln'e self-enclosure, a poem somewhat 

Il'm,lrkdbll.' on tlll' heels of the Somme and Verdun, of muslard gas and 



daily casuaity totais larger than the population of Counl \' Sligo. 11 is 

an act of self-enclosure that remi.nds a reader, l\'lth d bit 01 cl st.!rl. 

just to what extent Yeats waSt or had turned Illmsel f into, parI 01 thl' 

Ascendancy class of Anglo-Ireland whlch WdS in thesc ve.!ls perforlP 

turning in on itself to contemplate the decline of ItS own slatus and 

the marglnall zat Ion of val ues it had once thought as "nul llrd 1" as 1 IH' 

Iandscapes of 1 ts estates. 

Cu111ngford does hawever pOlnt out that "Yeut ... was dlso dlSgllHtl'd 

by the waste of bfe and the pOlntlessness uf mil ILIIISIll," dllllOlIgh tll!' 

passage she goes on tu cite from the Lctters suggcsts "di~glJst" IS ail 

interpretation, not a descriptIOn: "The Wdr will (,Ilel 1 SUppUSI' III il dlilW 

and everybody tao poor to fight for another hUlldtcd V{'MS, \hlJugh Ilot 

too poor to spend ,,'hat lS 1 eft of the 1 r <';lIbst dlH l' fln'pdt Illg 101 i t" (1., 

588). Interestlngly, she then attrlhlltes to Yputs dll "lIl1wlllllIgIJ('~:-; 10 

glorify bloodshed" standIng ln contras! tu "Pl'drSel~ (,llthll~iilSt Il d,s('rll()J1: 

'The old heart of the earth needed to he warmt>c! 1"ltll Ill!' n.'d Will!' 01 Ih!· 

battleflelds"'(Cullingford, 87). \.Jlthln a yenr 01 thu I(>l\l'r III qll!'s\ JOli 

Pearse was ta repeat the sentlmept III a poem by Y(·al~. YPiil s ~~ PXIHI"'''' 

his opInIon about war's pOlntlessness, but 1 belll'vl' Il ,Jgnililillii Iho/I 

with the actIon on the European malnlanrl and no lunsr rlpt Ion III 111'1!Jlld, 

hlS letters are remarkable for rarely menllolling Ihe wilr al 'III !JI/ri 1,,1 

managlng nothlng really to warrant the eplthpi "dl~gll~!." \-,'" 1II11,! fI( 

course remlnd oursel ves that 1 etters and essHy<'; an! not 1 Il Il 1 r;!IIs' Il pl c., 

of anyone's mentalilfe, and that onl)' a Irurtloll (JI Yual,'.., Ir'l!pnlulv(' 

after aU survived, "'lth onl~' a smull percentuge (JI !hu,>(' as Y('! III lIT III! 
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SIl Il, VeaU.; was never averse ta expressing outrage, and the war djd 

r onlllJue lor four years. 

Tllf! Easter RIslng dld, jn marked contrast, evoke an Immediate, 

l'Ulol IOIHII rp:-'l)(m~C:'. In a key letter dated two weeks after that event, 

60 

.. 1('III'f Il!ùt gIV('f"> u:-, the line "terrillie beauty has been barn agaln," 

Y('dts tplls Lady Cregory that "The Dubl1n tragedy has been a great sorrow 

,Illl! ,l/lXIPty 1 Ildd no Idea thal any pubhc event could sa deeply 

/IlOVP /IlC'--ul1d r am vpry despondent about the fulure" <1. 612-13). \ve see 

111'1 (' Y{'dl s' S ,J:-'SllITIpt Ion lhat he Il ver! beyond the lourh of any "pub] ic 

('V('lIl." nlld tlte db! Illy of an immed!ate, close-ta-home tragedy ta intrude 

"P'dl IbIS splf-pro( lalmec! detachmenl. 

Th(, Il'I 1 et dOL -' 1 ake an odd turn t hough, a turn lhat i s perhaps the 

\,('1\ Il/Ill frorn Ihe fdU! of the present Into the ImaginatlOn's more COITI-

Il III dl pd l'Il( Ul1llll'r wlth reailly that IS the trope of poelry: "At 

1 hl' III u/llP Il 1 1 f P(' 1 t hal a 11 the work of vears has been overlurned, all the 

11I11IgIIIg logl'llll'r 01 rlassps, aIl the freeing of ]nsh Llteraturf' ... from 

1'0IIIICS." Il IS rl'mar"ablp thùl Yeats cfJuld loncelve of hlS own labours 

d:-' 11l\'()I\'lllg "lhe hnltglng logether of dusses," but lhat aSlde, lhere lS 

!lO d~\l{'(! (lI 1 Ill' RIS 1 ng ,1S 1 \lnderstand 1 t t hal could be seen as haVI ng 

dltl! Il 1 llg lu do ()J1l' \olav or the olher with lhe separation of lIterature from 

plllllll~;: 1>,{PJll. as IS pl'idenceo earller in the letter, that il has had 

:-,ollll'Ihlllg ln do \\'llh Ihe separatIon of \v.R. Yeat:;'s poetr\' from politics. 

'l'Ill' Illdl1 ll'spond j ng .... 11 h heart fe Il sorrow to the deaths of Pearse and 

((lIllIHll1\' h,lS qUlcklv hl'en transfOlmed Into the poet troubled by what this 

IIll'dllS 101 his dl'sthet ie creed. There is not/llng very remarkable ln this: 

It IS 11ll' fotl' 01 poets and to sorne extent R11 hurnan beings. \ve cannat 
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will away that self-centuing 8werve, however mueh it ma\' Irrt11111' 1I~ ,11 

times. And thi s movernent 1 n the ml nd 01 Yent s 1 ~ not of i nI pr('~1 ntl'I (,l" 

as sorne sort of poetIc self-indulgence. TtH' 1 rLlllS!01'1111 Ilg of IIH' Ed~I('1 

Rlsing [rom history Into myth, fl-om dll aCCollllt of I~Ilat 11(IPPl'ltl'd 11110 

an account of what happons (to use Arlstotle's dlstincllOll (If 1 Ill' I('rms), 

that is, into an e\enl generdtlng "lInlversal" trulhs, "'cl'> (HlIII illg III 

lreland as a whole. SlIch "unlversdl" trullls <lrf>, of (HIl~(', I\'holl ,,"'f' 

supposedly seek wlthln the expllcltlv hlstOrlLLlI l\'Orhs (JI 1 hL' lllHlgllldl iOll 

from earller eras. In short, the RI81ng ",as SOolt hl'glnltlllg ln IH' pnl 

la use. 

But It 18 neverthelcss telling, 1 !Jellpve, Jllst ho", ~will 0I11c1 hm.; 

IInsell-consciollS the process is ln Yeats. No gUllt dt Ildvlng SO /dJlldlv 

lurned the Rlsing InLo an Issue about 1 he "t~pdrat IOIl ut popll V .11111 

polJtlcs--that IS, lnto a Ycatslnn l::'SIIO--I'> P'IHPsst'c!; IlIlt tlH'l1 (JI rOllr..,,' 

Yeats seems ta have been on the ",hull' free of Illat ('lIIull(HI, 'J'IH'/I' 1'-, d 

sense, l'ven ln thlS letter, 01 the bl'l1llls<>r! "Pl'lLlt!)! rathr'r tlldll tlll' 

traglcally, irrevocably ImpllcatL'(j pdrt I( IIHtnt IfI tltt' fdlc' of d Il.111011. 

One cannot hel p but be struc.k bv thp COllt rdst bpI W('!'!1 y ('dl" III '>\I( Il .III 

lnstance anj Sl'amus lIeaney (or .John ~()ntdglJ(,) fi f t Y Yf'dl" 1.111'1 Idllglll III 

the SWIrl of the Troubles, knowlng that L'vell il fJhY~IIU] T"I(J(dllfJlI Ifl 111/' 

I-hcklow hills or a lIarvard profcssorshlp Cillln!)t (Oll"! 111/11' dll ""rdIH' fllJIII 

the labyrlnth of vIolence IntI) WhO~l' cenlre he wa~ !Jorn. III'dlll'Y'" 1IIIIIrl IrHI, 

turns Lo poeLry ln the mHbt of funern].." bill f!,llllt ~lillk~ lhl' Itlrllltlg: 

"The red-hot pokers b 1 azed a 1 ()v(·1 y red 
ln JerpOJnt the Sundav J was murdererl," 
he said qUletly. "Now do Vou remember'I 
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You were 1 here WI th poets when you got the word 
é:lnd stuycd there WI th them" ... 
And so 1 pleadcd wlth mv second COUSIn. 
"1 kept spe 1 ng éJ grey st ret ch of Lough Beg 
and! he pmptj <,1 rund al daybreak. 
1 leI! Ilke the !Jottom of d drJcd-up lake." 
"YOl! '-3ilW IhdL, and you wlote thélt--not the fact." 

(Stat Ion Island, pp. H2-83; "Statlon Island," pt.8) 

Alld l!('dll(!V, of c uurse, f or bel ter or worse, (OU Id ne ver drearn of saying "1 

hdd IIU )(]pa lhdt é1l1y pllbl)( event (ould sa deep!y move me." 

Ye<;, Y('als's mlnd ln lhe mldsl of v101ent death turm ta poetry, but 

1 h(' pop! ry lili-no..; hd( k IOh'ani F:aster. And a steadv stream of 

1('1\('11 rl'I)('dl his sorrow dnd shock. He lells the American collector and 

1 111'rM\' p:llron John qllllln in laLe May lhdt "This Irish busJness has been 

d gll'dl grl('l. \.J(, haVl' losl the ablest and most fine-natured of our young 

111('11" Cl, 1>14). III .Junl' he tonfesses to Robert Bridges lhat "All my 

h"hll'" 01 Illollgh! cine! work dre upsel by this lraglc ]rlsh rebellion which 

lido., o.,\œpl d\"dV Illcnds ,lnd jl'llow workers" CL, 614). Real men dead, theJr 

1'10(11'1 IIdlllPS clS poll'tll slgniflers rlnging in hiS head, he telt no inclin-

dl I()II, do., 111 l'n7, ln brdlH!ish Sato's sword and call for more confllct. 

Bill ,lisu 111 thl' same perJOd ln which he made that calI for conflict 

Yl'dls pt()f(,s~l'd tn hl' lncn'dsinglv {!Jstrcssed bv the v10lence that seemed 

III III' \\'l'II Illg IIp dgélll1 ln Europe. ln 1 ()J6, although turn:ng down a request 

1 Il t l'I (llllllll'IH! (lss 1 pI sI-. v-- 11TIpr 1 soned bv the German government of Hl L ler--for 

tilt, No!>!' 1 l'II/l' !>l'UllISP "If 1 dld ",hat yOll want l would seem to hold one 

i UIIll 01 gO\'prllllll'nt Illore rt.'3ponSl b 1 e t han any other . aIl [are]responsl bl e 

d(I(lldll1g to IIH' l1umbl'r of lheJr vlctims," the poet felt obUged to add, 50 

,1S Ilot tll IH' II\lsundl'lstoud, "~1\' horror at the cruelty of governments grows 

1 dlll \loI l (\ l 1 Oll~, ('very nerve tr embles with horror at what is 
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happening in Europe, '~ 1 
'the ceremony of 1 nno(...en('(' i s ct rowIlt'd' • It And i t 

lS only fair, ln any discussion of Yeats's attitude vis ci VIS lasclHIll III 

genetal and O'Duffy's Irish Blueslnrts III partlcular, tu r('mpmher thal Iht' 

poet spent lime 1 n the West of 1 rel and dun IIg t IlP BI a('k and Tans 1)(" i od 

and the ensuing CIVIl \omr, ln whl(h Ill(' rl'sults 01 sOlial chaos ,1IIf1 l,HI, 

of governmcntal control was ail too clpparel1t. As Donald 'l'olc hlclncl \"'111''-;. 

with his habItuaI e]evatlon of Yeats to Iledr-Sdlllt staills, "hulh YI'c1ls 

and S .... i ft thought that W1 1] fuI dl srupt Ion of puu II corder was i Ildl'l'" 

vlrtuaJly as great a crIme before Gad as uefore man " (\~. B. Y l'cl 1 S 

and Georglan Ireland, 160). 

Seamus Deane aptl\' observes 

of l'vents contrasls, ln Its 

that in Yedls'" poelry tlll' sense 01 Il)(, 1IJ('dlllll~~ 

thot 0\ 
perspeLllve,~O Casey, who rl' jl'( t:-- Icll'ol()gv 

--and Indeed, J would argue, the rell'venu' of Iht' Il fc' 01 thC' 11111111 oiS d 

\"hule--so vehemently lhat "!Jlstorv .. IS, ahuvl' clii tlil!lgs, (lidot Il, 

mean i ng t ess, fi and Lan on 1 y pruv 1 de "upport un 1 t 1 es f or post ur i ng alld 

talk fl CA Short Hlbtorv of IrIsh Lilerature, 16:Z). For Yl'als III:-.t()ry, 

lncludlng, Inevltably. vlOlenl revollillon, 1:-' purI of lié) plia:--!' III ail 

unfoJdlng mvthlc dlama." /lislory for Yt'ul:-., 1 w()lIld sllggf':-.I, 1:-' fllll III 

meanlng ln lhe sume \,'uy that rltual I~: hlstory, thal 1<; 1liiIIIilli ('V('lIt, IL, 

the sensual manlfestatlon (or even confirmaI Ion) of tll(' pr/Jgr!'ss of tlil' 

Soul. ln Mlreea Ellade's terms, for Yeals ail t Imf' I~ <;él! p·fI t 11111'; 

profane time does not eXlsl: 

by Its very ndture béHred t 1111(' 1:-' n'v('rsllJlp III till' 
sense that, property spPdklng, Il 1'-, d prlfllordlal 
m)thicaillme mudt> present.. élll\ Iltlirg/ldl t IIJI(' 
represents the redLtudll/iltloll of a ~al Cf'rI l'Vl'llt 
... Henle sacrer! tIme 1:-' l!ldeflllll!'ly p'((Jvl'ralJl(>, 
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J/lflcfinitely repeatable. (Eliade, 68-9). 

'l'hus Ycats would react to violence from two dIstinct perspectives: 

Ollt' "I!lt e 11 cc lua l ," from WhICh conf1J ct was the key ta the historical 

dC'vl>]upment of bath socleties and personal1tles; the other "emotional," 

frorn whiclJ vlo]pncc was futile, enervatlng, animaUstic. l am not happy 

WILl! "llllellcclual" and "emotlunal" as a dlchotomy [or this purpose: 

"~pJrlllldl" and "buni Iy" arc perhaps as guod; none of the four seem precise 

(,!lough. VIolence ln the abstract was one thing, vIolence ln the 

(llIICrple sUf!lpthlng else entirely. But as l have Jmplied earller, l 

f Irmly hp] IPVP Ihul Yeats's phllosophlcal-spintual system of thought, 

i1~ Il 1:-:' nlost thofoughlv drtlculated in A Vision, arises in large part 

from Yl'ilts's Pnlotlorwl lIre, from the tendenCles of Îl1S character Ln 

fOlllllIlg hl~ n>ldllol1shqls wlth fnends, family, and Insh soclety. 

Y"dl,->'s "SlIl> Jcctlve" and "objective" pnnclples do not seem to serve 

lIl'll' l'llhl>r. Perhaps It is better to mlgrate to the thlrd set of terms 

1 11<1\,(, l'IllplllVl'd hel'e, so as tu rerel' to them as the abstract and concrete 

Pl' l '~PCI 1 1 \'l'S. 

111 LI chaplpr 011 the gunman as Insh folk hero, Peter Castellu 

1l'111('s Ihdt "ThIS mali ill d treneh coat was seen either ldeally [sic] 

dS 1 hl' hl'! () of ù desperate struggle . . . ta wrest thei r country 1 s 

l''\l'II\ IJom <ln Imperial t:.ral1t, or as a shabby, mindless threat ta order 

dlld IHllnan dl'lelll"" (1')<)-60). At dlfferent junctures ("Easter 1916" and 

"Nlnl'tp(,11 lIundn'd éJnd Nineteen," for example) Yeats can incline part way 

lu l'II hl'! \ 1('\" bUI eitlll'l' extreme remains too slmplistlc for him, and 

IDt S<',IIllIIS IIl',llll'\' or John t-lontague for that matter, since his response 
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is tinted by his acquaintance with bath perspectives, and he knows 

thal nelther 1.S exactly faise. Yeats lS seH-cunlrudic.torv on V10!Pllt 

politlcal struggle as a moral issue. He Lould tell a New Yllr~ Hudll'lH t' 

in 1904 (at age 39) that "In lreland alune among the nut ions ... \'011 

will flnd, away on the western sea board, llndl' l' brokl'11 roof s, d Ill( l' uf 

gentlemen keeplng al ive lhe Ideals of a grcdt t ime when 1 Ill'\' sdng IIH' 

heroic llfe wlth drawn swords ln t\)Plr hands,,,~:2 but !w ou\rélgl'd, illid 

speak of the bitterness that makes Li slone of • he hedrt t Wl'rt' SOIlH'\)(J(' 

actually to draw a sword' s more potenl modern l'quI Vd 1 <'nI. 

l have no lncllnatlon here lo be non-judgemPlIlal. Hhalpvl'r llIlPd( 1 

Yeats's ablUty ta treat confllcl III the abslldtl Hlid 111(1r(llI'r~ 1111111' 

street \\lth separale parts of hls 11\111<1 lih!\' Il,IVP IIdd on \lIS poptrv, 1. 1• ~ • . , 

sti Il mental cnre lessness and mor a II y CdVd II pr. 'l'hl'I'(' 1 S Il\) sur Il lit 1 llg 

as abstract violence except in the realm of Ollr (olllplIIpléllIOIl!->, wlilc Il III il Y , 

If they choose, abstract an evenl from Ils Immedlalp Irnpdrl CIII hlllll<lli 

belngs. ThlS 15 probably, tragicalJy, nctl'ssary ul \lllll'~I)('Call:-'l' Il IS 

not always the Lase that shorl Lerm 1><'lln aIso lemls 10 IOllg tprm pllill 

even If the hlstory of revolul10nary vlo]eTHe ~uggl'sl<-; 11H11 Ihis Vdr 1:11 )tHI 

on the maxim is of near 'lnlversal appllcablilty: hlll lltc'r(' shIJllld 1)(, 

no mlstake aboul the callous-bulldlng effeLl of !->Iltll IIIpnlal Ilablle,. '1'1)(· 

abstract chlckens, as it were, wIll evenlual!y (Olne home lu r()(J~t, HlltI 

make a mess 1 n doj ng so. The vIol enc.e in 1 nd 1 a llIay ha vp s(.'etlied ri 1 !-.t.1I1 1 

and theoretlcal to Yeals ln DJblin (lhough il shouldll'I IwV<') , bill II 1'-; 

appropriate (or Geoffrey Thuriey tu remlnd Il~ that whllf' Y(,ill~ W:I<; 

dramatical1y unsheathing Sato's sword, "Ule Spaulsh CiVIl War was III 
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progrcss, Ch 1 na was being l n"aded by Japan, Hit 1er was in power in 

C;prmany ... " (201). 

Yeats hl msel f, 1 n a key passage of the early version of hlS 

Alllo!Jlography (publlshed as Memoirs, edIted by Denis Donoghue), points 

10 il St'rJSt' uf !lIS own nature WhlCh corresponds jn structure, l believe, 

lu 11118 nttra(tion to abslract, apocalypllc vlo]ence eXlstlng slde by 

SI <1 t' wllh a dlSgust for lota1, ImmedIate unresl. "My outer nature," he 

wrol P, "was passive . but l know my spiritual nature was passionate, 

l 
,,'r3 

l'Vt'II V\O ('lit. We can see hcre Q pattern, and Ils accompanylng trope, 

1 Il .. 1 IS, so fur as 1 know, nameless, but which is Impl1cit ln the structure 

Il! BIIl!]( al Imagcry (dS described, for example, ln Frye's The Great Code) 

;11111 III the desigll of the medieval theologlcal unlverse as it corresponds 

'34 
10 II\(' Ptulemail cusmology: the profoundJy Inner mirrors the profoundly 

(JIIII'I; th!' (ore of the lndlvldual resembles most nearly not the bodlly 

('I1Vl'lo(lc Imnredialcly surroundlng H, but the circumscriptlon of the 

lIlll VI'! SJ 1. As BI Jke exhorted, see the worl d ln a graIn of sand, ThIS 

IS d strutturl' of thought central to western concepts of reality: the 

IInl\,('rsp If> n'vcrsible, can be turned lnside out. The essence, the "most 

1 l'a l," 1 S IOllnd at the core ano beyond the seventh sphere, where the mind 

DI Cod I"C':-,idps. ln Christian symbol, God jnhablts the periphery and the 

(1'1111(' 01 the self, WhlCh is, Chrtst Insisted, the temple of God. Each 

IIl'sllllg splll're of medleval cosmaJogy js closest, apparently, to the next 

Il'Vl'l in l'ilher direction; the physJcal body, for example, cantalns the 

soul and is (onlélJncd by the sphere of the earth, of physical lHe. 

But tnlt' klllShlp o\crleaps the medlaUng steps, the lnnermost touches 

1 I!p Ollll'tllIost. Yeats \s "violent" ln his soul, passlve in his body, 1.S 
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therefore almost always appalled by violence in that body 1 s immed intC' 

vicinity (Ireland), has an increasingly ambiguous attitude towmd violt'lIcf' 

at increasing distances and therefore inereasing degrees of nhst tnct ion 

(Europe, India), and is frequently nttracted to the gr0at t lH'nt rt' of 

apocalyptic, elemental conn iet that surrounds élnd under 1 ips hUllInn Il 1 sI ory 

h d , h h fi' J'A' ~I 1 v> as e rea s lt, t e t eatre 0 t le quasl-, ung Uln /In lmo l'un( 1. 

Were we to adopt the perspective of the humn\1 lndlvidunl then, 

we could construct a diagram with the spirit or soul at the ('pntl0 

surrounded by concentric eireles of increaslng diameter, pach hcing 

the realm of, ln order, the physlcal body (pass i ve); 1 oc nI or "l'xppr-

iential" violence (normally crlticized by Yeats); distant "hls!oriréll" 

violence such as that in Indla (provoklng an amhq~uo!\s rf'(lC\ ion), ,inti 11H' 

"outer" realm of abstract or apocalyptic violence where the hislory of 

the great Self lS played out (violence to wh 1 ch YC'nt s Wi1S al t rrJ( t pd). 

It can be seen that the term "hlstory" wlll recllr on vnrlous l('v('1 s. TIH' 

reading of Yeats 1 s major pol i t ical poems, célch allached hy iLs t il 1 e 
a 

to"specific histoncal event, will lnvolve in part sitllüllng thc! po('ms 

in relation to these compeling "histories." 

The figure that l have bcen describlng 18 peThdps il ~r)(,L]("; of 

synecdoche, or lS, more pr"clsely, the reüson thill !->yn('cdo(he "rnilk('s 

sense" ta us. It mlght bL~ rositerl from thl'" Ihat YNlt!-> is, as 1 1)1·1 1 l'VI' 

him to he, our erals most pervasively synecdochH poet ln tillS Sf,I'-,P qf 

the term. Th]s way of looking at Yeats wIll prove IIs(!flJl w!Jpn <;1 Iclylog 

how the poet deSIgns poems that set (Jul Lo relatp IrIsh hlstrJry ICi hlrrJ<;l'lf. 

The art]culation of such a relationship IS, J will hold, OT\(' (if !hp prliridry 

goals of poems such as "Easter 1916" and "MedItations ln Timc' {Jf CJvi 1 
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Wllr." And if hlslory lS indeed the term that unites the subjective with . 
the obJectIve, a Ilictum from Hegel with WhlCh l began this chapter, for 

li Jl(J(·t rlS dcdiulted 3S IS Yeats to nounshlng both the objectIve and 

subJ('ctivt' modes of velng, thnt relationship wIll be complex and even 

lorllJr('d. 

f thtnk il 15 clear that Yeats's theofles of human personality 

.1I1f1 hls myl hIC sense of hllman history see confllct and vIolent turmoil 

n,-> I)(JIII Illel'ltrlble and, ln the grand seheme of thlngs, necesse.y and 

1 () 1)(' 1 Il 1 t 1 val cd. When such v j 01 enee actual 1 y appeared ln the streets 

01 Dllbllll or the ambush points and great houses of S11go or Mayo, Yeats 

v.'d~, Il kl' Svnge' s Mayo pensants come face tü face Wl th Chr isty Mahon' s 

b<lllddgt·d and sllddcnly un-mythlca1 father, usual1y resolute ln hlS 

nhhoIT"f'nc...e, III hls convlctlon lhat such \'lolence was dcmeaning, dehuman-

II' Illg, lllllH.'lL'1->Sdry, and counterproduct i ve. T thlnk i t lS the presence 

of hol h 1 ht'se al II t udes t hat 1 s one of the sources 01 the flchness of 

t IJdl part of YPdl s' S verse thal coneerns 1 tsel f Wl th thlS v j olence in 

I1\lllIPrn Ill' 1 rlOd--r 1 chness becnuse the poetry Ivalks along the WJ re of 

1('I1SIOII !Jplweell the two attiludes and the lwo dlfferent realms from 

Idll( Il tlll' <ltt iludes spflng. In poems sueh as "NlOeteen Hundred and 

N IIl!'1 t'('Il." he' S('l'ms la sl fl ke out a Il lhe more ferociously at hi s ùwn 

.lhldlllg IHII\'I'lV thnt belleved lhe two prrneJples could perslst slde by 

slde, IIllront.1mllwled bv the other, in the same world. Rlchness beeause 

Il It'dds tu a Illstoflcnl and myslic or mythle dimenSIon shadlng the 

(0J1101lIS 01 personal (Onllicts and am,Jetles, and to an intlmate 

pS\'lhol(lglc<t1 detatling Inhabiling--Idth frustrat1ng compleXlty and 

.llllhiguit\'. not lo ment Ion peflodic obscurity--the expected broader 



brush strokes of historical narratIve. Rlchness hecûusE' n pprsonal. 

pleading voice, and a detached, omniSCIent historian and mythograplll't, 

always inhabit like ghosts each other's composItions. 

l will argue that the Easter RIslng of lC)lh in Dublin Joltpd Ypnls 

into a state of mind in \,hich ail the aspecLs of his complp:-. pprsonalllV 

as l have been describlng lltem would rush simultallco\lslv 11110 one' gl!"II, 

pivotaI poem, a poem wlthout whlch the Idter n1dJOI works 01 thl' \-Jill 01 

Independence and the Civll War would Dot have appenred. ''l':aster I(}\h" 

is, from a man capable of considerable; IghLs 01 insenslllvlly ill 

regard to the impact on actual human belngs of historIcul t'vpnls--IIll' 

actual purpose of every war is, as Elaine S(Ulrv clocl'.ently rt'!lJlncls ilS, 

'l6 
"to alter (ta burn, ta bJast, lo shell, to clll) hUlIlan tISS\lP'" --Ill 

regard ta his century's cataclysms, ncvertheless 10 Illy 11\111<1 Ol\(' (JI thl' 

central poems of our language, wj lh il rcf ra 1 n wh 1 l'Ir mukl's ilS sh"ddc'r 

not because It is true, or even becuuse wc admirc its s('111 îrrrenL, huI 

because we recognize in It a wlnllng honesty, un Irrt'solvahl(· di 1 C'1II111 <1 

of a human nature that js as appaJlec!, wc are fonc'c1 lu (1CllIlit, by 

perfect stability and safety as by VIolence and Lurnroll, hy litt' 1('vc'llln~, 

of aIl aistlnctions as by hlerarchlcs alld Intoleran(e, Ily sdfc> !JOIISI':-' 

as by arsanists. The tOllchs::one sLalernent for mmll ul wllat lolllJws 

must be Yeats's declaratlun thal "I admIre pike~ dllrl rlfl('s III 111f' 

.. ~7 
abstracl but ta use lhem woulcl be seclarlan. 



Chapter Two 

The Stone at the Centre: Yeats in "Easter 1916" 

"The human intellect, if It lS ta fjnd expression in 
action, requlreth images [phantasmata]." 

--Nicholas of Cusa 

"EMER: (passionately) l don't want him to be hanged, 
but J want his liEe to have ~edning--the meaning 
that he puts on it hlmself." 

--DenIs Johnston, 
The Scythe' ann the Sunset 

l 

A Poem About Easter: Reading the Rising 

"IPound's Cantos] are not about anything." 

--Allan Tate
1 

'l'hl' wish that your' lire have the meanlng you vourself would give to 

Il, 1 Il,11, l'VPI\ though the material evenls of a lifetime succumb to fate 

1\\01 t' t rPlJlu_'nt 1 \' l han la wi 11 the SI gnï fi.cance allotted to those events 

lIlighl provo mOTO cornpliant, is the root of a good deal of human contern-

)11.11 1011. It is the spur for historical revisionism of both the persona1 

,lIld nnt lon<11 \'driet lCS, and o~ of the chlef muses for both sldes of that 

Sldl1ll'Sl'-II,'11I polarlt\' of fictIon and history. The urge ta alter the 

IIll'dl1lngofthe \dlOll'of Irish histor:. retrospectl\'èy, to rerleem numerous failed 

n'he Il i uns t 1 0111 t he mi re of farce into the more seernl \' surroundings of 



"initial setbacks on the road ta victory," heiped genernte th€' EnHlt'1" 

Rising of 1916 that was Instrumental in producing the Irish Fr('(' Statl' 

a few blood-stalned years iater. The "meani ng" of t hat PVt'nt "'dS 

initially, again, that belonglng to the genre of conn c t arcl' <I111! si 1IP

stick. The subsequent executlons of the leaders by th(' Brl! isll govl'rn

ment made that meaning no longer posslble. The British had "r('ael" tll(' 

event in a different light, clearly (no one i s shot al the l'tlel of n 

comedy), and the Irish, wanting an Irish event to have Ihe meaning tllC'y 

themselves "put on it," selected, with stunnlng raplliity, the (onlpxls 

of epic martyrdom as now suitable, and proceeded to seu 1 1 he (<Ise for 

their own Interpretation through the electioll of B vlrlunl flill slall' 

of Sinn FeIn M.P. 's ln the eiecllolls of December JC)JH. Thus IIH' 

Dail EI11ann sat at the Mansion House in Dublin Lhe Ilpxt mOlllh, thlls tlJ(' 

Black and Tans arrived in early 1920, thus the Anglo-Trlsh Tlealy 01 

December 6, 1921 was signed, thus .. By Lhe 19(1Os frish IlIsloriHlIS 

and commentators were beglnning ta make the Illstoricai reVISlon of 

simplistic "hero" labels a part of the Irish mainsLreum. By the Iiltp 

1980s, again unhappy with the meanlngs put on Ilfe in Irl,land by (JIIIPre, 

than themsel ves, Irish wd ters were show i ng si gns of rev 1 fi IlIg ! IH' 

revisionism. Hriting nol ln the Initial afLermaLh of the pvpnL, yet 

writIng before the cruclal 1918 eJeLtions, wriling in lhe mielsl of Il 

aIl but wnting mainly in England, H.B. Yeats rounr! Lhe Rislng lo have 

been a terrible beauty. 

The Rising was a shock. Yeats djdn't anticipale il, anel fOlllld il 

turning on thelr heads many of his relatively settled noLÎon!> as lo t!Jt. 

7\ 

• 
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releV'llllce of rrish politics to his own emotlOns, the relationship of 

po lit 1 CI> lo poetry, and the role of violence in Irish political history. 

CrlJc 1 fi Il y, emot 1 on had a part in Yeats' s intellectual system. Instead 

{Jf f Inding fi way Lo reslore his attitudes to then former equIllbrium, 

Ypals WOIJ 1 d WrJ le a poem about- the process of undergolng that shock, 

il po(>rJJ nbout lhe nat Ion undergol ng thal shock to lts hab1 tuaI defln-

Il IfJll<;. For, as .Joseph Ronsley emphasizes lhroughout hlS study of Yeats's 

AIIIIl!JI(lgrdphy, Yeats sought la "joln inteJ1ect wlth hlS experlence in 

olclPI- 10 plovlde 'a personal quallty of mlVersal meanlng': phllosophy 

WdS ln hl' gPTH'r<1led oul of the 11fe of the individual" (Yeals's Auto-

hlogldphy. 10). As [or the "meanl_ng" of that Jolt, Yeats, donnlng his 

()(<lSIOllillly-used manlle of publIC poet, clearly set out not so much to 

dpscr!l)(' tlIdt meclnlng as to formulate it, bringlng it lnto bejng at the 

VPIV IIJOJl1cnt 11<" Yeats, poet, publlC man, and prJl1cipal character ln the 

poem. '\"role Il olll ln a verse." As a result, whatever else lt may 

have hl't'Il or IIIdV have bec orne , the Du!J] 1 n Easter Rlsing has al ways been 

I('rrlbll', heüullful, and a blrLh. 

Ivlt li IIls Illll'. Yeats dsserts hlS belje[ in the referentjal function 

\lI 1 dnglltlgc t <ml! 111 poclry' s ab11 i ty lü communl cate Wl th and about 

Itlstoril,lI pu'nls, \vhile this lS not an appropriate place for a full 

SI,lIp I!lstOn' of lhe 1<)]6 Rising, it will be useful to recount certaIn 

.JsPP( t s ot t hel! narral i \'c in so much as the\' bear direc tIy upon Yeats' s 

"E,ISIl'1 IlJlb." It seems worth emphasizing, ln 1988, that lt is useful 

Ill'I,HISt' pllpt l'y IS ''.-Ü1Oul'' something (the \"orld) that exisls independently 

Id 1 dllgll,lgl'. t hough of course language lioes Influence the wa\' ] n which 
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that something ls intuited and mental!\' proccssed. Thot is, 1 \"Ish 10 

distinguish this study philosophicallv as much dS possihle IIOIll 1 Ill' \WI'" 

of a critic such as J. fh11is ~liller \\'nting in TIlt' LlngulSli( NOII\(IIlI 

(with a long chapter on "Nineleen Hundled dllt! NII1l'lcl.'n"), ",hl'IP il pOf'm's 

Ji splay of m·:areness of 1 t se 1 r as language 1 s seen us t Il(' Ihll .1111 glllHI 1 ( 

moment; the moment, ln fact, at \\'11Ich the pOl'l pru\'l'S hllllsl'il (JI h('IHl'11 

a major Io/riter. The necess1ty of tnlklng about tht' PIll'Ill'S ollllldl (llnlpllt, 

the lmages and "references," crcdles III the <.tIse of ~1111('r's PSSdV on 

"Njneteen Hundred and Nlneteen" a sIle loI' the potl'nlldl appl'dl'dIHI' ul 

an embarrassing post-structuralist heres)'. ThiS IS dt'c111 wilh IIv lilsl 

insj st i lIg that the pncm of course has no "centre" tu grollnd or (0111 ro 1 

the sense of its hetcrogeneous clements, and then modllvllIg Ihls SI.lI('IIII'1\1 

to insist that the poem's elements arc in falt "governt'd," hlt gOV('fl)('! 

"not by reference to a common logos bul bv lhe f <.lC t tlH'v 1.ll (' ,JI 1 (dl,j~ 

chreses for an unknown X arOtJlld ... lIlch L1lcy clrLle" (T~7). 

This point reqtllres pursull ln ortler lu render my OWII (impll( il) 

method more VIsible. M1l1er's formulatIOn both pSlnblishes n falsf' 

dichotomy between a common logos and rélndomnc!:'~, and sel S IIp l!tp L f (JIU' 

of catachresis as a veiled, rc-numpd Jlflnciplp of rl'll'r<'lltiality, 

acceptable to Mlller because Jt is a "rhelorilal" figure, alld OUf' Wlllfll, 

as a trope of mJs-nam1.ng, lS suffJClenlly kill tu Dernrle;1fI dit j('I:JlIff'. 

How one could, theoreticall y, know thal la laI hres i sis pr ('''1'111 1 f 1111' "X" 

i5 unknown, is not explalned. Soon th i fi uflkllOWll "X" I)('f Ulllf'S 11~()mf'llJ 1 IIg 

that botn makes l the poem' s helerogeneous el em(>n L~ 1 • l'mh 1 ('m~ .mrl 

at the same time undermines lheir referentlal vallditv" ('1'17), a r('IIlHrv,dily 

precise role for something that is "ahs(~nt." The JHJem r ont aiflS nn "X" t lu" 
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"IS al a centre that lS no centre but is missing there, and at the horlzon 

hul mi ssing there too •. neither word, nor force, nor thing, nor subjective 

cnergy, nor spiritual energy, nor spiritual entily, but aIl these 'things' 

III [j c.onfusion lhal confounds" (338). But we can only identify the presence 

of (alacl!resls in reference ta somethlng whichwe can identify and locate. 

f)ifféInnr~ 100 is InvIsible wlthout a ground. 

Poplry IS f10l "about" Innguage by virtue of being poetry, although it 

IHls IIJP Dili 1 i ty la refer ta language as ta other phenomena. The interro

gal ion of any phcnomenon seems to suspend It from its mIlieu, is always a 

spclies of phenomcnology, renders lt seemingly self-sufflclent and self-

r ('fcrr r ng. Thus the convicllon that text lS most fundamentally about 

1 (~\(I, and poet ry most fundamentall y about poetry, lS the attribution of 

IlH' o!Js0rver' s plwnomenological status to the obJect under observation. 

'l'he "poC'try is lànguélge" formulatIon 1s aIl about power. Criticism 

hpcolJ1Ps l he on 1 y genu 1 ne l110d e of a pprehend j ng real j t Y . 

But in (clct language is fundamentally, lfresistably referential, and 

"Easl pr ] (Jiu" i s about an upri sing 1 n the IrIsh capital during World Ivar 

(hw. Lclngllage Il oes not tauch rea 1 il y; il 1 S not ldenti cal ta tha t winch 

Il r<,r(\rs. Llngmrge 18 shot through \Vith dif[erence, but eX1sts because 

ul ils still lInsalisfactorily exp1alned abllity to convey sinnlarity. Tt 

IS duC' 10 Ihis prrllnple that it lS possIble for me to want to examine 

Yl'.Jls's PO('/118' rclationshll' to the histancal events in DublIn in 1916. 

1 h.JVl' no (louht al aIl that thlS lS more llseful than studying ils 

tclatil1l1Ship Idlh lJledlevlll Russian tribalism OI CIA operatIons in 

llldlllll'Sld III the I%Os. Clcurlv, ",hen dealing 1II1th poems thùt E'\pllcith 

dirl'cI liS lu specifie 11Lstorical events os conte\l. tlllS pt-lllI 1['11' 



becomes both crucial and the generator of formidable C'omplcxitv. 

The events that gave rise to Yeats's poem ,.ere glv('n lhcir iml11cdial(' 

spur by the formation of the military counei 1 of the Trish Rcpubl iean 

Brotherhood in December of 1915. The out break of \~orld \~ar [ hac! 

"destroyed ail hoj)e for a peaceful soJulIon ..• for al though lIollll' 

Rule reached the Statute Book in Septemuer JC)J4, i ts operat ion \Vus 

suspended untlilhe end of the war" (r.llilingford, H(l). The eouneil, 

composed of Sean McDermott, T. J. Clarke, Padr<1ie Pears<,, ,Joseph 1"1dry 

Plunkett, Eamonn Ceant (and joined shortly aftenvnrd hy COlll1ollV ,lIld 

2 
Thomas MacDonagh), decided in January of lCJl6 10 Inslitute 1111\1('11 n'volt 

agaJnst the British at the earliest opportunity. At [1 111{'('1 ing III 1.11)(\rl y 

lIal1 on Easter Sunday three months 1 ator, <.ln nrmed lIpr 1 S Illg l''dh spI lor 

the next day, and a proclamation, The provlslonal gov(>rllllll'nl of III(> Irlsll 

Republir: to the People of Trelan(4 \Vus prinlPd. To Ih!' Sllll'"SI' 01 virlll,lIly 

aIl cltizens (the cltlzenry in lIllS rc')cmbllng he whu, 111 ''l':a~,tel IfJl()" 

passes "them" wlth "poIlle meaninglesswords"), orl tllL' foll()I""I~'> dolY 111(' 

Irish Vo1unteers and Citizen Army, uncler th(' command of ['c>drs(> ilnd r;ol1l1oll y, 

took conlrol of several Dub11n hulldings, includlng IlIc> (;PIlNdl l'osl (J1f III> 

on Sackvl11e Street. By evemng, Lhe flrst hlooclshcd hile! !Jrogllli. 

To read Yeats's poems aboullhe Rising accuralply, It i!-> n(>C(><-;!->dry 

ta have a sense of the seale of mllitury ucLivity ln DlIblln for Ihc> SIX 

day period [rom Easter Monday la the Ilneonditiollill slIrrf>ndc>r 011 AprIl 'LI); 

for if early germinations of Republ iean mythology tt'nded t n f>xilggc'rnlr' 1 Ill' 

insurrection's magnitude, Inter commentators wore ltlcllllPc] lI) l'rr III 1111' 

opposite direction, ûlsmissing It as a IIllnOr .,klflr,ish blown ,JIl (Jill 1)( 

proportion. This lalter lendency IS n~inforcerl by the' 1{i<;llIg"> 1i1<,If)fl(;J! 

• 
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and geographical proxlmlty ta the slaughterhouse on the Continent: three 

months Jater the British Army alone would suffer 60,000 easualtles in one 

d<.ly nt the Somme. Yet most students of lüerature, steeped in the revlsion-

Ist lmcklash, may ln faet be startled to learn hm'i bloody the Rising was. 

The flghting jnvolved approximately 1600 "soldlers" on the Republican 

sicle ([t'Wer th[1D half wlth rIfles), agalnst sorne 9,500 members of the Royal 

Irish Constahulary and 6,UOO troops. Only portions of the latter groups 

were in Dubl ln (Mcllugh. XI). The phys1cal destruction of the city was 

cO/lsiderLlllle. As the Irish Times ",rote 1n 1916, Sackville Street was 

almost cntirely destroyecl by shelllng and [He: "On1y a few blaekened wa1ls 

remained of the whule ronge of buslness houses ... between Nelson's 

1'1 Ilar ancl O'Connell Bridge" (~1cHugh, 61). One hundred and seventy-nlne 

buIldings III Central Dublin ,vere rulnecl (McHugh, 259). Estlmates vary, 

Illlt (il8lwl t ies \Vere 011 the arder of 3,000, 'Hth a death toll of perhaps 

'~ 
4,){), ]lcrhaps ClOU. Fourteen leaders \Vere executed by fi.ring squad over a 

lell clay perlod ln Hay, and in excess of 400 jnsurgE'nts were imprisoned. 

'l'hl' PS"c1lO 1 og i C[] 1 1 mpact of thousands of deacl and wounded and large scale 

phvs 1 Cd 1 devaslot j on on a smal1 city unaccustorned ta large scale po] i tieal 

\'iolcllct' IS difflcult to overestlmate. 

ln short, the Easler Rlsing ,,'as no minor sklrmish: the carnage was 

(OI1<-;lc!Pt,lblc. TI1lS 18 sorncthlng thal studIOS \Vhich emphasIze the Rising 

.18 "tlll',ltrL''' or Ycatslun "mdsh" (see, especlBlly, that by Carmel Jordan) 

tah' tun 1 ilt 1(' ,1Ccount of. Hhatever symboUc assignatlons ma)' have 

ari~'<'11 III the medning-forgc of subsequE'nt history, 1t \Vas not on1y a 

S\'l1lbo Il r ,le t. Or, more precj sely, the purposes ta which i ts potential 

Ill!" 111l'.Il1lng c11HI s\'mbol could be put were in great part governed by lts 

l'''IPlrlCdl or ",dtnesscc!" content of actuaJ occurrencE'. This content was 
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the content of war: in Elaine Scarry's exacting phrase, the ulternt ion of 

human tissue. And, as Scarry points out, unlike "symbol ie" aet ivil i('s, 

the game of wounding the human body ts the only gume whose Quthority is 

universally accepted by human comrnunlties, that is given thp pow0r of Ils 

own enforcement (Scarry, 38). 

A given historlcal event, a glven content, ean certainly prOlIIl(e 1II0l'(' 

than one written history--or symbolic narrative--and more than 11 single 

"historical" poem. Nevertheless, that content..!:..§. (] fOllndnl ion, is il poinl 

of origin that radically Ilrnits the nature of possible rCt,ponses, and 

authoritative1y governs thelr features. The hlstorl(ul eVl'1l1 selves ilS 

a ground of similarlty agalnsl which the spectrum of di ffC'rl'ncc \Jptwt't'll 

representations bec ornes vlsible, jf never fully rerOflri Llhll'. \VI il Illgs 

about the Rising WIll address subjects other lhdn Iht' I<lsing Ils('ll, Will 

Involve themsel ves in the represent i ng of olher phcnoIlH'lId, sile Il ilS t 11(' 

response to the Rising. But the ground of the historÎc()1 OCCllrlPflU' Hlso 

renders vi SI ble thlS procedure, and IS st III lh i s rl'present dt Ion' S 

necessary cause. The event produces the response; t Iw 110erl lo rnllk(, IlIdl 

event meani ngful produces a symbo 1 ic respons('; the n('cd t (j j Ilsprt IlIdl 

meanIng into a signJflcant locus wlthin the Iife of (1 pari Î(uldr /H'rsoll 

or nation produces a narratIve response. "Easler 1f)J()" opens wlIII :I !->Iory. 

That the nature of lhe Rlslng wus thüt of Ivar i~ tl[('I1, crllc inl. Bllt 

It was also a military engagement \-Jlth rnany pccull<.lr Chdrd( Icrlsl ifs, II/dlly 

of WhlCh have a uearing on Yeats's response. 'l'lIe poel lIad prf'vJrJ1lsly 

confessed thaL hlS hablt- had been tü sec hlslory as Il varlcty (Jf 11If'lIlr r ', 

writing in H~t)2 that "thus, aL any rate do T, wltli rny fic'rhnpc, 1 rH) Il!l'rdry 

eyes, read hlstary, and turn 'lIt IlltO cl kind {Jf tllc'dlre W'IC'[(' Il!ro prollrl 
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... djsplay their passionatC' hearts, that the groundlings may feel their 

heurts wax the greater" <'1.. 219). The connection between history (partic-

fllnrl y mi 1 i tary history) and theatre was not uniqu~ to Yeats: i t is one of 

tlie (entraI tropes of Renaissance drama--most expllcitly in Shakespeare's 

Ile·nry V and Henry VI J l--as well as ln the polJtlcal theory of wrlters from 

Mdclililvrlli to the prC'sent. Rut in two specIfIc respects, Yeats's comment 

IS i1ppJ Iut/lie to the themcs of "Easter 1916." First, the poem lS both 

ahollt t Ill' proeess of t ransforming the "groundl ings'" hearts and an attempt 

tn lnrlllen«(' that transformation. Yeats's portrayal of the Rising is 

SlilOmarlYl'(\ nicely by "the prouù dlsplaylng theH passionate hearts" with 

111(, r('slIll IlliIt "lite grouncllings feel thelr hearts wax the greater." 

S!'(Ulld, dncl rel<.lted ~ù ~he theme of transformation, the Rlsing IS seen as 

b 3a 
.t 1 lIedt 1 Ical ('vent whosc genre--tragedy or eomedy--is initiaUy ln dou t. 

The' IlolJl!d of Yenls's llfetlme, "Easter 1916" states, had seemeJ 

tll!' land (lI lareC' and comedy, "where molle)' is \\,orn" (1. 14). The executed 

1 ('ad('rs 1 IIl'lllS(, 1 vos had nppearecl to be part and parcel of their society, 

lI11t II 1 Il!' c'\('nt s al IC)1() led thorn eaeh 10 have "r(,sIgned his part / In the 

( dSlld 1 ('nll1l'dv" (II. l()- {7). The poem thus descri bes both national and 

Illdi\ Idll.11 hlstor\' III lprms appra\lm a ting those Lsed by T. S. ElIot ln 

IIls dpS(tlpliDfl 01 ho\,' pclch ne\,' Ilterary event subtly alters the entire 

IIIC,\()IICdl (.Illon: the RISIl1g relrospectlvel\' changes the "hlstory" of 

l'drill'I ('\'t'l1ls (th,ll IS, hm, tl1l'\' élre "rend"), ln partlcu1ar the narrative 

sil,,!>(' ut lill' pl {'-EdSIl'r II\'es of the pdrtlclpants and of the bickering, 

Illt iglIt Illg, ,1Ild inglorIotls inefficiency of Irlsh nationalist POlltiCS of 

tlll' LItt' nint'lt'l'l\lh ,\lll1 L_lrh" t\,'enlleth centuries. But jt IS nat only 

Pll'-Edst PI hl~ll)n' lhelt \,'as bClng transfarmed from part of one genre ta 



part of another, from an element of one story lo another. but a1so lhe 

Rising itself. l believe it \Y'as the dramatlc shift ing of perspect ivp 

on the events of those flve days, the rnpid change of populur opinion 

in the following months, ths[ made the largl'r stnlltUrf' of cOl1\el!v-lurll('l!

to-tragedy evident, and made the enac! lng of t ransformat IOll assume' a 

central role in the poem. Recause the Rlslng scel1\s 10 have' ('omp !ll'rilollSlv 

close ta being merely hi Ian ous. 

Fram the start, as "Easter 1916" makes clenr, the Rislllg wnS sOIllt'lllllIg 

led by peap1e wham Yeats har! ln generaJ r!espiscd. As COllor Crulsf' O'Brl"l1 

puts i t. "Most a f the 1 eaders \,,110 p lannpd l he Ris i np, . • . \)(' 1 ongpt! t () 

the general c1ass WhlCh Yeats distrusll'd • lo 1 hl' llprks lllld sltop-

keepers whom he thought of as 'the basp' 

for years in the kind of pOllt1CS on wltich he Itad IlIrrlPd his ha(k" U'IH-IJ). 

As wUl be seen, traces of Yeats lhinking 01 IIH'm as "1 I(·rks dlld ~1I()p

keeper s" do survi ve ln the poem. And t Ilore r dll lit' 1 III Il' dOllhl Il,,11 

Yeats \,as far from alone in ~uspecling lhdt the IrIsh I~C'IJllbll(;1I1 

Brotherhaod, \Vlth ils various sects and offsh()(Jt~, \o.·c1S IlItl( Il tr!ore' 

sui ted ta farce than epie. The millldry uper,ltioll Wil~ pxlrC'III('ly 

confused from the beginnjng, marrer! by OIlscallllldl j'lI! ,lTId h,lIl 11111,. 

A 5mal1 vessel named the Aud arrl\'ed off Tr,t1('(' \-/1 t Il arrll" flii 11\1111 LO, 

only ta be .3elzed Ilv a British naval Ih!lrul V("",<;f' 1 , ,]lld 1111' f1f'xl 

day Roger Casemenl W.::l5 arrestecl arter l.lnd 1 ng f f(JJII n (;('rlll<lll 

5ubmarI ne. Eoin NacNeill, chIef of ~léJfr nr Ihe Irlsll VrJ]IIII!/,prc" 

\\'a5 prompted by sueh i 11 fortune to (dnrf'1 ;111 ;HIIVlly plnIJlII'!) 

for Easter Sunday, onl1' to have the ~1111tarv (nIIfH" 1 1 , Ipd II\' T. J. 



Clarke and dominated by Pearse, rebel and decide to strike. The Rising 

was inevilably wcakened by the split. Monday was a day of mixed 

sllccesses and fai] ures; success, that is, from the perspective of 

Connolly and Pearse, whose goal was not necesso;lly fTlilllary victory. 

'('!if' (;eneml Post Off; ce was selzed with llttle difficul ty 
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10 serve' as hemlquarters, and was relnforced, as the IrIsh Times 

d('scrilwd it,4 by garrisoning "aIl cover houses cornmanding the approaches" 

WlllI Slllpers bchlnd sand bags. The rebels eut telegraph wires, 

hllt fnilcd lo seIze the Telephone Exchange, a major blunder. St. 

Slppl!cn's Crcun was cleared of civilians and the gates closed. Again, 

IlolJ'-'('S (ommanding the principal points of access were seized and 

lIIdllf10c! h'i 1 h slllpers. The rehels falled ta capture Dubl in Castle, but 

dld Idke Cltv lIall, the Fou!" Courts, Liberty Hall, and two ral1road 

SlolIIUIIS. They ble\" rail Unes and bridges, shutt:ing clown train 

tldfflC for more than n week. By aIl accounts, the proclamatIon of 

Ihl' Repllhllc of Trclalld [rom the G.P.O. was hjstoric on1y in 

l'pl rospprt, r(',Hl out. ns i t wns, ta a small crO\oJd that was largely 

('llhl'r !ll'nJUSOt! or dOlusecl. 

lt Sl'('!11S (hnt 01 \'l'In of comedy ran, llke an lmpurity in the heraic 

111('1.11, Iltroughout the proceedlngs. This vein , .. as potential1y lethal 

(n (Il!' l'nterprise. Should i t burst <''1,1 overrun the "face" of the Rlsing, 

tltl' "hL'loism" \Vould dl~clPlh"'" like i..nother caslly dlscardedcheap rnDsk, 

dllt! 1 li l' histOrlldl ''nan.JtiviL<ltlnn''\\'ould quickly adopt in the streets 

dlHl pubs th.tt mouE' of bitter-hilarlty-as-cautionary-tale that 
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Ireland has perfected over the centuries and prnctlst's enthllsinsticnll\' 

Lü this day. It was a near thing. This 18 in eVldencp in the applopri.ltl'

ness of the use of the tragi-comie genre ln sueh pla\'s ,18 (l'C.lSl\\"S 

The Plough and the Stars and Den 1 s Johndl.m'.., 'l'Ill' ~ql Ill' ,\Ill! t hl' SUI1:wt 

The recognition of the camle ele,.'ent is not reslrict('d tn TetrnSpl'( t ivp 

literary treatrnents. The Irlsh Times rorresponl!pnt of t hp d,IV no!('::; 

that there was considerable ]ootlng when the ~letropoll!<\O Dublill PO]I«' 

were ordered off the streets: "Boys and girls were sl.nggC'r1ng <lbout, 

dressed in the rnast fantast iL apparel, 811(1 ail hat! thelr arms lull 

of •.. toys(McHugh, 56), a seene analogous, down to the (Ol11pnllSOn of 

looting with childlshness, wlth thot in Act Titree of 'l'lte' PJough ,Ill" tht' 

Stars. O'Casey's stage directIon tells us thnt "Bpsslc alld ~lr~. (;ogdn 

enter, the pride of a great JOY tllllmilldting thell fac('s. Il('sSI(' IS 

pllsh]ng the pram, which is flllecl wILh clo'hes and /J()ots; on thl' top 

of the boots and c10thes is 0 faney lahlp, I.ltich ~Irs. (;ognn is holdlllg 

with her left hand, whi1e wlth her rrght hdllCl she Jlold!'. ;J chillr on 

top of her heacl" (136). Bessie's ncxL spe(>clt, in ils ntW k-npo( nlypt \1 

rhetoric ("when we've sLitched il sthray bll o'silk 

th' shame out 0' them, un' moh.c Lhem fit for WOf1JC'11 tllilt hd~Il't Jo"t 

themselves ln th' nakedness a' th' times"), lTIi1kc''-i thf' ~(('lJ(' ~()fIIf"llllllg 

of a sarcastlc reply to lhe "Thcre are rn8ny lh i fig c., more hllr r 1111 f" Illnll 

bloodshed" speeches by the Pearse fIgure III Act Two. 

In short, it seems Lhere is often the dilllgcr t!t;lt " n'IJf,IIIIIII-

suspen Iing as it cloes for p time the ligamenls of gnvf'rrwlf'lIt dl ;IIJf IIIJI Il Y 

and freelng the members--will turn InLo It~ sisLer (>vf'IIL, tlJf> f,·.,t Ival 



,f 
l, 

82 

or r nrn 1 val. l know no better description of the curbusly fierce mirth of 

O'~usey's looters lhan Bakhlin's analysis of carnivalesque laughter in 

Rahelals und HIS World: "Carnival1aughter is the laughter of aIl the 

people'. St'(ond, IL is unlversal in scope; 1t ls dlrected at a11 and everyone, 

I!I( Illdlng the cdrnivaJ 's participants .. Third, this laughter is 

drn!Jiv,I!f>lIl: il lB guy, trlullIphant, and at the same time mocklng, deriding" 

(StilllyiJrdss and "'hi te, H). (This descnption also evokes for Yeats 

n'ac!r'rs tlH' lale poems, especial1y the caustic del ights of "Crazy Janr.~".) 

W!JetlJer tIlt' festival has, historically, supported (functloning as safety 

val vp) or suhvcrled the estab 1 i shed arder 15, of course, controversial, 5 

1>111 Ille llnk betlVoen the energies of rebelllon and carnival seems widely 

Illlc!('rstond. TiJeir ombrace 18 viSIble, for eXélmple, in both Act Two of 

N<lrh('!h, éllld in the ferocicJs cornedy of King Lear. 

III tlll' 1I111obiography of one Ernie O'Malley, I.;ho \.;as a student ln 

1<J1(1, IllP IIavo1Jr of the ['vent IS one, somehOl" of heroic farce: 

Ail lhrough lhl' c'vl'nlng rumonr pIler! on TUmOU( . At 
hOJJI(' 1 Il(' Sl' 1/11 re 0 f t he bUll ri Ings I,'as l dken as sorne Id nd of 
III Il ri )okl'. [)1J1>l 1 n IJdd !Jeen lISl'd to st rt,",es. TI]('y had 
\lIOVlt!Pt! l'\( Il P!nf'llt hut I,CTl' nC\('f \efV serI ou;:; .•. 1 spoke 
! () cl S('llt ri' c.;Lllld 1111.4 1 Il front of d pdthetIc--lookIIlg strand 
of hdrbl'd 1111-('_ Hl' hcld.l L('l'-Enflt'Id IIlJg,1/1I1e fLfle ••• 
Hl' l,clS ,!I)()ul '-> ".1 ('l'n. ,Ind bllle-PI'ed; he looked at the looters 
dS If till'I hdd c.;tdgl'd tilt' [ll'rjolJntlnCC lOT il 1 Ill. He spo,",e 
(',Ig!'!" 1 \ . . • "1 h\' (OlmI 1 \ 1 c, J, <.., lng. KL'rry, Cork, ilnd 
Llllll'1 Jt k dlHl IIll'n flonl thl' :';UTt il are malchlng. hIe can hold 
Duhlill 11111,1 the\' COIII('," dnd he smlled. "Our l\lreless IS 
sl'Ildlllg (luI I,'ord to (l[ Ill'! (tluntries." (NcHugh, 1'30) 

'l'ht' \,Ul Id ot" Ihlc.; p,ISSdgl' IS remdrkdb1v sllllllar in tone and content ta 

thdl \dll( II hovl'rc.; so lÙIl\'lllclngl\ Illst dbo\'C' the ground of "mere" cornedy 

1 Il 11C'1l i S Johnst on' s The' Scythe' <Incl the Sunset. As IS the case \V1 th rnany 

llHllvidlkll ~pl'l'chc::, ill thdt pl.:1\', the \\ords of the young Republican in 

troll! llf IIls llelt Ill't le strdnd of b3rbed l\'Îre (as if only "playing" at IVar) 



and spectator to the 100ting (as if It too were theatre) initially sLrlk~ on~ 

as bathos--whlCh they are from the perspective of mi 1 i Lary strategv--hul on 

reflection adopt the garb of genuine pathos. WhaL he hel loves is cl~arl \' 

false: that he does beheve it is noL nscertainable: Lhat he longs tn Ill'Ii('\'{' 

it is Irrefutable. Since 1t is t!Je thint proposttilln that hus I>(,l'II Illvl'sted 

ln actlon and has placed his Ilfe in délnger, "'1:' ,HI' nul !OO l'l'l'tain wp sho\llll 

laugh after aIl. The RepubllcanL made pathos possihle by lill'ir 1>!'lil'f III Its 

possibility. 

That the ultlmate utlllty of the Rislng depellded on wlwther or Ilot It 

would be "read" as pathos, and that the rebels unckrslood this and ruadp IL 

part of their strategy, lS the thesis of JohnsLon's play. Pt'al'se's men in 

fact occupied Johnston's fannly's home tor threc dny8. His descript iOIl of 

them in his l.ntroductlon ta The Scythe and the Sunsel 18 the sarnl' rnlxttlrl' 

of respect and bernusement we see ln the play. "Of the r01><.·18, l prim IPlllly 

remember thelr chnrm, the1r ClvllJty, Lhclr douhts, and tll(llr Canlnst II' lIIis-

informatIon about everythl ng that was gOI ng on" ('~L7). !uhnsloll CilllllOI C'V('II 

bring hlmself ta gJve credit to the rchels for kE'eping the 11II1II1r1f'lIt uprlslllg 

secret, ascn b1.ng the [eat ta the fact that "lhe rebels "ad dllIlOIIll< (·rI so 

publicly and sa o[ten what their bel!lgerent inlf..'nLions wer(', l":IL lIohoclv w01llcl 

believe a ward they Sdld" (')2H). 1he capturer! British soldic'r 1',1lJi~;f'r ,1101'" 

understands thaL the way ta truly defeat the Ri~ll1g--as ()PP()~(~rl 10 IIIprl' 1 y 

quashing it mililarily--is Lo make the rebeh look sil!y, illsist 1 fig "A IfJt (Jf 

fIreworks wIll only make them look imporlant , . WUllt tu IIIdkp lhf'1I1 louk 

damn sllly" (Act Two, p. 168). The transformall{J11 of ROISin III Ar l 'l'brcof' i'i 

designed to drlve home the vo1 Hilty of Pal J Iser's f:OnVII 1 IIJlI. Surir i~ 1 iJp 

dynamic of human belief ln war as declsive, and ln rleatll a.., 111f! dpI ,nit /(JII 
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of wnr, that had the Easter rebels surrendered ear1y-on in return for 

guarnnlees of having thei r lives spared, they wouJd have remained part 

of lhe 'lasual eomedy." Irregardless of the long-term dlfferences 

engcndered in Tnsh hlstory, that, at least, seems certaIn, and lies 

at the rool of IIEcJsler 1<)]6"'s InSlslence on itself as an act of defin-

it IOIl, as un exlermlnalor of bathos that has been at this moment 

r1eleatecl forever. 

As T sélld earl ier, Yeats was both taken unawares by the advent of 

the Easter Rlslng and start1ed by the effect It had on him emotionally 

ilild inlelleclually. "lT]he news took hirn with the same surprise as it 

took the gCIIPrnl publ ie"; and his fnends "notlceu that at last he seemed 

to be IIIw,cd by cl public event" (Hone, 299). The events swung hjm, at 

Il'ast lemporarily, out of his mode of elevated aesthete dlsdalnful of 

pol it ics inlo his mocle of public commentator. The rebelllon, he had told 

Rohert BrldgC's, han "lIpset" al1 hlS "habIts of thought and work" (]~., 614). 

11(· h.JeI 10 rPdssess l11s persona1 attitude toward the heretofore oxymoronic 

phr,lse "polilleal poetry." \"os it perhaps true, as Robert Pinsky has put 

il, t hdt "The Hel of judgement pr i or to the vj sion of any poern is a social 

Il)(lgelllenl ... always embodles . . a resista nce or transformation of 

(ommtlll,ll values" ("Responsibil1l1es of the Poet," 19)? 

Yeats e\pl'rJE'ncC'd the physical destruction of Dublin only second hand, 

,i1tllllugh the dl Il'rrnclth \;'[1S still rnuch in evidence when he visited about 

il lIIol1th Liter'. lIavillg spent lhe carh part of the pIvotaI year with Ezra 

I\llllld dlHI DOl'ot Il\' ~hi.lh.espeJr in Susse:>. (Hone, 2(5), Yeats was visiting with 

Itl~ frÎt'nds the Rothellstcll1S ln Glollcestershire at Easter (299). The fact 

hl' \,'dS nul <ln l'\"l'\ntness Înfluenced the type of poem Yeats wrote. Due ta 



the lack of an adequate biography and the incamp lele pub 1 teal ion of Lhe 

surviving letters (only five from April ta December l'lIh are in prinl), il 

is impossible ta trace Yeats's movements \Hth [Iny precision. But il is 

certain he \Vas in lreland at least hnefly durtng lhe period 01 com(lllsillg 

"Easter 1916," \<Ihieh he was thinking dboul as parly as U.o w(\('ks .IIIPl 

the event (the phrase "terr"lble beauty has bcpn born agaln" npPl'd"t'(l III 

a May Il let ter tü Lady Gregory), and Lü have comp 1 cted hy Sepll'lllhl'l, 

when he shO\"ed it ta Maud Conne in France. (She d idn' t ] 1 kc il.) FOI 

some part of Hay 23 ta June 13 Yeats was in Dubl in (1,. (JI4).() 

From thlS, two points seem important. Flrst, Ypals WilS in England 

during bath the Rlsing and the May )-<) \.eek or \ he C).cLllllons, \ hus bl'llIg 

distanced From these events. Second, he V1Sllcd Dublin, c.lppnr<'111 Iy s[lllrtf'd 

bya sense of guilt or dut y ("T fcel as lf l sllall reLurn 10 !lllb] in 10 

live, ta begin building aga.tn,,7), in the perial! follow1ng 1IIf' work (JI Ill(' 

flring squads, \<Ihen the Rising \<las the subJecl of mosl COl\versatlon: "1 

have Just returned from Dublin where of course one Lalks of notllillg 01 SI..''' 

<1.614). This \<las, crucially, a time by which it had beconIe clear tlH' 

Rising had been far more than a meaningless skirmu-lh wi th no 1 ilS!. i IIg 

results, yet befüre it was apparent \"hal those rpslIlts H1lght he. lIt· hnd 

seen first hand the trulh of Redm(Jnd' s May wdrfllllg ill tll(' lIollsP of C0l111110llS 

that the executions were allcnallng muny "who hdVC lIol L1w sI ightt'st 

sympathy \vith the insurrectIon" (A Ne\. III~lory of Irclalld, 7. '~fJI), bill 

the first clear lndIcatlon of the eventuul repercussioT\s, prrJbably Ihl' 

Sinn Fein by-electlon vlcLory ln May, JI)] 7 , was st il 1 i fi t III! futllrc Wh!"ll 

the poem was completed. "Easter 1(H6" anses from a rrtlCJéilly m(~r1i:JIt' 

pOSItion in the chrono1ogy of Irish history. 
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i 
'-- As a distant observer, it might be added, Yeats' s i.nitia 1 response 

seems to have been heavily influenced by Lady Gregory' S opi 11 i mon the 

matter. Hone's narrative tells us only that ta his friends he oppcared 

"moved " and that he wrote to Lady Gregory of the "hero ir, l rag i c Illnacy 

of Sinn Fein" (299). A few days later he lold her 1 hat the "Dllhl in 

tragedy has been a great sorrow and anxiety" (L, 614, emphilsis arlrleel). 

His expression of grief is repeated a month later LI) ,lun .. QlIinn <1, (14). 

Ellmann writes that Yeats was "at first . indignant wilh the 

Dublin insurrectionaries for needIess1 y sacnf ici ng the i r 1 i ves" (YefU .. ~ 

The Man and the Masks, 217)--a sentiment surviving in "WiJS it ne('r!IPsfI 

death after all?" in the poem (1. 67)--but HldignatlOn seems inconsistent 

with the attitude found in a11 other available evidence, ond unfortunntcly 

Ellmann gives no source. Lady Gregory's view is simtlnr to that of t1l(' 

poem. Douglas Archibald notes that in her Galway journals she "refuses 

ta blame the rebels, whom she care[ully caJls 'the disttlrhcrs,' lhollgh 

she thinks them misguided . Her mourni ng for the r1pad rehe 1 s she 

knew ... is genuine, and wlthout hysteria or bIome" (S7). Maud COllfW'H 

response, that "traglc dlgnity has returned to Trelnnd" (1, 61 '3), was for 

once not irreconcilab1e with that of Lady Gregory, and i s certa i ni y 

incorporated into the poem. 

Yeats's habits of "thought and work" wcre, then, l'upsel'' by the 

insurrection. The result, aiter a five month periorl of composition, WllH 

a poem that had, for Yeats, an unusual degree of historH,al and pol iUrnl 

specificity. It .Ias been noted, for examplc, thal "Eastcr I())(," ronlains 

one of only three references ta "England" in the cnLire oeuvre, as if "i/l 

Yeats' s sense of history it was at times hetter to be wary of maUers 
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thal might impinge upon the influence of the perfect emotions . • • that 

Jjnk us .. to eternity. ,,8 There is a complete absenre of poems that 

insist upon a speClfic historical matrix in the early volumes, with the 

partial exception of vague allegories such as "The Valley of the Black 

Pi g" in The W j nd Amor~g the Reeds, and the insistently non-political 

nalionalism of "1'0 Ireland in the Coming Times" in The Rose. Perhaps 

cmblematic of Yeats's lnstincts in the wrly vdumes is a poC'm such as "The 

Lovc>r Plcads Wllh IILS Friend for Old Friends." If, as Jeffares speculates, 

the pocm concerns Maud Gonne and her power over crowds as she and Yeats 

toured for the '9R Association, of which Yeats was president, aIl we can 

say i s that Yeats d gorously de-politicizes the poem unti1 it is only 

"about" passi ng fame and "old friends. ,,9 

This pattern gives way to a handful of occasional or anecdotal pieces 

in pcrhaps the weakest books, The Green Helmet and Other Poems, and 

Responstbilltu~s. In these volumes Yeats tries on the mask of public 

poet atlemptl ng to make his poems refer to quotidian issues. One obstacle 

is that while a "full moon" or a "red rose" can operate on both a sensual 

Icvcl (due lo the reader's famJliarity with their signifieds in nature) 

and an emotlona] or intel~ectua] level (due ta their history in literary 

trad i t Ion), the phrases "Hugh Lane" or "Dublin Municipal Gallery" had for 

aIl bllt a fracUon of Yeats's audience no sensual or emotional resonance, 

much 1 ess the capab Il ity to create "either because of their preordained 

cncrgles or because of long association, • . indefinable and yet precise 

emotions" (Essays, 156-7). 

Th(> po('ms in these volumes, such as "On hearing that the Students of 

our Ne\-: Un i vers il \' have joined the Agitation against Immoral Literature," 
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or "To a Wealthy Man who promised a second subscription to the DlIb 1 in 

t-funicipal Gallery if jt were proved the People wanted Pictures," or "On 

those that hated The Playboy of the Western \4orld, 1907," are historicnlly 

specifie without being political, in the sense that they havp 1 il tiC' 1 {1 do 

with the concerns of the populace 31_ting in its role of hOlly politie. On 

such occasions Yeats welds verbose, Journalistic tltles ta mythic or 

vaguely philosophical verse, as though the pol btion of the {lure npsthcl ie 

were thus less egregious. The poems do not name names: Llwy runct ion 

allegorically if they function at aIl. Even when this rlevi ce i s sompwht>i. 

effective, or at least elegant, as jn "To a Wealthy Man," thC' pocm conspie

uously lacks emotlonal content, does not conv ince readers thC'y need cure 

about the issue at hand. In th"ls sense thoy are notabl y l css power fui t han 

the similarly indirect evocation of hi stor 1 ca 1 c...ontexts in Sednlllfl lIellll('Y' s 

North. In jts floal form, "September 1913" is, despito thp lnvoking {Jf 

Fitzgerald, Emmett, Tone and a'Leary (in thls an except !011 ta the rulp), 

and despite the date as title, a vague evocat..ion of a temperall1pnl; IInlpss 

we are to take seriously the title and former suhtitlc, "On rCilding mllch 

of the correspondence against the Art Gall ery." [n that case wc have 

instead the instance of greatest rhetorical overki]1 ln the' Yeats canClll. 

Does the "this" of "\.Jas it for thls the wj 1 d geesc spread / The grey 

wing upon every tide" refer ta the city council's narrow re>jectlon of 

the plan to build a gallery over the Liffey for Lanc's collection? Not 

to the Rouse of Lord's rejecUon of the Home Rule BIll in .Juty JC)J'3, or 

the general strike and civic distllrbances of August and Scptemher? 

There are lesscr poems in Yeats's work, but /Jone> lhis bad or th;s 

overrated. There is one resolutely polltieal piece [rom the periocl, "lJpon 
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a House shaken by the Land Agitation." This superbly crafted poem is 

a1so Exhn)j t "A" for anyone wishing to accuse Yeats of willfl1l blindness 

on the issues of lrish political life and their consequences for the lives 

of the population. The speaker seems to think the poem's questions, "How 

should the world he luckier if this house 1 . . . became too ruinous 

/ '1'0 brecrl the 1 idl ess eye that loves the sun?" are rhetorical, though of 

course thcy are not. Land agitation threatened economic privilege; what 

could that have to do with loving the sun or thinking eagle-like thoughts? 

Whether because Yeats sensed that these "public" poems were nat 

entireJy successful as either journalism or poetry, or for sorne other 

renson, he abnndoned the mode ln The Wild Swans at Coole ta the extent 

that his only topical poem, "On belng asked for a War Poem~f ex plains why 

he sai cl no. "Easter 1916" both breaks a long sllence and lnaugurates a 

ncw voiee, one that would make political poetry of great power constitute 

a significant [ractIon of his work for the next seven years. Patrick J. 

Kcanc has wr i ttcn that by cancelling allusions to Ireland, Burke, Pitt, 

Marx, Russia and so on ln "The Second Coming," Yeats "liberated his poem 

from those localjzed events destlned ta be assimilated in the desert 

of time" ("Revolutions French and Russian," 51).10 In light of, say, the 

rI 1 ad, th i s statemcnt reflects a poetics that Yeats had ta reject in writing 

"Easter" J<)16," and one we must reject in reading it decades later. Art 

renders hi story "um versa 1" not by transcending i ts purticulars but by 

particlllunzing transcendence, by communlcating particularity and thus 

carry i ng dumb facts ] nto another place wherl' the act of accepting them as 

meaningful can he repeated. 
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II 

History and Poetry 

It goes without saying, however, that an imaginative work's dcpiction uf 

historical events is not a transparent one; i!.. does not hand across 1111 lInpro-

cessed, uncoloured reality to a reader. Terry Eag leton slImmar 1 zes the i SS\l(': 

It is characterlstic of modern tlnnking abolit the past t Ital 
we are conscious of such thought as a re 1 at i on rat her t han n 
ref lection. The past is not isolable as an ob ject from our own 
concerns; and whether this truth is grasped in terms of n 
"fusion of hOflzons" (Gadamer), a ceaseless re-s~lection of 
ancestors (Raymond Williams), or a constant retroactive 
alteratlon of tradition (T.S. E1lot), it is elear in any 
case that the obiect of hlstorieal knowledge IR Rome complpx 
conjuncture of past and present, rather than sorne aulonomous 
region of antiquity qUlte unmodified by the contempordry gn~e. 

("Marxi sm and the Pnst," 271) 

(Yes, sa long as we remember it is the obJecl of historical kn()w)erlgC'. 

that this applies to. The past itself has a perfeet t1lltonomy rand ls 

perfectly powerless]: we cannot disturh it.) The ael of referring Lo 

historical events in poetry is fundamentally prob 1 emat i zerl in ut 1 cast lwo 

ways. First, the event in question must be translatcd from ils native 

materials of the body and the sensory world into the mental modes of nnr-

rative and symbol, a translation thal will entail dislortlon, althougll Ilot 

necessarily distortion that exceeds communication. Second, the poem il spi f, 

as writers su ch as Foucault and New Ilistorjcists 1 ikc Stephen Grcenbllll t 

are reminding us, lS a cultural artifacl rooterl ln ils own hislorlcal rnatrix. 

The recognitl0n of the first of these faels is (j (enlra) evenl in 

modern historiography, epitomized, perhaps, ln the writlngs of lIilydplI White, 

though with a heritage extendlng back to Hegel. Tt might be summed IIp as 

the textualization of history, and 1s part of a broader mov0menl toward 
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occ]uding the inflùence of external factors on the shaping of the products 

of '!ad ous i ntellectual "discip] ines" in favour of finding sufhcient 

cause for phllosophlcal structures or apparent mimeses within the attri-

butes of their medla: language, rhetoric, text. ThusWhitewill insist 

lh11l "the facls do not speak for themselves, but ... the historian 

speaks for them . . . fashions the fragments of the past into a whole 

whose i ntcgri ty j s--j n 1 ts representation--a purely discursive one'" ('mrhe 

Fi cl i ons of Factual Representation," 28), thereby placing the historian 

in the sa me relationshlp to events as Northrop Frye's version of criticism 

ln 11 lexl that is by definltion mute (Anatomy of Criticism, ~). And 50, 

118 in Frye' s vi sion of 11 teraturl!, the "intt.gnty" of historical writing 

will lie in its "centrifugaI" relatIons. 

As Eaglelon formulates the problem, Ideology is thus always present 

in the wriling of lustory, not as a "false consciousness which blocks 

true hi slor i ca 1 percept ion," but as a complex formation allowing various 

types of access to history and carrying elements of reality within itself. 

Thus, a "direcl, spontaneous relation between text and hlstory, is not 

possible" (Criticism and Ideology, 69-70). This seems urefutable. But 

Its assumptions, 1 ike those of Hayden \.Jhlte or Paul Ricoeur, often lead 

t 0 the apparent cora llary that histcrical events are a "text" which we 

will read in much the same way a cri tic reads a literary text, wlth that 

oct's attend~nt uncertainties, amblguitles and misreadings: 

Just as texts have meamngs that are not reducible to the 
specifie words and sentences used in their composition, so 
too do actlons. Actions produce meanings by their consequences, 
whether [oreseen and intended or unforseen and unintended 

. The "read ing" of an action . . . resembles the reading 
of 11 te~tj the same kind of hermeneutic principles are 



required for the comprehension of both. 

(White, "The Question of Narrat i ve in Contemporarv 
Histoncal Theory," 26--27) Il 

Yet when Yeats sets out ta descnhe the meaning of a givpn 

historical occurrence 8ueh as the R18ing or the CI vil \~ar. i t i s 

clear that this very significance lS the produel of tlte apprehension 

and interpretatlon of that event by the ci t i zcnry as fi who 1 e. An 

historical event is not a text ln any sense of t hat wonl wh i ch can 

be useful, because lt has no signifiers. It does nol acqllirc ils 

signification by referring to referents "outside" of !llslory, sinet' 

history has no outside. Though Derr ula speaks of there bp 1 ng Ilot Il i ng 

outside ("dehors") the text, all texts are j t seems t () mt' HII l'ssent i ull y 

allusive or referential experienee. Words are incéJpahle (If I('slrallll: 

they inevltabl y produce the arousa 1 of emot i onn1 and sPllsory Ilf p 

within the mind, an arousal produc(~hy the readcr's (ompaflsof\ 

of the word ta previotls sensory and emotiollal experic:nce. 

History, on the other hand, contains no pOlnters; ln Kputs's 

words, it has no designs upon us, no malter how rnany deSIgns wc mé/y 

have upon i t. A text is complete and stat le (a lthough the 

experiencing of it is not), yet, bec.ause it is nothing wilhollt 

the world, it is radically open, a point from which one looks out. 

Yeats's "Easter 1916" is where he looks out at the IreJanci that 

followed the rlslIlg from. History is always incomp)ete and there-

fore kinetie; lt has no "poInts" in t Ime, and thus no abso!ute 

presence. Because it 18 nothing but the world, il. is radical 1 y 

closed; havlng no points it can pOint nowhere. Certall1ly il r:an 

be experienced, but i t cannot, as 1 tse 1 f, be ref 1 ec t ed upon, bet alise 

refle.c.tion involves a mlrror, and a rnlrror r-equlre~ a standIng 
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po i nt. The establ ishment of that standing point is the beginning of 

historiography, or the writing of "history." The selection of that 
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poinl at which reflection beoins to generate text is not, by definition, 

consriolJs, hul iL is radjcally meaningful. Sorne will refer to the 

"hisLory-lext" produced [rom thlS reflection as fiction, but a more 

accurale Lerm would be "documentatIon": that is, i t 1.s r:apable of accuracy 

hul nol of complcteness. 

Yeals's dcpiction of poliucal violence can be described, then, as 

lhe producl of lwo basic elements: the location from which he views history, 

and preclsely what history he chooses to recount. The composition of the 

second eJemenl wi 11 be dependent upon the landscape visible from the window 

of the ri rst . r be] ieve the examinatlon of these factors to be the exam

inélllon of ldeology ln the broadest sense. Eagleton proposes that "the 

1 itprary le>..t ... produces ideology in a way analogous to the 

operat ion of a dramatic production on a dramatic text" (Criticism and 

Tdeology, 68-6<). l understand hlm to mean that the literary text is a 

produn ion of ideology in somewhat the wa)' a dramatic performance lS a 

product LOn of a dramatic text; that is, the literary text makes manifest 

lhe ] deol ogy that serves as the mediate term between history and text. It 

is in this sense that 1 wish la pursue Yeats's standing-place, and, having 

rendered it visible, re-illumlnate the paradoxically all-too-visiblp 

content of his vision, a particular content blurred and distorted in most 

l'l'ad i I1gs due to j ts submersion in a poetics of uni versality. 
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The Locus of Verse 

"Is not aIl life the struggle of experience naked, 
unarmed, timid but immortal agalnst generalized 
thought, only that personal history ... is the reverse 
of the world' s history?" 

12 --Yeats (1910) 

1 Finding Yeats in the Text: Ground, Viewpoint, Vision 

l noted at the beginning of this essay that "verse" included in its 

etymology the notion of "turning" and "being turned," and suggested 

we think of poetry as the practice of turning to face (Efferent directIons 

or of re-orienting the world in relation to the self. This is, he 1 i PVl', 

particularly useful in examlning a poPt's depietion of historieni events, 

events for which we have knuwledge origlnating outside of the puem, so 

that the poem becomes one of many compet i ng text~ or perspec. t ives. For 

in such poems a poet's practice of turning (onstitutes flndlng él stallding 

place within the meaning-space of historical "knowledgf~," whereas in poetry 

of other types (the confessional lync, for example, or surreallst verse) 

the poet's perspective is qulte Uterally the only possible one for the 

world the poem Inhabits, since that world's existence is u.IlIsally c1eppn-

dent upon the adoption of that viewpoint and that vlcwpoinl alonc. ln 

poetry that insists upon i ts h istoricl ty, the dep j clIon of hi slory, élnd 

the poet's standing place--the point [rom which he lurns t.o faLe llle.· world 

in verse--are products of each other: it is probably impossible to 

pin point one as the orlgin. 
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( As fi rcader of Yeats's autobiographical writings, Joseph Ronsley 

has suggcsted that, by 1914, "Yeats had arrived at a wi1lin):,ness, even 

a des ire . . • to rlisplay ln full view the facts of his life when such 

a c1isplay seemed useful for his poetic (Jurpose" ("Yeats as an Autobio-

graphlcal Poet," 117). "Easter 1916" and "Meditations in Time of Civil 

War" are cloquent confirmations of this. Yeats reached this willingness 

as his mllsings whlch eventually led to A Vision began to crystallize. (They 

cryslallll'pd InLo n form that leads Lo an extraordinary amount of mis-

n'wllng of 1 he poctry, Slnee Yeats habitually suspended h1S system when 

Il i:-:; ml/SC il[Jproacherl.) YL'ats was ] ncreaslngly interested in how hlstorieai 

mPélnlllg mlght be found, or even constltuted, in the indlv1dual: thus the 

exct'rpt from a dlary seL aL the beginnlng of thlS section, and thus his 

convictIon IhaL the wrller must llve the histoneally exemplary llfe. 

Tho hisLory of the Anima Mundi ls eontained ln the history of a man or 

él woman, [lnd i t is best to read it there. Because of th1S conviction, 

Yonts hel ievee! Lhal the narrative that descrlbed his posltionjng of himself 

in ord('r \0 write poet ry ~,.s the writ:ing of hlstory. Th1S narrative 

hogins, suhtly, in "Easter lQ!6," and gains urgency and force in Iater 

POPI11S sllell as "Hcdital ions in Time of CIVIl \o/ar." 

BpCDIlSC for Yoats, the public was the image of the private. Not the 

merl' image of the prlvnte: Yeats saw this public manifestation as a crucial 

test of tlH' vita!ity of the Inner realily--as is suggested, for example, 

hv hls cOllnction lhat Oscar \~l1de''3 refusaI to flee te the contInent 

hefo1'(, his trull, ta "stand it out and face the worst," constituted Wilde's 

\-' 1 13 (\lest lour. F,llmann has commented, \Vhen \.riting of Yeats's poems on 

r the !C)lh revolutionaries and other historical figures, that "not only are 



- the symbols like men, but conversely the men are like symbols or aclors 

A man is welded to his image, a player to his role" (Yents: The 

Man and the Masks, 281). In the public as Image of the privatp lies the 

possibility of meaning. When Yeats wrote lhat at Coo}e Park he had "found 

out at last what l had been seeking always, a 11[e of onler and lahour, 

where a11 outward things were the j mage of an i nner 1 i [l', ,,14 hl' i S Ilot 

implying that the 111ner lS ordered, only that action ls ideally n rl'vealing 

image rather than a concealing one, that labour has lhe possihil iLy of 

relevance and of self-expression. If it is true, as Peter CostC' 1 10 holtls, 

that whlle George Moore presided over the "realistic" strC'élm of lIll' n'vivnl, 

Yeats led the "romantic" one (21), then ln hlstorically detC'rminatp !HWIIlS 

Yeats is faced with the task of fus i ng the modes. AlI of t" i s suggest s 

that the inscription of the poet into the scene of hls exposition is for 

Yeats the act of meanl.ng production, and i s so because Yeat s has whal wC' 

customarily calI a medieva] temperament, a sense that formb n'pl irall' 

themselves on different 1evels. The fact that Yeats nevpr houg"l hirnsC'lf 

a manorial estate even by the tLne he could have afforded lo do SO, hllL 

purchased instead a decayed tower and cottage where he Il vpd onl y sporacl

tcally, suggests that he lived most comfortably not where the olllpr was 

established as grac10us Image of the 1nner, but where one strove 1 () [llake 

that establishment.
15 

In "Easter 1916" Yeats inscribes himself within lhe locale of his speaking

forth (renders hlS persona "]ocal") ina statement of his faith thal Ihls 

personalizing process is linked ta a para] leI national proc(!ss: t hr! psy( hf', 

he insists, IS political. More crucially, he makes this instrlptlon not 

2. prjori, but as an event within the poem. ThiS process fonns the! hasi~ 
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of th(> poem's claim for significanee, but it is also--given Yeats's pr' foundly 

amhiguous feelings on the matter--a process that is prob1ematic for ::he 

poet, a proccss that provides the ground beneath the oxymoronic Janus of 

the pocm's visage. After outlining the nature of thlS theme of authoria1 

local ion (u theme we might thlnk of as a topographicai turn typicai of 

Ycats's major historically-specific poems), 1 \\'ish to examine ho,," this 

1 herne 1 Il t1strates two key aspec ts of the poem: the ambiguous image of the 

stone as slte of the poern's attitude tow8!"d politieal fanaticism, and the 

attcmpl to find a place from WhlCh the poet can make Iiterary and historical 

correspondenre possible, can create a rnyth about history in a way that is 

holll descrIptive and prescriptive, that is something Iike a speech-act as 

J. A. l'lus! in has used that term • 

.1. Ihllis M111er has wntten that the initial questiolBwe ask of a 

lyriC poern are, "h'ho 18 speabng, from what place, and to whom" (319). The 

answel 1 C) the th i rd quest ion ls dependent on the possibilities engf'ndered 

hy the answer la t he second. The second stanza of "Easter 1916," which 

dcscrihes the thus-far anonymous leaders of the Rising as altering their 

"nde" in their own lIves' dramas by "resigning" their 'parts" "In the easuai 

comeel\''' and enter i ng tra~edy, when read back on the flrst stanza presents 

liS wilh ,\ Yl'atsldn persona c1ear1y resldlng outslde of the possibility of 

Ihis lrnged\'. Ile hus, If anything, cOJ1tributed to the comedy through his 

"moc king t dl cs" and fIg i bes." He has been in the wrong mode; his pronounce

I11pnt s prooucel! not gen\line meaning but jokes and smart remarks. He has 

rai lel! 10 rCcld tIlt.' signs clearly. 

Look at hO\,' thlS dramatic stanza, steeped in the muted tones of pathos 

and fl'grC't. 1 n the mode of repen tance, is structured: 



l have met them at close of day 
Coming with vivid faces 
From counter or desk among grey 
Eighteenth-century houses. 
l have passed with a nod of the head 
Or polite meaningless words, 
Or have lingered awhlle and said 
Polite meaningless words, 
And thought before 1 had done 
Of a mocking tale or a gibe 
To please a companion 
Around the fire at the club, 
Being certain that they and l 
B'lt livej where motley is worn: 
AU changed, changed utterIy: 
A terrible beauty is born. 
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Two long sentences of identir:al grammaticdl structure lead to the abrllpt 

transoms of repeated colons, sltes of transformation, of lhe rupll1re 01 

syntacticallogic. The l'l.)emcornrnences wlth "l," "r" is ils initial subJl'ct, 

a subject counterpoised--gral'lmar point ing lo al ienaL ion--lo "t helll." Il 

seems "they" do not requiI~ identlfjcaLion. The absence of naming is 11 

tri bute that rend ers the eventual re-i te rat i on of lhose names 1111 He t of 

ritual rather th3n documentaUon. The "1 have" furmula is reppatl'd alt(~r 

the first quatrain lS complete, but the offense described hy '11(' vl'rh lias 

been magnified: they have nol met (the opportunJty of engagemPllt) bllt thpy 

have been bypassed. Many of Yeats' s readers may have heanl ('cl!o('cI III 1 Il 1 S 

"1 have met" and "r have passed" another common text: " thllt 1 havI' 

sinned through my own fault, in my thoughts and jn my words, i Il what 

have done, and in what 1 have failed to do . " The seUIng lfi the (OI/J1try 

of the absurd, the flef of meaningless speech. A similar senLiment--fro/n 

the opposite perspective--GIn be found in a poem writLen t,y Pearse ri flJW 

months before the Rising: "The lawyers have sat in the counciJ, the men with 

the keen long faces, / And said, 'ThlS manjs a fool' ... / And the WibP 

16 have pitied the fool ..• " When the narrator has not passed by, but 

lingered awhile (condescendingly?), the resu 1 t has been di sco1Jrag i ngl y 1 dert i ccii . 
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Yeats' s characteristic parallel phrases are again .used, as was the case 

wi th the "1 have" formula, ta emphasize subtle development and 

divergences: any effort at communication on the part of the narrator 

has falled. The detailing of the stanza is precise and evocative bath 

of elements of a carefully drawn physical setting and of theme. 

This place ls not simply a place of meaninglessness but one wher2 the 

signs of meanlng have been misread by the narrator. The painterly 

first 1 ines make this point. The heroes, resldent ln the distanced 

Lhi rd-persan plural, have come in even"ing twilight (emblem of decaying 

light, of lost opportunity).!.!.2!!!. counter or desk (site of "September 

1913"'8 despised middle class of clerks and shopkeepers) among grey 

Eighlcenlh-cenlury hou ses (apparently deteriorated remnents of the 

Elghtcenth-c.emury golden era Yeats frequently evoked) with vlvid faces. 

Their faces contrasted their surroundings, light on darkness. And 

lhis vividness, sUl-e1y a term of approbation in Yeats, wouid later 

prove la have reflected fai thfully an inner reality. 

These [aces should have told the narrator s(Jmethlng. But they 

produeed for hlm only pOlite meaningless words and mocklng tales. In 

the Yeats lconography impliclt in my discussion in Chapter One, the 

leaders of the Ri sing emerged from the Elghteenth-century, an Eighteenth

ccntury now reduced to greyness, and were in fact worthy successors ta 

it, rather than the pale imitations the narrator had assumed them to be. 

The counlry of meaningless words and missed signs: it lS perhaps not 

dn ace idenl that this Eta1za resembles in tone and milieu Eliot' s 

"Prufrackt!: 
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Let us go then, you and I, 
When the evening is spread out against the sky 
Like a patient etherised upon a table; 
Let us go, thraugh certai n hal [-deserted st repLs, 
The muttering retreats 
Of restless nights in one-night cheap hoLpls 
And sawdust restaurants with oyster-she1 ls: 
Streets that follow l j ke a tedlolls argumenl • • 17 

1 point ta the simllarity only ta stress ho", drnmnL icu 11 y the IH)pm 

lOO 

goes on ta depart from such a landscape: the persona adm i t R he l houghl 

of "them" as Prufrock-like. walking th! augh the grey ev en i ng sI reel s 

of a t~dious Irish argument, and then confesses hlS error. 

Before he was "done" with th~m, the narrntor (Ontlnues, Il(' had 

mocked them and Joked about them "A round the [ire al lite clllb," an 

image suggesting comfort, ease, and a bH of smugness. cr ran think or 

fewotherpoenswhere "Yeats" is simiJarly hard on hjmselr. Tite (OnlpHSlol\lIl 

is not a Yeatsian mode.) The club is a vessel of E.XClllSlon, ktA('pillg tll<' 

vi vid faces of the comic pretenders al bay, setl i ng lite narr alor 011 

from them. It is this redoubt he must abandon 1 f Ill' i s go i ng lo 

transform the meaningless into poetry of hi slorical cOllsellllen< l', 'l'Il<' 

long second sentence, begun on 1ine rive, reaches a climax in 1 Il(' m'xl 

lines, thirteen and fourteen. The narrator was cerla j Il t hal boUI t Ill' 

rebels and himself lived ln the land where motley was worn, where je'Hlprs 

played the fool, In other words, the nnrralor c.onf esses thaL he was 

indeed the author of sentiments 1 ike those of "Septemher I()I'~" and SOIllP 

of the other poems in Responslbjllties, whjch was 

Yeats's most recently publlshed collection al the time of composJng 

"Easter 1916." The ten-l1ne-long clause ] s brought lo a hall at Il 

colon: a11 that went before must be retracted, aIl i s changee! utter 1 y. 
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The procession of everyday occuaencemust be interrupted for the crucial 

18 
"d i gressi on" whkh is poetry. What is changed lS that the narrator 

will now ]eavc h1s fire at the club and immerse himse1f in "them," narning 

thern, expllcitly, indlvidually, in his song. He must, after aIl, if he 

expects anyonc la hear hIrn. 

Paul Ricoeur has written that "Every narrative combines two dimensions 

in various proportions, one chrono1ogica1 and the other non-chronologica1. 

The first mny be called the episodjc dImension, which characterizes the 

slory mnde out of evenls. The second lS the configurationa1 dlmension, 

HU onllng to WhlCh the plot canstrues significant wholes out of scattered 

f " 1 <) net s. Yeals transgresse5 the separation of chese dImensions by 

narrat ing t he re-configuration of clements. The slgnificance of a 

nar ral ive' s contents de ri ves in large part from the relative position 

of the nUl ratlve VOlce, as can be seen by comparing the Illad and Pope's 

I~npe 01 the Lock. The trope of lrony lS brought about by positioning 

the' mnteriél\ below the narrator so that his gaze turns downward and thus 

tlll ilS OVl'r lhe mean IllgS of the words. In the terms of Frye's still 

Il1Il1lpnsely suggestive "Theory of Modes" in Anatomy of Criticism, stanza 

olle of "EastpI 1<)IÔ" dt'pJcts the narrator's abandonment of what has been 

(dlled lhe mode tvplcal of this century, irony, ln WhlCh the "hero" is 

"Inlertor Ln power or lntelligence .•. so that we have the sense of 

lu',king dO'''11 on a scene of bondage, frustratIon, or absurdity," and the 

wrenchlllg of the leaders' bIographies into the mode Frye caUs "high 

mimetic," thal of most eplc and tragedy, where the hero is "superior in 

degrcc 10 other men but not to hlS natural enVlronment ..• [with] 
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authority, passions, and powers of expression far greater than ours • 

but subject to both social criticism and to the order of nat lire" ('\4). 

Yeats' s final point wIll be that the tragi c mode need not Im'an "H' hn-Ol'H 

are not "one of us": the Rlsing lifted [reland as (l Ivhole illln a lraAÎc 

consciousness. (The leaders are, it lS worth noting, !'f'rt.lÎnly ht'Id 

subject by Yeats to both social critidsm and the ortler of nature.) 

Yeats's apprehension of their significance will ideally 1)(' pa toI' his 

stated goal "ta discover and create in myscl f as r grow 01 li 1 hat th Î IIg 

which is to life what style is to letters, moral radianLP, a penwl\lll 

20 
quality of universa] meaning in action and ln thought." 'l'llIs IIlny 

strike many as simple egoUsm, but ct IS perha!ls 1 ittlp marC' than lnklllg 

poetry--that is, symbolic language--seriously. Tl IS, in !llly ('v('III, (lélrt 

of the reason stanza one of "Easter 1916" was wr i l tell, und why 1 he' (Oll-

figuration of narrator and politiea] violence 1S unusually important ill 

the poetry of Yeats: 

It is not the way l go now, but one of the IcgLtÎrnalP 
roads. He [Mallarmé] escapes [rom hi story; you nnd l 
are in history, the history of the mi nd . . . 1 heg i Il 
to see things double--·doubleù in hÎstor~1 w()rld hislory, 
personal hlstory .. C.h. HH7 [1 <n7] ) 
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2 The Poem as Oxymoron 

r think it is true that [or most readers, the impression from their first 

exper j cnce of "Easter 1916" is that of an emotional questioning of the 

ri ghtness of a cause and thE' resort of Lllat cause to arms, a quest ioning 

thnt can finrl "resolutlon" only in oxymoron. The refrain "a terrible 

bcauty is born," now the property of headline-composing journalists and 

prcsidential speech wri ters, serves as a repeated synthesis---one that 

conlalns, ta my ears at least, the tWln emot~ons of defiance and resig

"nlion--n synthcsis of the thesls and antithesis broached in each stanza. 

The "menn 1 ng space" i nto which the narrator escapes from the social matrix 

steepcd ln meaninglessness IS one [raught with unease, interrogation, 

possllJ1t' ('rror, self-contradiction. ("Terrible beauty," ]S not a classic 

(~x!lmplp or oxymoron: there is no logical reason beauty cannot be terrIble 

1 cr. "ug 1 y hcallty" J. 1 am lIsi ng the term a bl t loosely, though no more so 

thnn hal1dhooks WhlCh adduce Shakespeare's "sweet sorrow" as illustration.) 

This locale hdS hecn assocJated with Uterary genills at least since Keats 

cl ose rt hl'd Shak PS pcare ' S "nega t ive ca pa bi 11 t Y ," and reappears under guise 

01 flt'W vocahulary in the rejecUon of the tyranny of "univocal" meaning. 

The pocm's structure of paradox lS related to Yeats's J.e-centering of 

the speaking self. Because, as is so often the case ln Yeats's greatest 

POPf11S, t III s nct fi nds a macrocosmic cor 0 1lary, ln this case the general 

tlwf1lc of self-deflllltl0n V1S à vis society. This theme in Yeats, often 

posed as the qlwst ion of 1 i terary 1 ndependence versus participation in the 

mah, wns, ns scen in Chapter One, the sile of a good deal of equivocation. 

In the political conlext of the Easter Rising, one's place within society 

f1l0dlll,1tcs into the subJcct of fanaticism, which oecupies the central lines 
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of "Easter 1916." Thus, the critique of fanaticism that balances the 

positive portrayal of the heroes implicit in the decision to writp Oltt 

their names in a verse and the slight appluLativplt'an of "tl'rriblf' !lPlllltV" 

(where "beauty" lS the substantIve), lS célught up ln thpsp SpLIt 1.11 t'plat iOI1-

ships, or topographies. This critiquE' finds its amblguotls im,lg(' in tlt(, 

stone, and it IS that image l wIll deal \vith at some lengtlt. 

Politica1 "fanatIcism" is of course often merely a tl'rm .tpplipd to 

the convictions of those with whom we disagree, hut ('vell that cOI1('p!lpd, 

it seems true to say that in regard to the question of 1rish nilt ional ism, 

Yeats was anythi ng but a fanatic. Geoffrey Thur 1 ev has p<,rhaps pllt Lh 1 s 

best in hIS book on passion and pol1tlCS in YC,lls, stres:;ing tltp popt 's 

instincts toward qualificatIon and hesitntlon: 

Yeats \"as gradual1y Lo feel hIms01 f sOOlelhlng o[ " t rnitor 
to the IrIsh causE'. Llke Joyce' he WdS Loo (ons( l()lIS 111<11 .III 
orthodox comm 1 i ment to the Cd~IS(, of 1 nde[ll'lId('IH l' cl 1 d 1101 

cal] out the puet in him. Ta some f'\.tl'nt, tlils pdrdllf'ls IIIS 
attitude tn love poetry ... Ile' \\<lS, ln (.1(1, from .1 rl'ldllvl'ly 
early stage ... cl poet of <j'Jdllflldtl()11 .lIld !i1''-iltdll(JlI, il 

brooding warv mdn who was al the same 11111(' llllpllsply nllv(' dllli 

commltted in hIS language. Neu!':;sarlly, Ill' 1.1111'<1 Ilis 
Republican frI ends from the 011 tSl't ('3()). 

Categorislng Yeats as a "poet of <juali fi cdl Ion dn<l !tes il al Ion" Illdy S(,f',11 

eccentric, but J betleve it is accuratc III rl'gdrd ln most of hls popl ry (If 

not most of his wrltings), and partlclllarly apt as d <lt"·;rrlpt Ion d 'J.:;lslf'r HIf,." 

The poem's assertions seem ta spawn counlcrasserLirHls; Ils arglllllf'lIliJI 11)11 

is pendulum-like, rroducing Lhe 0veral1 deSIgn of a romplex oxyrnororl. If 

for Pound an image 18 a complex of emotions ln an In<>tant flf 11111(>, ''l':a'itr'r 

1916" conslsts of arguments arrayed in spat lal sUlsi<>, t.hp Imdge of iJ pilnlt!O)f. 

We have already seen how one attitude toward the rpbcls, anr\ Its lad' rd 

meaning, IS overthrown at the fu1crum of the colon (1. 1'», Ipading If) t.Il(> 
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paeans of stanza two. In Yeatsian terms (insofar as they can be under-

stood), the poetry depicts, as it enacts, a turn from the subjective or 

untllheUcal ta the objectIve or primary, the latter being where the 

rnlationship of self ta external world 1S ascendant. By the t~me he was 

composing ft. VIsion, Yeats had come to see this pattern as central ta his 

work. As El 1 mann wr 1 tes, 

1 Yeats 1 concurred wi th Hegel that every thesis had implied 
ln Il an anlithesls, and modlfied the notion that every movement 
110 1 ds the seeds of 1 ts own decay by idenU fying the seeds as 
lhose of a eOllnler-movemenl. He was further confirmed in 
hlB symbol br lhe facl that It applled ta his verse, which he 
reallser! with Increasing c1anty was gUlded by the prlnciple 
of the conlal 'lment of the utmost paSSIon by the utmost 
control. (The Tdpntitv of Yeats, 153) 

And 1 ndl'('d, "East er 1 (JI fJ," an sing from an event that was a considerable 

jolt tn Yl'ats, lB wrtllen ln a (Ilfficult verse form sa perfectly controlled 

t Il .. t i t i saI WdYS a surpr Ise tü remember i t consists of regular ABAB 

qlldtrnins. Eagleton suggests that the "tension between the achjeved poise 

ni the poetlc ael, and the blurred, unflnlshed business it presents, is 

(L'nllnl to the poem's meanlng" ("Hlstorv and My th ln Yeats's 'Easter 1916,'" 

24(». Part 01 lhat 'ltnfinished bus1ness" js Yeats's own attItude to the Rising. 

lIc1rold Bloom has Wf1 tten that while Yeats IS usually at his best when 

"the 'vislonary greatlv outwelghs the polltical . 'Easter 1916' is 

11n (',('cption." Thcl-e is vision in the poem, Bloom admits, but he feels 

tllis \'1810n is nol lhe chief slrenglh of the poem, "whjch excels in a sober 

colollring of acellrate moral descrlption, a qual1ty normally lacklng ln Yeats" 

(Yeats, 114). This ls largel)' only a different terminologv for the anti-

thet icul-lo-primarv movement, but useful1y resituates it in the romantic 

\'l'rSIlS Allgustan, or sol i tary versus publ ic poet, dichotomies l spoke of 

eJrl iL'r. Rloom also ul1udes lo something l wish to stress; that the romantjc 
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or visionary poet does not disappear when the politieal poet surfaces. 

It is not as clear to me as it 1s ta Blaam thal the pol ilienl 

faeet of the poem dominates, or thot "terrible beallty" bl'longs ta o Ill' 

camp alane. Tnstead, two components scem to rev(]oerlllc throllghoul IInt il 

the y méet (or callide?) ln "terribll' (politienl) bl'[\uly (vislonary)." 

This phrase resu1 ts from an irresolvahle di IPIIÙllll: Yt',11 SIS 

"visionary" transmutation of the dead revalut IOn,H 1 es tH (lir H in th!' 

"politieal" sphere of a partlcular time, jnsisted lIpon by IIH' till!', 

and a particular place, laid out in stnnza one. 

The vacillat:LOn between politlca] and vislonary POI(,H, JlOI(,H whirh 

are structurally parallel ta the "real ist lC" and "romanI i(" OI1PS it!t'lIlll il'd 

21 by Peter Castello, can perhaps be mosl clenrly seen in th(' !>o('!I\'S 

fourth stanza, beglnnjng "Too long n saeTI f\( (' / C.m [\\l1k(' il sI (Jn(l of II\(' 

heart," in which each vlslannry fllghl IS euunterwC'lghled hy mUftll and 

politieally partlcularized r('asonlng. The slélllzn is cIe'lIse wllh Yents's 

unrelenting honesty, his insistence upon thl' Song of Six 1'('llec. Th('s(' 

were real people, peapl e whose Il ves coul cl be b 1 i ght cd, 1 he i r heur 1 s 

calcifjed, by tao long a sacrifice. Yeats slerls rnLo llIC' SIIO(!S 01 O'CmH'y. 

But, the statement is sc..arcely complete when Il modulalec.; Illlo n qlJ('sIIOIl: 

"0 when may i t suffJ ce?" The heart i s macle sLone: whel1 do I!J(' n'sil 1 1 s 

m3ke this cansHlerable Joss worthwhilc'l Withnn lInusllnlly (ollve'lItlol/al 

religious eplthet, Yeats expresses the ~entl[\\cnl thal wc (nll'I knCJw, w(> 

can never after aIl judge just what has becn lost in the !lr'art, t!JC'Tel rJn' 

cannet weigh that 10ss ln any balance. AlI we can do 18 ~ommemorale: 

"our part 1 To murmur name uprJn name." Th i sis a sltF-11 eg jUil J y 



( 

107 

disingenous moment, since the poem in fact takes commemoration very 

seriously indeed, and wjll do far more than murmur "MacDonagh and 

MacBride / And Conno]]y and Pearse." Yeats is here about an important 

blls i n('ss, local 1 ng the heart of the urge toward myth, the launching 

force of Lhe transformation that ended Brltish rule. It is, he insists, 

in 1 ines thol begjn in a very human, a1most anti-vlsionary mode, akin ta 

tllc insLlncls of a parent. But in the sweeping, accelerating rhythms of 

sorne' of Ypals's mosl beaulifu lines, the qUlet maternaI murmur gradually 

hecomps a defiant, vislonary denial of mortallty: 

o when may IL suffiee? 
Thal is lIeaven's part, our part 
'1'0 Illurmur nume upon name, 
As a mother names her chjld 
When slver al last has come 
On Iimbs thdl had run wild. 
\~hilt IS Il but nlghtfall? (11. 59-65) 

TIH' mptnphor, so lo sppnk, runs away wlth itself, the comparison between 

(hi Id and marlyr IS entered into and the speaker must be brought back ta 

(,drth, as the visionary recedes again: "No, no, not night but death." Now 

wC' :Ire hack C'omplclely ln Lhe political realm. YeaLs asks the hard 

question: "\vns Tt needless death after aIl? / For England may keep falth 

/ For aIl thelt is donc and said" (67-69). The "poetlc" lnverSlon of the 

convcnlionul "said and done" seems effective here, ln that it draws atten-

1 i 011 10 llH' C'omponent parts: a Il that they have done, and aIl that we now 

say. The 1 Ines have an expllclt historIcal reference. They do not slmply 

rcfer 10 England "kceplng faith" ln general. The Rlsing occurred at a 

t i mt' wh('n n lIome Rul e bi Il had finally passed bath the House of Commons 

,1Ill! t he Lords, rece i vi ng Royal assent in September 1914. But the issue 
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is a complicated one. Yeats, no republican, would no doubt have ron-

sidered the lifting of the suspension of the bi 1 I--sllspended , so t Ill' 

excuse went, due to the out break of war--to constitllte "kecping faith." 

But the bill was in fact suspended for other reasons, partlclIlarly the 

outbreak of the orIginal violence of that decade in Trcland, tlle agi-

tation and armed organizing of the Ulsler Volllnteers, who were sllpportpd 

aIl but openly by the British Conservative party. The lmplE'ntpntat 1011 

of the bill was deferred W1 th a government pl edge lhal il woul d Ilot 

come ln ta force without an amendlng bill temporanly cxcluding Ulster 

f . " 22 rom lts provIsIons. Would Yeats have cons ulered a Home J{ul c Bi Il 

enacted under such an amendment lo constitute "keeping fnith"? rt is 

impossible ta know, but probably he would have, cspccially givPIl litaI 

no one in Ireland in 1916 (or 1921 for that matter) conslr!crcd pcrmnn('nl 

partition of the i sland possi ble. Thi s issue i s an examp Jp of 1 he> 

poem's crucially intermedtate tempoml lucation: lt was wriltplJ wlH'n 

the "results" were unclear, when il couIc! not be known If tlte dcaths 

were indeed "needless.,,23 

At thlS pOInt the elegant1y structurer! stanza repcats the visiolwryl 

political vacillatIon on a helghteneci level, as the poem draws ln El close: 

We know their dream; enough 
Ta know thcy drearned and are dead; 
And what lf excess of love 
Bewildered thern t i 11 they cI 1 ed? 
l write it out ln a verbe ... 

The first IJnes here repeat a sentiment simi lar to that of the ~tallzil'S 

beglnning. To me, however, the synlax, and thus Yeats's altItude loward 

the dream, is not completely c]ear. Should wc rend the ,entCrlU! to say 
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"We know lheir dream. We know, at leasl, enough about it to know thpy 

drcnmcd und arc dead, that thelr dream involved the possibility of 

marI yt'r!om," or '\~c know their dream. It Is sufflcient tü know they 

drl'dmcd and nre dcall." (And 18 the following question, "And what if 

(~XU'SS of love / Bewlldered them ti11 they dled," rhetonca}? ls Yeats 

snying h(' doesn't know, Of tha!"" it doesn't matter?) But th/" 

JlHU crn of the fI rst part of the stanza repeats, except that the 

IIlllrmurJl1g of names has become the writlng of them out in verse--again, 

Y(',)ts descrlbes .. hat he 18 dOlng--and the rislng, visionary pitch 

('ulmlnaLes not ln the pendulum swing back to Its opposite, but in the 

sIr/king oxymoron of the final phrase. Therefore, it seems to me that 

Douglas Ardlihald's attractIve suggesUon,"'Ea8ter 1916' ls not equl.vo-

(dllOll but ambivalence, a crucial distinction in poetic as weIl as 

pol it iull dlscollrse" (Yeats, lOR), is unsatisfactory, or at 1east 

illlol1lplele. "Eélslcr 1916" is the dramatization of equivocation. Whether 

1111' relrain (onsllllltcs a resolution, even a resolutlon ln "ambIvalence," 

IS ! think cl qllest Ion for those wilhng to draw flner shades of meaning 

f rOI1/ t ha t worel 1 han am. 

TIH' part iC\11ar "ground" that underlles the non-visionary or even 

anll-visionclTY clement of the stanza enables It ta sustain another 

argun/pnl, anol her <i l chot olT.y cl osel y related to that discussed above. 

That ground is lamiliul--jn particular materna1--love. ElJzabeth 

Cllllingronl's deSCription of Yeats's response ta the events is telling: 

"11 t 1 \\'aS Cl reb<.>lllon in which the aspect of blood sacrifice took 
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precedence over the hope of victory. Yeats's initial reactiom ... wcrc 

complex: he was deeply moved by the resurgenee of a romantic nat iOllnlism 

which he had considered mor i bund, bu t on the hllman 1 eve 1 he mOll rned the 

was:e of lHe" (85). Ah, levels. What of levels? 

Those chosen by Cullingford are represented qlllte precisely in 

stanza four, and present in such a way as to draw attention tü the pniring. 

An aet of naming oceurs at the human level, "As a mother names twr ch il" 

/ When sleep at last has come," and at the politiea1 level of an Irish 

nationalism: "1 write it out j n a verse--/ MacOonagh and MacBrt <If' • . " 
Since this poem is in so many ways a repudialion of "Sf'ptemher 191'1," IIH' 

birth of a terrible beauty overturnlng a romantic lrf'land <fend and gOlIl', 

this aet of namjng is an aet of romantic Irish nal lonallsm. TIlf' rl'f-lOrl 

to human love as a contrast to military loyaltles pldccs Yeals al the 

centre of a lllerature of Wé.!r datin::: back to Odysseus' drafl rcs i si BllLt', 

and present in every Hollywood war movie. Tn modern fictIon wc S(,P II 

serving as a fulcrum of Hemlngway's career, as the halance hetwepn Ihe 

two loyalties tilts slightly but sJgnificantly helween A ~arcwcJ 1 ln Arms 

and For Whom the Bell Tolls. Tn the Irish context, the theme hccamf' Ihp 

focus of drarnatic tension in the plays of O'Casey. Bul Yeats ducs ,-;omp

thing different wIth it here, a difference in keeping wlth the oxyrnorlJlJic 

nature of the poern: he establishes the two levcls only lo pllsh tllPm 

together, to create paradox through conflat ion. In éJ ho 1 cl rnanueuv!'r, Il(~ 

has the sarne activity recur on each level, and even relaies them by slrnil(': 

"That is Heaven' s part, our part / To rnurrnur name Ilpun name, / A.., fi rnot hf'r 

names her child" (60-62). It i5 not precisely materna] 1()V(l thal WI! ilrf> 

forced ta confront as a,.alogous to the narrator' s f ce 1 j ngs toward t tlfl 
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martyrs, it lS her instinct to murmur their names against the darkness. 

Ct ls another terrible beauty. Yeats is insisting that whatever one might 

think of the Rlsing itself, the instinct to commem:oration is neither 

ylsionary nor politica1, it iS mere1y the habit of morta1ity. 

The cont 1 nuous dOùble-v luon of "Easter 1916,,24 is the highest 

Dcllievement of a theory of com,osition central ta Yeats's thought. "'1 

even do my writlng by splf distrusting reasons, , he confessed in a private 

diary •• [A]s a res,:1t," Ellmann feels, "each poem pictures a struggle) 

and the poet avoiti~ as far as he c~n choosing between his attraction 

and repulslOn by an ldeû" (Yeats: The Man and the Masks, 138). In "Easter 

I()]ô" Ye,lls cnll t les his poem with a key date from Irish history in an 

attempt to fincl a place where one can fuse the struggle and vacillation 

within the self with the turmoil of opposites ln a nation. The poem, one 

might say, ls replicated schematlcally in A Vision. Six years before the 

Rising, Yeats wrote in an essay that is one source of the refrain25 that 

"/\ 11 arl . . . i s the di sengaging of a soul from place and history, its 

suspension in a beautiful or terrible light Lo await the Judgement" (Essays, 

IS4). In a literaI sense this is only true if we ascribe place and history 

to the hody ûnd unronscious mind alone. In his preeminent piece of art 

about his place l!! history, Yeats removed the "or." 
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3 The Danger of the Centre: "Hearts with one purpose alone" 

"Easter 1916" then. can be read as a study of where Yeats considered 

himself to stand vis ~ vis political violence, a study of how the 

depiction of that violence is in part generated by the narrator's local Ion. 

To repeat Eagleton's term, our thinking about the past is [) relation rntlH'r 

than a reflection ("Marxism and the Past," 271). ft 1.S Eag}E'ton's inclin-

ation ta look at how Yeats saw himself in relation ta the social contE'xts 

of the ri3ing that helped distill my thinking about the poem; 

One major element of that relation ls guilt; yet the guilt 
is not simple •.. The guilt ... springs (rom seeing 
one's own jettisoned idealism tragically revived hy others; 
and ta that extent the poet 18 bath externa1 tü what hus 
occurred and yet has a title to partlcipate, recognising 
the relation between the rebels' motives élnd bis own 
discarded hopes. 

("History and Mvth in Yeats's 'Easter 1 <)1 ()' ,"2')K-I)) 

At the centre of the poem's oxymoronic ambivalence 1 ies the stotU' 

of fanaticism. But is not the centre the place Yeats's narrnlor has 

sought for himself to gain the credibility of the participant Ilccpssary 

ta speak out about a public event? The image (Jf the st one captures the 

uneasiness Yeats felt about the very "centering" procedllre he i8 in the 

process of exploiting. This unease is not, l think, consciollsly arLic-

ulated. It is the one pOlnt at which the narrator seems IInaw[re of tlle 

effect of his image-making. We (inrl here a yet deC'per structure of 

ambivalence beneath the narratlve of argumentation. 

Hearts with one purpose alone 
Through summer and winter seem 
Enchanted to a stone 
Ta trouble the living stream. 
The horse that cornes from the road, 
The rider, the birds that raDge 
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From cloud ta tumbling cloud, 
Minute by minute they mange; 
A shadow of cloud on the stream 
Changes minute by minute; 
A horse-hoof slides on the brim, 
And a horse plashes within it; 
The long-Iegged moor-hens dive, 
And hens to moor-cocks calI; 
Minute by mjnute they live: 
The stone's in the midst of a11. (11. 41-51) 

113 

This is the voice of Yeats's late poem "Politics," in which the speaker, 

living minute by minutP, cannat fix his attention on Russian or Spanish 

politics (What if they are Irish politics?), and shares sentiments with 

the roll ickjng song of "Come Gather Round Me Parnellites," which cries, 

wilh Irish idiam flourished, "a proud man's a lovely man," because his 

heurt was not ta one purpose alone. His loveliness is inseparable from 

his failure, "Sa pass the bottle round." 

This personallty ts in ntark contrast ta that of the martyrs. Their 

fnnaticism--as is clear from their writings (and Yeats knew them weIl 

enough to he [amiliar with such details)--brooked no lasses save Cathleen 

Ni Hou 1 i han. As Carmel Jordan relates wi th relish in his recent book on 

Yeals and 1916 (more relish than Yeats at his most martial), mothers, 

chiJrlren, lovers were heroically set aside: 

Certalnly, the human wives and sweethearts of the 1916 rebels 
... found it difficult to compete with ... Cathleen ~i 
HouIihan and in the end could not save them from her fatal 
embrace. One can only imagine the helplessness felt by Grace 
C,jfford when her husband of several minutes (Plunkett) was 
1 ed duect Iy from their wedding ta his execution . . . . 
MacDonagh was happ Uy married with t\Vo children when he was 
executed . . . Yet thlS man w~1O had "love beyond a11 men" 
responded to the calI of the Black Rose, sacrificing aIl 
that human love could offer ... Although one of Pearse's 
si sters begg ed him not to go through with his plans . 
which she saw as suicidaI, Pearse's determinat10n to sacrifice 
himself for Ireland could not v2 broken ... Pearse and aIl the 
other fol1owers of the Black Rose who over the centuries have 
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built in the "noble house" of their thoughts an imperishable 
image of the Goddess Ireland that transcends aIl human beauly 
do not waver in their devotion. (107-109) 

The metaphor implicit in poerns such as "Pol i.t i cs" nncl "Come Gatht>r 

Round Me Parnellites" is one of th~ "political" as a small vessel whieh 

cannot "contain" life. Literature cannot ignore the part i cu 1 nI' eXdmp le 

that confounds a creed and remain worth reading. It remains both 

inexhaustible and frustrating because lt has no ahi li ty Lo dnswpr the 

desire for belief. As Hazard Adams once put it, "In literature it woultl 

seem there is always something in the particular experlence of inclivlduols 

or in their own uniqueness that absorbs the abstractIOn of tbcology. Ilrving] 

Howe remarks, 'The politiea] novel turns characleristicnl1y ta an apolitlcul 

temptatiod" ("Criticism, Politics and Histary: The Malter of Yeats," If)')). 

The poet of "qualification and hesitati on" will be wary of the Vit a 1 il Y 

of an orthodoxy not of his own construction. Joseph lIone rC'countR Oll(' 

occasion in the early years of the century when, following a nosLy Rrt Irle 

about the Abbey in a Dublin newspaper, "Yeats came hefore the cllrtain and 

appealed to the hundred people in the audience for' lire' é\gainst the 

desire which every political party has to substiLute for 1 Ife, which 

ne ver does the same thing twice; a bundle of reliable principleH [lncl 

assertions" (194). A prominent theme of Yeats's early work in the IriHh 

literary movement was his rejection of the poetry of the Young Trc l anders 

movement of the 1840s--Thomas Davis and company--as he deLailed in his 

essay "Poetry and Tradition" in :907: "Our attacks, mi ne espec ia] 1 y, on 

verse which owed its position ta its moral or pol i t i cal worth, rouseel a 

resentment . and our verse was attacked in return . . mnst of aIl 

for its • . refusaI ta preach a doctrine or to consieler the seeming 
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necessitfes of a cause" (Essays, 256-7). Life must be allowed, in its 

eont] nuaI superflui ty, to overflow the small vessel of intellectual 

comm i lmenl. It is telling that one of Yeats's most interrogative poems, 

"Man and the Echo," in which he asks his famous question, "Did that 

play of mine send out 1 Certain men the English shot?" conc1udes as it 

does: 

But hush, for l have lost the theme, 
Its joy or night seem but a dream; 
Up there sorne hawk or owl has struek 
Dropping out of sky or rock, 
A stricken rabbit is crying out 
And its cry dietracts my thought. (11. 41-6) 

Confl i ct between human love and "hearts wi th one purpose aIone" when 

that purpose is pùb tical, is laid out most diagrammatically in Yeats' s 

onJ y expJ 1 ci t treatment of the Rising in drama, the story of a young 

rebe 1 's cncounter wj th the ghosts of Diarmuid and Dervorgilla when on 

the run in the harsh landscape of County Clare. The lovers have their 

1 i ps "kept apart" by the memory of their crime: "for her sake and for 

his own, being blind .1 And bitter and bitterly in love, 'le brought / A 

Foreign arInJ from across the sea" (Plays, 442). The imag~>ry of 

The Drcaming of the Bones, written during the ominous uncertainty 

01 191R, scems an elaboratlon of the "stone" of "Easter 1916," although 

hrre the stones and bones of Clare are more explicitly symbolic of 

stc~ri lily, in this case the sterility of forever-thwarted lovers, frozen 

in a curse and unable to kiss, like the lovers of Keats' s urn. Now, 

"Al though they have no bloon, or living nerves, / Who once lay warm 

and 1 i \/e the 1 i ve- l 'Jng night 1 In one another 's arms • . . 1 Their 
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manner of life were blessed could their lips 1 A moment meet" (441). 

For this ta happen, they need an Irish man or woman to forgive 

them their deed of selling "their country into slavery": "and yet 1 

They were not wholly miserable and accursed 1 If somebody of their 

race at last would say, / '1 have forgiven them'" (442). This i8 il 

classic Yeatsian manoeuver: the young rehel ls set face ta fare with 

a11 that is antitheU cal to his dri ving passion. The si nglem i ndedness 

of his cause is asked to confront--as was that of Pearse anù Canna 1\ y 

--simple human love. He defeats the temptation. 

But he has failed the test. Yeats does not nced to wax d idac li c; 

for despite the rigor of his stripped dramatic style, there lS no dOllht 

on which side the reader or watcher cornes down. Life's more immediote 

potential for happiness will always attempt to thwart polItieal 

commit:ment, will attempt to divert attentlon from the distant grail: 

"--never, never / Shal1 Diarmuid and Dervorgj Ua be r org 1 ven . . . / 

l had almost yielded and forgiven i t a11-- / Terrible the temptat ion 

and the place ~" (444). And the chorus of musi cians, wh i] e the y f 0 Ici 

and unfold the black cloth, drive the point home: 

What finger first hegan 
Music of a lost kingdom? 
They dream that laughdin the sun. 
Dry bones that dream are bitter, 
They dream and darken the sun. (445) 

There is no suhtlety about the message. As Harold Bloom has 

commented on what he somewhat confusingly calls both "a cold 
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work, mere'y formulaic" and "Yeats's most imaginatively telling parable 

for his own nation"; "Though the young revolutionary has fought in the 

Post Office, it i8 the ghostly lovers who wear heroic masks, for the 

soldier has no imagination ." (308-9). But what if great imaginative 

commit~ment is needed a1so for the same Rising that supercedes the love ... 
of Di armUl cl and Dervorgilla or <:rclce Giffard and Plunkett ? And what if 

the Rislng produces the sense of tragic dignity and inde pendent selfhood 

that Yeats felt Ireland needed? 

Then you have the perhaps necessary confusion that stanza three 

i njects into "Easter 1916." In The Dreaming of the Bones there is no 

paradox, because the play has a much less complex ro1e to perform. The 

play 18, gjven its date of composition, a more political drama than 

such cri tics as Roger McHugh and David Clark suggest ("to consider 

this dreary, impre8s10nistic, and obscure little play about the cyclic 

involvements of hlstory as being politically powerful is probably qui te 

unrea1,,26)--indeed it may be, in its historical context, something close 

to pacifist in intent. It contains no internaI contradIctions shch as 

those 1acing "Easter 1916" because, as Clark is correct in saying, it is 

not about "thE lack of forgiveness, but the co st of the 1ack of forgive-

ness, however just" ("Yeats, Theatre, and Nationalism," 155). 

Structurally, the poem's third stanza constitutes an aside, an interrup-

tion in a narrative that seemsto this point that of the transformation of 

the still anonymou8 "them." The second stanza continues and develops one 

of the poem's ostensible raisons d'être with something of an epic listing 
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that expands upon, and begins to IBrticularize, the unidentified eitizens 

of stanza one; although Yeats does not yet name them, crenting a progression 

from anonymity to the ritualistic invoking of names, a progession tost if 

we insert their "identities" in our margi ns as gleaned from the st nndard 

reference works. As part of a building mood of ceremony, Yeats pointH 

at each in turn, writing not "her days were spent" but "That woman's duys 

were spent." The stanza performs two somewhat contradictory aets, nets 

betraying Yeats's discomfort with his enterprise. In addition to lhelr 

surface function of paying homage (which 1 do not downplay), these tines 

are involved both wi th further inscrlbing Yeats' s narrator in the company 

of the revolutionaries, puUing him, as we might phrase il, "in lhe mielst 

of aIl," and in preparing for a critique that will explicitly distance 

him from them. It accomplishes the first of these functions through 

wilfully distorting the hlstorlcal imporlan::e of sorne of those he names, 

and the second by introducing the theme of [anaticism that wi 11 he the 

subject of stanza three. 

The identities would probably not aIl have been clear to Yeats's 

readers, and that is no doubt as he intended it. In his Commentary on 

the Collected Poems, Jeffares identifies "that woman" of the flrsl six 

lines as Constance Gore-Booth Markievicz, whose sentence was commutcd, 

an identification made almost certain by the more particular location 

("under Ben Bulben") gi ven a bou tas lmila r fi gu re in the pocm liOn a 

Political Prlsoner." Constance Markievlcz's role as the highest profile 

woman involved in the Rising means readers might weIl have made the 

connection. The evocatlon of Pearse, "This man had kept a sc.hool 1 And 

rode our wingèd horse" (11. 24-25), al though bri ef, would have been 
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clear to most Irish readers by the time of the poem's composition, but 

"This other his he] per and fricnd" would probably have been too vague, as 

i t i s too vague to justify JeffRres' s llnqualified identific.ation of the 

figure as Thomas MacDonagh. No one but Yeats's friends would have thought 

of .John MacBride when they read "This other man l had dreamed / A drunken , 

vainglorious lout." What would have been apparent to Yeats's readers was 

that this list was peculiar in three ways. First, it does not match the 

names Yeats gives in the poem's dramatic final lines--MacDonagh, MacBride, 

c'onno]ly and Pearse. Second, it is not the list a disinterested observer 

would he expected to draw up. Without denigratlng her role, Markievicz 

wüs not a figure of major political importance in 1916. But the most 

consplcuously Yeatsjan tinge to the poern's history is the case of MacBride. 

His part in the Rlslng was extreme]y minor. A volume edited by F. X. 

Martin, Leaders and Men of the Easter Rising, has essays which deal at 

]cngth with twenty-six prominent figures, and MacBride is not among them. 

Ile is mentioned exactly once: 

After the surrender of the G.P.O., Brigadier-General Lowe 
placed his car at the disposaI of the Capuchins ... to 
bring copIes of the arder ta leaders, and on Sunday rnorning, 
30 April, they arrived at Jacob's [Biscuit Factory]. There 
they saw MacDonagh, who was with MaJor MacBrlde, and who 
refused tu negotiate with anyone except the general officer 
commandjng the mllitary. (175) 

What of Sean MacDermott, "the mainsprlng of the rising, ,,27 or Thomas 

Clarke, presiding head of the I.R.B. military c.ouncil and signatory of 

the proclamation of independence, or PIunkett--all aIso executed? 

Third, the list stresses the personal relationship of the speaker 

\Vith two of the [our (the description of "that woman" is c1early by 

someone who knew her), and those two happen ta get most of the space. 

--~-------------------------
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The president of the provisional government is given a non-committal 

couplet. The cynical reader (Terry Eagleton, Conor Crulse O'Brien el. al.) 

')H 
might add that Yeats has introduced extra members of his own social clnss.-

The effeet is to put the narrator eloser to the nexus of the R Ising by 

arranging its leaders in a eirele about himself. Whether thls is part of 

a eonscious design is not elear; l am inc1ined to think i t js not. l nm 

not in any event critieal of the manoeuvp~; it iQ part o( ~he poem's 

power over us. part of its sineerity. But the poet has aJapletl the rnw 

material of the historieal event ln this particular way. In stanza lwo, 

the ideology of the poem (using that ward in its broadcs~ sense) bogins 

to become more visible. 

Simultaneously, the stanza introduces us to the iùea of extremc 

politieal commit.:,mcnt as something sterile, even ugly, a themc which i~ 

the poem' s principal counterbalance to i ts eu] ogizi ng fllnel ion (and, no 

doubt, the prineln a1 reason Maud Gonne found the poem sa disappointing). 

Yeats does this to distance his narrator's bellefs [rom lhase infceletl 

by sueh a fanaticism. He does this ln two ways. First, he prepares for 

the image of the stone not by referenee to the chi Il ing bl ood-saer i r in' 

rhetorie of Pearse, as might have been expected, but by Jlscussing the 

effect of politlcal argument on the sweet voLee of his friend, "thnt 

woman." His description of her VOlce in his memoirs, "ln latcr years 

... shrill and high, but at the time T wrote of i t . . . low and Hoft," 

does not mention the effeet of politica] debate (Memojrs, 7e). Yeals 

ev en hints, with the lines "\Ilhat voiee more sweet than hers 1 When, young 

and beautiful, 1 She rode to harriers?" that her po] i tics cost her /tcr 

beauty, a resonant word given the [amous refrain to come. It lS worth 
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wondering why, beyond conventiona! attitudes toward the l'ole of women t 

the effect of the rhetoric that made Pearse the acknowledged leader of 

the Risi ng i s displaced enta "that woman." This seems to have gone 

unremarked by the poem's man y commentators. 
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Sinn Fein was in 19}6 8n organization radical by the standards of 

the body pol itie, and Padraic Pearse was radical by the standards of Sinn 

Fein. lIis secret orga;.ization, the Irish Republican Brotherhood, was in 

fact rehelling against the Sinn Fein mainstream headed by Eoin MacNeill 

in mountlng the Easter operation. 29 There is no doubt, despite the 

peculiar pleading by Jordan that he was an essentially peaceful man 30 

(peculiar in that Jordan is slmultaneously applauding Pearse's calls ta 

nrms), Lhat Pearse 1 s ideology he Id violent insurrection ta be necessary, 

and held the violence in and of itself ta be fruitful (i.e., violent 

revolution was preferable ta other means even if they achieved the goal 

of independence), thnt his speeches and writings were designed ta bring 

abOlit violence, and that his actions proved the sincerity of his professions. 

Tt i s sense less to "apologize" for Pearse, pretending we can only praise 

him by downplaying his most basic convictions. It lS more Pearse's utter 

lack of hypocrisy that unnerves us than what he says, since, after aIl, 

most pra1se Yeats in not being at aIl sure Pearse wasn't right. But he 

i s the vc>ry deflni tion of fanaticism; fanaUclsm being something Yeats 

and mosl of Yeats's readers both fear and envy, both criticize and wonder 

i f ~ wou] d be capable of i t were a genuine cause to come along . 

The Irish Republican Brotherhood was convinced that John Redmond's 

constitutional natinalists were wrong by in effect answering "yes" to 

Yeats's "England may keep faith," and felt certain "the granting and 
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Immediate suspension of Home Rule [was] merely a ploy to secure pcace on 

the English flank" (Cullingford, 86). That belief wasfuelel by their 

assumption of the purifying force of bloodshed, an assumption in the 

ascendent around the turn of the century: 

In literature after literature we find é1 preoccupat bn wi Lh 
the themes of carnage and bloodshed, of conspiracy and 
subterranean explosion ... [giving] substance ta Geor~e 
Steiner's comment that by about 1900 "there was a terrible 
readiness, indeed a thirst, for what Yeats wüs ta call 
'the blood-dimmed tide'." 

(Lyons, Culture and Anarchy in Treland, 1890-IQ39, 91) 

The transferral of Pearse's doctrines enta a discussion of the erreet 

of political fervour on a woman designed to evoke Constance Markievicz 

s~ands in conspicuous contrast ta D'Casey's pointed juxtaposition of 

extracts from Pearse' s orations and the goings-on in Tom the Barman' s 

pub in The Plough and the Stars: 

It is a glorious thing ta see arms in tlle hands of Irishmen. 
We must accustom ourselves ta the thought of arms, we must 
accustom ourselves to the use of arms . . Bloodshed 
is a cleansing and sanctifying thing, and the nation thnt 
regards it as the final horror has lost i ts manhoocl ... 
[W]e rejoice in this terrible war [WWI]. The 01 cl red 
heart of the earth needed ta lJè warmed Wl th the rccl w i ne 
of the battlefieJd . . .. Such august homage was never 
offered to Gad as this: the homage of mlll ions of 1 ives 
given gladly for love of country. (104, 106) 

Gi ven the prevalenr:e of such sentiments in 1988 iL i s perhaps i mposs i hl (' 

to know whether they were reall y more common 1 n the 1000-14 era. 

The effect of discussing the impact of such bel1efs on those who hnld 

them with regard to Markievicz rather than Pearse or MaeDonagh or Connnlly 

is significant, because these lines early in stanza two are the part i Cil 1 or 

application of the theme of fanaticism that ls the sole subject of stnnzn 

three and one of the central thrusts ai the cntire poem. That the Lheme 

is broached, then abandoned for many 11nes before being picked up agaln, 



( 

123 

serves ta obscure thjs relationship. One consequence is the reinforce

ment of a feature l dealt with earlier, the personali~ing of the poem 

in lerms of the narrator's circle of acquaintance. Second, it means we 

must read stanza three differently. 

The effect of "one purpose alone" is not to be considered only in 

regard to the named martyrs who "dreamed and are dead," but also in regard 

to the lIving, such as Gore-Booth Markievicz. The effect on the living is, 

of course, the subject of The Dreaming of the Bones, and, in a more 

complicated fashion, of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen." When we muse on 

this wc may wonder if Thurley's identification cf "that woman" as Maud 

Gonne isn't so much \Jrong as too literaI, especially since Maud does 

enter the stanza obliquely through Yeats's digression about MacBride's 

real or Imagined sins. The issue of Pearsean fanaticism is displaced onto 

"Markievicz" and perhaps, faintly, onto Maud Gonne. The Rising's psycho

logical effect on the living is an elpment of the poem that has been 

insu[ficiently emphasized. 

l said earlier that there were two ways in which this stanza serves 

lo distance the narrator's beHefs from those "wjth one purpose alone." The 

firsl involved the use, durjng his description of "that woman," of "beautiful" 

at line 22. The second pivots on another cunning repetition of a key word: 

"This other man ... had done Most bitter wrong / To sorne who are near my 

heart" (31, 33-34). H1S heart is not charmed ta one purpose, but is 

instcad still a place loved ones approach. Personal malice--and loyalty 

ta Maud Gonne--triumph over the political exigencies of eulogizing Easter; 

and in lhe very act of pronouncing MacBride transformed, Yeats gets in 

what has proven an immortal swipe at his character: now and in time to be 
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a drunken, vainglorio1...s lout. As Terry Eagleton acutely comment s, "The 

previous judgement on John MeBride is bath forma11y retraeted •.. and 

restated [and] ... the fact of the 'most hi tter wrong' st i t 1 Htands" 

("History and My th in Yeats's 'Easter 1916'," 253). Yeats's rhyming ear 

cannat have failed ta hear the ward "heart" reeurring to surh pointe!! 

effect. 

The six 1 ines on "That woman [whose] . . . vo iee grew shr i 11" in 

politieal "argument" partieipate in two other motifs that should be 

reealled if the portrait is to be read aeeurately. Countess MarkirviLz, 

neé Constance Gore-Booth, was a thoroughly politleal woman. She had 

left her family's estate at Lisadell near Sligo to become an art student 

and actress. She led the group that held St. Stephen's Green, barely 

escaped death, agitated for Jim Larkin, served tj me in .,r i son, and 1 ater 

served as a minister in the Dail after supporting De Valera during the 

Civil War. She believed, with good reason, that "aIL the reforms al the 

beginning of the nineteenth century have their roots j fi the Terror [of 

the French Revolution]" (Torchiana, 184, 189). We should first of aIl 

note that when her voice was sweetest she "rode to harr 1 ers." Yeats 

described her in the draft version of his AutobJography as orten passing 

him "on horseback, going or coming from some hunt ... acknowledgC'rj bealll y 

of the tounty" (Memoirs, 78). The image of the horse, aimosi always an 

emblem of the aristocracy in Yeats, reappears in the next slanza, where a 

horse and rider come from the road and the horse' s hoof "sI irles on the 

brim" of the stream, and then "plashes within H." This is sound imagistic 

logic, since now that her voice is "shril1," "that woman" beIongs with 
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those whose hearts have one purpose alone, hearts changeless within 

the stream and no longer riding on the horse of elegant, changeable 

pl enflures. 
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Second, "that woman" is conspicuously a woman but conspicuously 

not the mother who names her child as the poet names the rebels. The 

impl ici t i dea 1 ogy of the text at this point is, l believe, that her 

voice grows shri11 as she abandons her proper roles: her womanly role 

of mother, and the role of her social class, "beautiful" as they ride 

to harriers, to become involved in political argument. Terry Eagleton 

emphasizes a tension ln the poem arising from Yeats's despising of 

the' "ideology and sOClal class of i'...s leaders" (Criticism and Ideology, 

1'>2). Thcre i s no doubt, as l' ve made c1ear, that '1eats frequently 

expressed such contempt, although l do think Eagleton exaggerates its 

presence in "Easter 1916." But Yeats' s depiction of political violence 

c10cs i ne l ude Ills convi ction that something beautiful and gracious, 

something 1 ikc Coole Park or Lissadell, is lost in the fanaticism 

rel( Il i rcd to engender L t, And bis suppressed regret appears in 

lhp content of hl s description of the "Markievicz" figure. A reader' s 

sense of thi sis perhaps even stronger if reading through the 

ColleLted Poems, where "Easter 1916," coming early in Michael Robartes 

and l he Dancer, follows on the heels of Responsibili ties and The Wild 

SWélllS nt Coole. 

If "that woman" betrays her social class, she also clearly engages 

in behnvlour that is, in Yeats's view, tragic in a woman. His roots in 

aesthet i ci sm are most visible in his conviction that women should never, at 
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any cost, impair their beauty. And politics--as he felt Maud 

Gonne's example taught him--were disastrous. Again the poem that echoes 

most clearly in this regard is "A Prayer for My Daughter," situaled by 

Yeats near the end of Michael Robartes and the Dancer, between the dark 

musings of "The Second Coming" and "Meditations in Time of War." 

Written during a rising tide of vio]encf>, 

its understandable and beautifully evoked concern for the child's 

safety evolves into his admonition that 

An intellectual hatred is the worst, 
So let her think opinions are accursed. 
Have l not seen the loveliest woman born 
Out of the mouth of Plenly's horn, 
Because of her opinionated mind 
Barter that horn anè every good 
By quiet natures undèrstood 
For an old bellows full of angry wind? (11. 57-64) 

Yeats had linked "opinion" to the stone imagery that domina tes slnnza 

three in a diary entry years earlier: "Women because the mai n event of 

their lives has been a giving of themselves give themse]ves to nn opinion 

as if it were a stone doll women should have their play with dollR 

finished in childhood for, if the y play with ideas again it is amid halred 

and malice." 31 It is a statement, l suppose, that provœ even Yents, close 

acquaintance of many remarkable women (Lady Gregory, M<.wd Gonne, Ml1rkit'v;rz, 

Katherine Tynan) at timES allowed eonvent i ona l w i sdom lo Il 1 i nd IJi ni t () r ne tH 

staring him in the face. The link between "Easter 1916" and "A Prayer 

for My Daughter" i8 also drawn by Joyce Carol Oates, who eomments lhat 

the daughter' s brain acti vit y should be "ana 10gous ta the 1 i nnet' fi song 

--no distracting evidence of mental powers, only & 'magnanimity' of sound, 

a kind of background music" (17.). A foeus upon voiee 1s presenl in balh 
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cases. 

In Cathleen ni Houlihan, the theme of family love versus nationalism 

18 explored From a roint of view opposite ta that in O'Casey's The Plough 

and the Stars. But in spite of the totemic Cathleen, the plays' gender 

structures--women giving priority to family life, men susceptible ta the 

slren song of revolution--are identical. Yeats's instinct to designate 

politics a male fcily too harsh for the female constitution was of course 

common to his society and era, however much the documents repeat tales of 

the particu]ar resolve of women's organizations during the War of Indepen

dence, for example. These are stories familiar to any who have read of 

the female dominated skirmishes against the landlords during the depop

ulation of the Scottish highlands. As Denis Johns-tmputs it in his 

i ntroduct ion ta The Scythe and the Sun set , "in actual fact the women of 

Ireland, ever since the Maud Gonne era, have been the most vocal part of 

ltS militancy. If I can claim nothing else, I can at least point with 

Home complacency ta the fact that •.. both my women are klllers" (326). 

Part of the reason for Yeats' s integr a tion of "that woman" into the 

pocO! set j n contrast with "the mother" is that one of the principal 

images of poljtjcal violence for the poet is sterility. William Irwin 

Thompson notes Yeats' s assoclation, in his autobiograph~cal writings, of 

violence wlth sexual abstinence. Violence results from abstinence 

reactl ng ",i th the imagi.nation ta produce "the strange eunuch-like tone 

and lemper. For the last ten or twenty years there has been a perpetuaI 

dry i ng of the Ir 1 sh mind" (Thompson, 149). In his bitter description of 

the 1 nte vears of Constance Markiewicz in "In Memory of Eva Gare-Booth and 
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Pardoned, drags out lone1y years / Conspiring among the ignorant." He 

adds that Eva, when "withered old" seems "An image of such pol i tics." 

"withered" bearing association with corrupted ster i lit y si nce at 1 cast 

Spenser. and Coleridge' s "Chl'istabel." Yeats' s concern for the loss of 

"aristocratie" values certain1y a1so contributes to these portrai ts. 
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To digress for a moment, it is ~ntPresting that however putronizing 

Yeats' s view of the ro1e of women mlght be. he a1so eqllates thut ro le 

with both the poetie enterprise of "Easter 1916" and, by implicat ion, the 

response towards the martyrs that he wishes it ta encourage. 1 f "l'hat 

woman" of stanza two has coarsened her beauty and volce through argument. 

the conventionally suitab1e role ot mother she has abandoned in favour of 

the stone do11s of fanaticism invo1 ves the nami ng of the ch il cl at n i ~'Ilt fH Il 

when "the limbs that had run wild" lie still, as Lie the ]imhs of the 

martyrs' exuberance; a namlng that is compared to the commemoralion that 

is "our part," and thus to the actj on of the poet. Yeats' s mctaphor, makc 

of it what we will, is c1ear enough: Dubliners will, or al lenst shoulcl, 

respond to the martyrs with the feelings of a mother w i th ber si ('PP i ng 

ehild. The memoria1ization is an aet of love horn out of a sellsa! ; on of 

morta1ity (is that not the source of the melanchol y joy of the parent 

watching a sleeping child?) akin to materna 1 love. The fI guru ; s not 

farfetched. It may. in fact, pin down the nature of the sentimental 

yet authentic emotion that issues from such events. We (an al80 se(!, 

by contemplating this possibility, the nature of one reso 1ution of the 

poem's ambiguity of response, a response invdving no oxymoron. That Yeats 
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questions the martyrs' fanaticism, and wonders if their deaths were needless, 

while still murmuring their names, is no contradiction: the figure of the 

mother and her child makes clear a distinction between how we judge 

actions, and how we feel about their consequences. 

The Yeats who, ta his chagrin, had been absent from Ireland 

at the c] Imactlc moment, who mumbled unconvincingly about why he 

hadn'l been noU Fied 111 advance, lnterrupts his narrative of commemoration 

and se] f-reintegration--being now encircled by the martyr s he admits 

having incorrectly despised--with an outburst of reservations that picks 

up on the theme proferred, then dropped, at the start of stanza two. 

lIav ing situated himself at the centre, he fims there "hearts with one 

purpose a1one," and begins ta undermine, ta powerful poetic effect, the 

surefootedness of hlS own advance. 

In general, that is to say in the abstract, the Yeatsian hero was 

"a daring, faot-loase outcast, a fool in the eyes of the world because he 

had relinqujshed the indolent pleasures of love and home, but a tragic 

figure lo poels, because he was always destroyed by the weak and cowardly . 

Cuchulain . was the archetype." It was a delineation of heroism in 

many respects similar to the Ideals of Pearse (Mitchell, "Yeats, Pearse, and 

Cllchlllain," ')2, 54), and sharing the situation of the mem:bers of Sinn 

Pein, th~y being, as eyewitness Desmond Ryan wrote, in a situation where 

an the inflllentiai elements of Irish life--"the wealthy classes, the 

large farmers, the Church, the Press," were "contemptuous and hostile." 

They thus possessed a neeessary "fanatieal conviction of [their]. 

inevitable triumph" (Desmond Williams, 39). But the Rising, with its 
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immedi.acy, with its victims who were far from faceless, made Yeats quest ion 

simply opposing heroism to the "indolent ple3sures of love and hom{'." H{' 

may have arrived at a heightened awareness of the cast to ren1 liv{'s of 

patriotic sacrifIce through contemplating Constance Gore-Booth Mnrkicvicz 

and women like her, but stanza three of "Easter 1916" bears no trière of 

being specifie ta one gender. In 1907 Yeats wrote that thrc'{' groups of 

men had made "all beautiful things, kistocrac~s hare maoe heaut if Il 1 

manners, because their place ... puts them abave the fear of life, and 

the eountrymen have made beautiful staries and bel i efs. hecause t IH'y have 

nothing ta lose and so do not fear. and the arti sts have made a Il lhe rCflt 1 

because Providence has filled them with reck1essness" (Essay"ê., 2')1). The 

Rising, and perhaps marriage, had made Yeats rea 1 j ze that aIl "men" have 

something to lose, and ta wonder whether the "beauty" Lhey crcnLed hy 

suppressing their love of those things was not perhars a lerrible one. 

Interte>dua1 readings withIn the Yeats canon have suggestal li var i N Y 

of contexts for the image of the stone in "Easter ]916." The won! il8211 

appears over a hundred times in his work. It is a key image for this 

study, as it is Yeats's central figure for the cause and lhe effccl of 

violent political struggle. Jordan has perhap8 gone furlhesl uficld, 

exploring the image as a leitmotlf in what he cal1s t-he tIgrent tapes! ry" 

of Irish cultural expressLon: 

The stone which lS the central metaphor of the poem ls one 
of Yeats 1 s "masterful images" and has myLho J og H:a 1 nnd 
nationalistic associations that can be lraced buck Ln lhe 
dawn of Irish history . . . YeaLs scholars spe lhe sl0ne ns 
a symbol of rlgidity and death--a rcf1ecllon of lhe fanull( 
dedication of the rebels to then polillca] ideals. And 
though the stone symbol does, indeed, effcctlvely suggcsl the 
hypnotic devotion of the rehels ta the Irish eause .•. Il 
also suggests much more. The slone appears lo represenl 
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Ireland herself, for one of the weIl known names of Ireland, 
Inisfail ("Island of the Stone of Destiny"), was derived 
from the name Lia Fail ("S tone of Destiny") • • . one of the 
four sacred talismans of the Tuatha De Danaan • . . Keating 
notes that, besides being "enchanted, l' the stone also had 
"fatal" qualitIes . .. In other words, the stone 
possessed the "terri ble beauty" of Ireland herself. (76) 
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Yeats was undeniably aware of these ancjent names for Ireland (77), and 

Jordan's comments seem worth having ln the back of one's mind as a reader 

of the poem. 1 feel, however, that "the stone appears ta represent Ireland" 

misstates the paem's text, which says that those with one purpose alone 

are enchanted ta a stone, not ~ one. Also, the hearts, not the stone, are 

cnchantcd. 

As Jordan notes, to most readers the stone suggests rigidity and death, 

and we must be careful not ta undervalue the obvious. The common phrase 

has i t that one is t stone dead." It lS a phrase repeated by the Ulster 

poct Michael Langley, for examp1e, in a recent intervlew in which he speaks 

of his finc popm "Wounds." He accompanies its use by the provocative idea 

--one that would have intrigued Yeats--that violent political action may 

rCCl111 re someth ing vpry much like innocence: "It seems important tù me 

. . . to image how one can be so brainwashed 01 so angry or in a sense 

pcrhaps sa innocent that one can shoot another persan stone dead. 

Tt ' .. h ,,32 scems Important ta lmaglne t at. There is nothing beautiful or rnythic 

about the relentless, disf] gunng grief of Ulster violence in Langley' s 

work. Tt surrounds; it knocks on the door of the diurnal. 

Here are two pictures frorn my father's head--
1 have kept them llke secrets until now: 
First) the U1 ster Di vision at the Somme 
Gai ng over the top wilh "Fuck the Pope!" 
"No surrender!": a boy about to die, 
Screaming "Glve 'em one for the Shank:lll~" 

Naw, with mllitary hanours of a kind, 



With his badges, his medals like rainbows, 
His spinning compass, 1 bury beside him 
Three teenage soldiers, belli es full of 
Bullets and Irish beer, their ) .ies undone. 
A packet of Woodblnes 1 throw in, 
A lucifer, the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
Paralysed as heavy gllns put out 
The night-ljght in the nursery for ever; 
Also a bus-conductor's uniform--
He collapsed beside his carpet-slippers 
Without a murmur, shot through the head 
By a shivering boy who wandered in 
Before they could turn the televlslon clown 
Or tidy away the supper dlshes. 
Ta the children, to a bewildered wife, 
1 think "Sarry Missus" was what he saill. (Longley, 86) 
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This is how one dies: with the dishes undone, beside your slJppers. YenLs 

in "Easter 1916" is still under the trance of a star1iingl y new and concrctc 

reality, but he does not yet have, and perhaps never rcally possesscs, 

Longley' s sense of being encircled and penetrated (h i s [alher, w i Lh C;rC'nt 

War shrapnel inside him, is "dying for King and Country, f., lowl y"), or 

Longley's desperate last line, "Looking for sorne glimpse of humanity amid 

the brutality of that par ticular violence."33 Yeats cornes closes! ln SUdl 

a claustrophobia of vlolence in "N~neteen Hundred and Ninctcen, Il during 

the Anglo-Irish, Dot the Civil War. But by moving himself imaginntively 

into the company of the martyrs he has begun ta sense the pr i cc of hel ng 

"Cuchulain." Yeats hlmself Insists--in contrasl to the rest of the poem--

on the universal applicati.on of thlS stanza. Grammallcally it mnkes lIO 

reference ta the martyrs. "That woman" and "this man" have becn suhslJmed 

in "hearts." It has only imphcit links with the rcst of the pocm. 

Other critics have raised a variety of implIcations of the image. 

Cairns Craig reminds us that the sacrifice of thosc killed resllrrccu~d 

"the tragic nobility which Yeats . had sung sa often and sa often 

bemoaned the 10ss of If the rebels are wrong in thclr sacrifice 
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then there i8 80mething wrong too in the values of Yeats' s poetry" (176) 1 

thereby 1 ocati ng, certainly, one of the poem' s tensions. For me Craig 

goes awry by then suggesting "the stone in the midst of aIl is not 

only the fixities of the nationalist 1deology, it is the poem which, in 

splte of its flxed structure, continues ta trouble the living stream." 

The poem does not playon this ident1fieation, and the eritie credits 

Yeats wiLh a se1f-awareness he did not put into these verses. We should 

turn ta self-reference as a last resort; it is too easy a game ta play. 

Ta Terry Eagleton, the stone is a hard objectivity that stands in contrast 

ta "the subjectlve i]1u810n of 'enchanted,'" the "strange, stone-like 

i nscruta bil Hy" of myth amidst the "11 ving process of the event" ("History 

and MyLh in Yeats's 'Easter 1916'," 255). This model will prove useful. 

J wi sh to discuss the metaphor in two ways which will prove ta be in 

intimate relatl0n with each other, and, by being so, to conslittle a central 

self-contradiction of the poem: the stone as fanaticism or "ideology" (a 

smaJlness or pauclty within the stream of abundance); and the stone in the 

stream as an image of be10nging (being in the centre, in the midst of things). 

In Chapter One l 1] 1ustrated at sorne length Yeats' s resistance of 

the 1 inks belween himse l[ and the body poli tic, and between pohtics and 

poetr v • He at tacked "verse which owed its pOS1 tion to its ... political 

worth," and wrote verse notable for "its lack of rhetoric, its refusaI 

lo preach a doctrine or to consider the seerning necessit1es of a cause" 

(Essays, 256-S7). This attitude, about w~ich Yeats was particularly 

inslstcnt, wns, T suggested, but one slde of a divided personality; for 

yc,!ts WdS heavity involved jn Irish polit1cal Ilfe in both intellectual 

and practical capacit1es, and in faet ended up writlng three of the major 
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works of historically specifie, politieally engaged poetry in his century. 

It did noc seem far fetched to wonder if Yeats emphasized politieal 

detachment with all the more vehemence in order to counter an awareness 

that his own involvement WdS unusually extensive, an involvement inimicol 

to the aesthetic values taken as givens in his youth. Rorlier in this 

chapter l proposed that Yeats tended to visualize the pol itical as a 

small vessel that falsified reality because l t was unable to "contain" 

the abundance and variety of life. 

In the third stanza his subject is the intensity of politicnl commil-

ment needed to sacrifice one's life--one's own abundance--for 0 pol itical 

goal. rts context renders the image emblematic of the political singlp-

mipdedness of the Easter rebels. (Jeffares feels "making [) stone 01 the 

heart" refers to, "in particular, Maud Gonne's long servicC' given 1.0 

revolutionary ideals" [228], an odd understanding of the worcls "rl'fer" und 

"particular.") But this particulanzing vector lS cOIJOtered on the level 

of syntax--grammatlcally the stanza does not refer to the rcbels or oyen 

to politics. For Douglas Archibald, to give an example of the 1 at 1 t urie 

this engenders, the stone becomes a "V1VÙ, Jloq~nant and hltter emblem of 

Maud Gonne"--whom Yeats compnred to a stone statue and a stone rloii ln 

his memoirs--"of their relatlonship, and of what Yeats bol Îeves can happcn 

to romantic love, sexual pairing, human qffection, anr! the myriad abunduncf' 

of life under the pressure of revol ut ionary polI l i (s" (4(J). 'j4 

Stone belng inanimate, the lmage bath suggesls "the sllll ed hl'arts of 

the exer:Llted lea.i~rs" (Eagleton, "History and My th ," 2'm, und heurts 

figuratively dead, dead ta the world of the other elements--wntf'r, horses, 

birds, air, cloud. His disquisition on the effects of intellect and hatred 
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on women in "The Death of Synge" settles on the image: "to women opinions 

become as their children or their sweethearts, and the greater their 

emotional capacity the more do they Forget an other things At 

last the opinion 1s so much identified with their nature that it seems 

n part of thej r f] esh becomes stone" (Autobiography, 341). But does the 

slanza's digression about fanaticism simply represent the "terrible" 

side of the poem's oxymoronic structure, the price paid for political 

action, or 1S Yeats's depiction of fanaticism itself of two minds? 

4 Longing for the Centre 

"The past is an alien country which stimulates 
us into imperializing it." 

--Milan Kundera35 

"Easter 1916" val idates Richard Ellmann distinguj shing Yeats from his 

father in that he was "fascinated by belief, or rather, by the believer's 

stance, as fasclnated as Shelley was by atheism. He had a great interest 

in uny thought which had aroused the passions of masses of men or of sorne 

sma]1 group. Yet he was unable to hold it with the same enduring 

[ervour" (The Tdentlty of Yeats, 4~). The poem, with its making of amends 

for the narrator's aposlasy in stanza one, and 1tS tilting of the historical 

narrat ive to place hlmself ln the company of "them" and i ts description of 

politica1 argument as destructive of "beauty" in stanza two, exhibits an 

amlnguolls attl tude toward the "believer' s stance." Tt is almost as if, 

in arder ta tllustrate Ellmann' s insight. "Yeats" i80 during the progress 

of the poem, "fascinated by ... the believer' s stance" but !lunable to 
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hold it." Geoffrey Thurley diseusses the image of the stone in eonnection 

with Yeats's "The Magi," written three years earlier. Here, in the 

crusading context of "September 1913," the fixity of the philosopher's 

quest, stressed by anaphora, is seen 3S heroic: 

Now as at aIl times 1 can see ln the mind's eye, 
In their stlff, painted clothes, the pale unsatis[ied on es 
Appear and disappear in the b1ue depth of the sky 
With aIl their anelent faces 1ike rain-beaten stones, 
And aIl their helms of sil ver hovering side by side, 
And aIl their eyes still fixed, hoping ta find once more, 
Being by Calvary's turbulence unsatisfied, 
The uncontrollable mystery on the bestial floor. 

Thurley notes that with his use of the word "enehanted" in "Easter 1<H6," 

Yeats has related his faeryland poetry to his political poetry (94). ln 

the later poem then, "the paradox of enchantment reveals its true identiLy: 

on the one hand there is the fixity of the stone-mind, of trance, on the 

other the possession of violence, of abandonment" (96), 

Richard Lof tus insists that the stone "encompasses allusions both to 

the magieal stone that the Tuatha De Danaan of Irish mythology carr j(·d jlllo 

battle and to the philosopher's stone" (78). "Allusion" seems loo slrollg, 

but in a poem that announees the transformation of the martyrs From drass 

ta gold after earrying their stone hearts lnto battle, this ls an cvocative 

suggestion. But 1 would take Lof tus one step [urlher: the püem ls ln purt 

an ironie re-reading of the image, one that emhoches Ycats's own llllcnsp 

with politieal passion as transformativc. lias dross changed tü RaId in 

the poem, or flesh to stone? Bath. 

In a letter to the Irish Worker durjng the rioting surroundlng thc 

great lock-out in 1913, when "the principal employers and thc Church 

united in embittered opposition to the development of trade unionism" 



137 

( 
(Freyer, W. B. Yeats and the Anti-Democratic Tradition, 31), Yeats refuses 

to criticize fanaticism: "r do not complain of Dublin's capacity for 

fanaticjsm whether in priest or layman, for you cannot have strong feelings 

wjthout that capacity" (Freyer, 31). Or should one cultivate the "capacity" 

for fanaticlsm while avoiding the thing itse1f? In On Baile's Strand (1904), 

a c.entral theme is "whether men should be ruled by rational law or by their 

own natural passlons," and Yeats "drlves home his moral--that passion i8 

Nature's ]aw and rational logic mankind's blunder" (Lof tus, 64); that, as 

Cuchulain phrases it, you "cannot follow CIne / That lives like a bird's 

flight" (Plays, 261). But will Yeats allow aIl people their passion, 

even if 1 t be a passion that burns d"'''n the Big Houses? Is the man who 

wrote On Bai1e's Strand the one who also wrote "In politic8 l have but 

one passion and one thought, rancour aga in st aIl who, except under the 

most dire necesslty, disturb public arder" (Jeffares, 414)? 

lias dross changed ta gold in the poem, or has flesh changed ta 

stone? Yeats never hammered his thoughts into a unit y on the question 

of hatred and passion. Over and over Yeats extolls "natural passion," 

and seems to see the aristocracy, for example, as embodying this. He 

implicitly praises the overman type who does not deign to submit 

to petty human law. Yet how is such a natural passion to be distinguished 

from the hdlred and violence--obviously also "natural" ta mankind--

W!l i ch he deplores in "Nlneteen Hundred and Nineteen"? Yeats praises 

and attacks hatred. Like most 
usually 

of us he~sees his own hatred as a sort 

or virtue, () virility, and that of those with whcmhe disagrees as a 

, t l' 36 Vlce, a seri lty. 
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ls the stanza as negative a critique of the "hearts with one purpose" 

as is usually supposed? Though not a clear-cut nationalist in the political 

sense, Yeats thought of the self, of the personality, as something created 

in conjunction with a nation, a people. He did so to an extent which 

seems to me unusual. In our own time, such a consciousness seems the 

preserve of very few writers, usu a lly those possessed of both an -immense 

talent and a traumatic political heritage on the margins of the empires: 

Solzhenitsyn, Seamus Heaney, Adrienne Rich, Derek Walcott eome ta mind. 

Yeats seemed to find unremarkable the notion that his personality was part 

of "Ireland." In 1910, for instance, he wrote in his journal, 

To oppose the new ill-breeding of Ireland, which may in a 
few years destroy a11 that has given Ireland a distinguished 
name in the world • . • 1 can only set up a secondnry or 
interior personality created by me out of the tradition of 
myself, and this personality ... must be al~ays gracious 
and simple. It must have that slight separation from 
immediate interests which makes eharm possible, while 
remaining near enough for fire. (Memoirs, 142) 

Yet, as Ellmann notes, "His method of treating his Irish background and 

subject-matter :is ••• excœdingly compJex. Ireland is his symbol for the 

world, and he is caught between estrangement and love for both" (The 

Identity of Yeats, 4-5). 

The first part of "Easter 1916" describes Yeats's persona re-inscrihing 

himself in an element of Irish politieal life which, he was eoming ta sec, 

would be central ta Ireland from that point on, and wJth whose "terrible 

beauty" he clearly wished to aU gn himsel t. When, in stamm three, he 

addresses single-minded POlltics, he seems at [-irst to be recal1 lng aIl of 

his reservations about the aethrJties of Mark i ev Lez anr! those of t1nurl Conne: "J 

came to hate her politics, my one visible rival" (Memoirs, 63). But the 
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image of the heart of stone undergoes a synecdochic transformation and 

becorr.es a stone in the midst of aIl, change1ess, ever-present. Its stoni

.less is a1so its permanence, its fervour has become its centrality. 

We can see O'Leary's presence in the rhetoric of the poem. "O'Leary 

himst.'lf insisted," writes Cu11ingford, "that the dignity and freedom of 

the ind1vidual ought not to be sacrificed, even for the most worthy 

cause. Yeats continua11y quotcd his aphorism, 'there are things a man 

must not do even tG save a nation'" (13). But O'Leary's 

voice is compounded with competing tongues. The martyrs are in 

the midst of being dignified by this very poem, and, as to freedom, they 

have apparent1y exercised it, or wi11ing1y offered it up, mu ch the same 

thing. Sjmply put, does the stanza describe isolation or involvement? Is 

the narrator's stance one of condemnation or desire? 

The 1ines' apparent design, especia11y if we take into account 

the ear1ier Hnes "Her nights in argument / llntil her voice grew shriU" 

and the first sentences of stanza four, is that of describing isolation. 

The preponderance of meaning, and the poet's explicit intent, is critical: 

a description of the emotional priee of po1itica1 violence. 

(Though rretond's subjection to England had a human, 

emotional priee too, especia11y in economic deprivation and the rending 

of families through emigration--we need on1y re-read "A Modest Proposa1.") 

But there i s \.hat a deconstructionist might calI a fissure in the 

loglc of the symbolism, a submerged commentary on fanaticism p1aying itse1f 

out as n subterranean echo, a1though, oddly enough, it becomes visible by 

reading the stanza ~ literally and seeing if the conclusion is consonant 
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with the introduction. Whether or not this is part of Yeats's eonsclous 

design, it i~ consistent with the parlier movement toward re-institutlng 

the narrator in the body politic; even if that eonsistency, as i~ plays 

out, violates our sense of metaphoric logic in stanza three. Good po~lry 

often works in this way: in the intensity of composition, what we lraditian-

ail y calI "inspiration," the writer's mind seems capable of keeping truck 

of Hs own "subconscious" (for laek of a better term) and letting it 

appear, in sorne fashion, in the text. 1 am not as ready as Derrideans 

to locate, in this fissure of logie, a revelation that somehow overthrows 

the more explicit meaning. Poetry is a means of attempted communication: 

to devalue its "surface" message is a triumph of methodology over somctlling 

very like passion. But the other voice should Le heard. Not in order la 

produce an "open" discourse or a "plurality of intention," hut lo procluce 

a more accurat~ because more complet~ singularity. 

Does the stanza deseribe isolation or involvement? An answer 

involves identifying what the stanza's two prjnelI~J images--the stone, 

the stream--represent, not at aIl a simple matter. The identity of 

the stone is at first clear enough: "Hearts w ith one purpose a lone 

/ Through summer and winter seem / Enehanted ta éI stone." The 

hearts of the still unnamed figures with the single purpose oL on 

inde pendent Ireland resist ehanging with the season (are therefore 

not "natural"), and in their fixity are stone-like. Sa the stone 

represents the hearts of the martyrs. ln the logie of the metaphor, 

the "living stream" that the stone "troubles" (a prophetie ward, 

given the later Irish euphemism for guerilla warfare) is the body, the 
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flesh subject ta the ravages of winter and summer. The "purpose" of the 

revolutionaries does indeed trouble their bodies, leading ta their death: 

war, the alteration of human tissue. But by the end of the stanza.!!Q. 

reader 18 still thinking of the stone as representing the hearts of the 

Easter martyrs, but, rather, the martyrs themselves. 

Th i S occurs, almost Invisibly, as the narrator 

takes the metaphor metaphorically, so ta speak. The heart, as the vital 

pump, 1 s Li V j v ul synecdoche. The stone never loses itt earlier repre-
final lines 

sentat i ve functi on as the "fanatic heart": the stanza' sAstill make sense 

of il, and it is reiterated at the start of stanza four. But this beco~es, 

in lhe middle of the stanza, distinctly a secondary meaning. The stone is, 

technically, a mixed metaphor, but t find the term inappropriate: it is 

not Just a synecdoche but a synecdochic way of looking at the world by 

a poet who tl--,ùugh t of personali ty ab c;omething possessed by both individuals 

and np.cions. The image slips back and forth between two levels. It is 

the human slipping into history. It is, in fact, a type of image used 

frequently ln the BIble, where, as Frye points out, Leviathan is bath 

wi thin the chaos of the ocean and synecdochic emblem of it: "Metaphorically, 

a monsler in the sea is the sea" (The Great Code, 190). The heart of stone 

in u man or woman is a man or woman. 

The shuntlng between metaphorical levels is clarjfied by considering 

the shift~ng in meaning of "the stream." As 1 said, the stone's explicit 

idenlificdllon \,'lth the heart (1. 43) makes the st ream within whtch it 

Iles symholic of the body (although the veins may also be implicit). With 

its one purpose the heart is a stasis within the temporal decay of flpsh, 

( \dthill the stream of time. Yeats's "Ta trouble the living stream.," though, 
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begins immediately to enlarge the scope of reference for the image. The 

"living stream," a quasi-Biblical phrase (see, for pxample, Revelations 
from 

22.1),is hardly distinguishable " the "stream of life," and this is probobly 

the prirr:ipal thrust of the metaphor at this point, as the firsl quatrain 

concludes. 

In the second quatrain, the theme of change versus stas i s 

with "Through winter and summer seel'l" is rejnforced: 

The horse that cornes from the road, 
The rider, the birds that range 
From cloud ta tumbling cloud, 
Minute by minute they change. (11. 45-48) 

introducecl 

This is the beginning of an elegant , periodic sentenC'e that wi 11 wend for 

a dozen lines, with four evenly spaced semi-colons, tu the end of the 

stanza. It i8 in this stanza that the poem's rhythms are most lnslslrnl; 

which is, in reading Yeats, a signal to pay partjeular aUent ion: herc, 

intertwined 1 lie the poem' s greatest rhetorica 1 J nSl stence (Il S 'Iramali L 

peak) and Hs most profound emotional and intelleetual unccrtuinty. 'l'br 

stream has of course served as an emblem bOlh of lhe 1 i fe fon (' and of 

trans"'ience since at least the pre-Soc rat les. l t i s f !Juno amongs l lllf' 

f f H l '''y , '1 ." 'H f ragments 0 erac Itus, ou cannot step tWlce Inlo t Je same river, am 

mused upon more than once by Stephen Dedalus, serving ever.~U[) Il y as onr> of 

the metaphors for Bloom' s "sea-voyage" through uneerta i nly, mul ab il Il Y of 

38 self, and the perilous text of Dl ysses. Just DS the stone Iteart comps 

ta represent the martyrs, the living stream of lhe body and ils veins syn-

ecdochically becomes the stream of li fe: the stone hcart in the body 

becomes the martyr within "li Fe. " 

But the stanza's content soon thwarts this reading as weIl. Tn the 
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1 ines quoted above, other elements are il1troduced which contrast the 

i ntransi gence of the stone: "The horse that cornes from the road, / The 

rider, the birds that range / From cloud ta tumbling cloud." This 1ast 

image, especla]ly, creates a sense of turbulent vivacity. Thus far, the se 

clements arc not set in relation to the stream, but in the next lines the 

topography becomes clearer: 

Minute by mInute they change; 
A shadow of cloud on the stream 
Changes minute by mInute; 
A horse-hoor s]ides on the brim, 
And a horse plashes wi t.hin i t; 
The 10ng-l egged moor-hens dive, 
And liens to moor-cocks ca1l. (11. 48-54) 

Suddcnly the clouds, birds, horse and rider are in a re1ationship of edge, 

mnrgin. They approach the stream. The shadow of cloud is on its surface, 

mutat ing constant 1 y. The horse slides on the brim and then splashes--has 

il stcpped in only by accident? If the stream is "llfe," how is it t.hat 

we nfC not all--incJuding horse and nder--always within it? How can we 

npproach It, s11<1e on its edge, E,et our feet wet? This may seem to be 

pushing the imagES tao hard, but it is necessary to see that the images 

of the stream, and of the stone in the stream, are awkward un1ess we propose 

Ihat given thcn setting in a poem with a date as tit1e, they have slid 

once more onto nnother level. hThen Douglas Archibald writes of the stanza 

t lInt Yeats "admi res and authenticates the heroism, but longs for the 

hrimming strcam of 1 He" ('51), one is struck by how weakly the stone ln 

the strcclm serves as an image for sterility of human relationshlp, for 

Isolation. In relatIOn especially ta the image of horse and rider, before 

i t ,lgain serves ta represent "life" and sexua1ity as the hens and cocks 

di"e wilhin it, the stream seems ta stand more for history, and history 

in the sense of tumultuous, public events that the rider lives on the 
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edge of, may choose--as "that woman" who once "rode to harriers" did not-

to avoid. His horse (his passion?) may, however, slip in agninst his 

will; he may be caught up in his "times": "Easter 1916." 

To the extent that the stream takes on the gll i se of h istorv, t h(' st 011(' 

becomes not just the heart or even the martyr but the evpnt 11 i s purposC' 

has brought forth, the "terrible beauty" that will from now on "trollhlp th(\ 

living stream." The martyrs have resolved the vexing question of p('rsollul 

identity. No longer part of the stream, and there[ore not, as Hume \JOlll <1 

have it, mere1y a bund1e of contradictions, they have become identical 

with the event the y enacted. Stone lS ] mage for heart, heurt hecornes 

synecdoche for martyr, martyr synecdoche for the RJ sng. 

l do not inslst on this readlng. To me lts cluim lS based on whnt secms 

an otherwise excessive concentration on the horse's hoor. l do insist 

that the timbre of the final lines creates a thorou,~hl y amhiguolls responsc: 

"Minute by minute they live: / The stone's ln the midst of al!." 'l'he 

narrator's attltude has subtly shlfted. The temporallty (jf "lhey"--horsL>, 

rider, bIrd, hens, cocks--is "naturaI": btlt a11 this shall puss away. Tite 

stone is, in midst of aIl, a kind of essence, an irreduclhlp IjlJnntity. 

The power of images of centrality and Immersion lS consldprahl(! in O1Jr 

culture. Given the shock that the Rlsing gave to il Yeats who har! sinee HI 

1east 1913 felt hlmself dlsenchanted Wltr. and ostracized rrom National i sI 

po1itics, given how that story js told ln stanza one witlt a "happy f'lIdlllg" 

of reintegration, given how the poet goes on to declüJrn ln the fash;oll of 

culture-prophet the sanctlty of the martyrs' names--glven aIl tllls, Il .~~ 

difficu1t to see how the Image of the stone ln the midst cünnot tH! IJOth 

the object of the stanza's cntique and an abject of desin!. Yeats 
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cannat entirely make peace with the dead because he wants ta be like them. 

He is a rider come in from the road ta the edge of the stream of public 

1ife, the poet come back via Holyhead weeks after the battles are over 

and the 1eaders shot, a rider at harriers on the elegant estates of Coole: 

haughty romantl c who wants tü cry as aIl men cry, cool debater of national 

questions who dcfines hIS isolation from the paudeen of the greasj till 

yet suc('umhs to StaIl ybrass and Hhite' s fundamental ru le : "what is exc1uded 

at the overt 1 evel of idenU ty-formatlon is productive of new abjects of 

desirc" (25). The stone of the martyr's heart, hard in the body, is also 

the man or woman ln the mIdst of aIl, is also--if the stream is history--

the i /Jal terab 1 e event that now and in time ta be will trouble Insh life. 

The slone ]S an emblem of Yeats's ideal hero: tao firm to be eroded by 

the winds 01 chance and style, too hard to be affected by events and 

jnstead effecting hlstory, an unmoved moyer. 

Thj ~ then, constitutes another element Ol "Easter 1916'" s oxymoronic 

structure, one l am not certain Yeats saw the changeless heart enchanted 

ta a stone has through its actions created an Ireland utterly changed, has 

sprvecl as a ptlllasopher's stone (Lof tus, 78), a catalyst itself unchanged 

but t rans! orml ng dross to gold. William Barnwell' s account of the post-

Easter era i s incomplete: 

the aetual events of the contemporary scene in !reland (the 
Parnell SpIlt, 1n16, the Troubles, CiVIl War, and the censor
ious democratlc rule of the Free State) seemed to have 
posed a constant threat to thlS concept of publje nobility, 
and he endured a constant struggle ta l'laintain himself, his 
arllstlc "lntcnor personallty" and hlS craft against it. (56) 

TIl(> crItique of heurts wlth one fanatleal purpose is subverted by its own 

Image of immersion and centrality, an image growing out of the narrator's 
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desire to bf' as central, as poliUcally and mythologically potellt, as 

MacDonagh or Pearse, as IIthat woman" or "this man." Thi s ambi guit y of 

feeling ls inevitable given the internaI contradiction in the nature of 

fanaticlsm, itself reflected in Yeats's own conflictlng feelings about 

himself as part of the Irish polltical body, and about nestheticism or 

the visionary versus historicism in IDetry. Fanaticism' s mi ncl j s Il i vi ded. 

18 it an isolationi8t or communal response? Two themes, for exnmple, run 

through the memoirs of Francis Simard, a member o[ a terrorist cell 

convicted of the murder of Québec cabinet mini ster Pi erre Laporte i Il 

Montréal in 1970: that he is an outsider in a corrupt society, and that he 

has a sense of responsibillty so strong it becomes the basis of al1 mor-

ality: "If you don' t feel a constant sense of responsjbi 1 i t y, not onl y 

for your own life, but for the lives of others, then you']! ne ver [jncl 

the answers" (62). 

As we've seen in the oft-reiterated dichotomy of family love versus 

political belief bath in "Easter 1916" and the writings of Pearse and 

MacDonagh, conventional wisdom tends to rea~ their fanaticism as isolation-

ist. But of course the p01itically committed suppress their roles vis ~ 

vis family, lover, frieT1d, ln arder to glve obeisnncp to the very rommllnity 

they constitute. Listen, for example, ta the r1ivided long/ngs of the pocm 

"Heaven in Hel1," by Plunke:...t: 

1 chose, and JoiI,od the band 
of Heaven's adventurers that seek 
Ta c11mb the never-ccnquered peak 
In solitude by their sole might. 39 

The revolutionary joins the band that climLs ln solttude. 

Harold B100m lS correct ta say that "Yeats, despite himself, remaincd 
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always a poet of autobiographical self-recognition, in the solitary tradition 

that Shelley had founded upon Wordsworth. Yeats's subject .•• tended to 

be his relation as poet to his own vision" (63), although Yeats' s will is 

too complex an entlty to be confident of that "despite himself." It is just 

in thi s way that "Easter 1916" is clearly an exception to Yeats' s habituaI 

practice. "T had no idea that any publIc event could sa deeply move me" 

<'1., 61'3). The poem does glance at elements in Yeatsian "visonary" history, 

hut i t LS nevertheless clear that the princip al autobiographical re1ation-

ships are those between Yeats and hlS nation, Yeats and revo1utionary 

nationalism, Yeats and a particuler date in history. And in addressing 

these he ran headJong into the oxymoron figured forth by his own 1ife: 

the nccesslty of "the 10nely ecstasy of the artlst" (Bloom, 224), and the 

search for an essentIal Tnshness, a unlfied spirit for a nation, the 

"communal 'Vlsdom of society." These poles correspond rough1y to the sub-

ject ive or l11nar movement versus the objective or solar movement in A Vision. 

wJlL're, however, the respectlve forces wax and ease in alteratlon. Those 

pales also correspond rough1y ta the conflictlng vectors of nationa1istic 

fanat icism, a confbct made manifest in one historical moment (thus 

confOlind i ng apparent one-ness), and made mani fest in the completed persona1 

narrdtivos of the people named in the oxymoronic poem dated by that moment. 

'l'hl' ('Iegant synchronicity of Yeatslan personality theory encounten the 

dirficl11tv of Llpproaching a "moment" in tlme. There is no 10gical escape. 

The decade-long proJect of the Prague Schoo1's "historical structuralism," 

. . 1 f' l' . cl . [' fI' . l d 40 18 e\'Hcnce 0 llC LnlrlnSlc 1 lCU tles lnvo ve . 

The parada ... of the revolutionary \.ho 1eaves the arms of those he loves 

( lo ('Il t cr III t 0 t he essence of h is communl t y is expressed by the poem' s 
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eounterpointing of maternaI love and "that woman"'s sweet VOlee and beuutv 

ta the heart made stone by too long a sacrifice. The critique of fanatirlsm 

and the imagery of the family jOln in a word which Yents holds in uhevnnce 

and then, finally, chances: "And what if excess of love 1 Hew il der('t! l hem 

till they died?" (72_3)4.oa Love? Love of Ireland? Of a chiJd'? Sl'xllnl love? 

The poem establishes love of country and love of rami ly as cnmpet ing forres, 

yet asks us to commemorate politicnl martyrs in the spirit of naming il 

sleeping chlld, as if the conflict were thus overcome. C lcar 1 y, aH app 1 icI! 

ta the leaders, it is love of Ireland that is impUed, bul in the poem's 

larger contexts, the ward is rendered problematical. Our very i ndhi 1 i ty 

to discriminate between our various loves Is the schlsm al the heurt of 

our term "fanaticism." Here Yeats encounters his particlllnr schizo-

phrenia, his laudlng of passion, his condemnation of bitterness, his 

invoking of hatred as a life force, his revulsion al bath fanaticisrn 

and the day-to-day compromIses of "poUUcs." How UIIl wC discrtminnte 

between our passions when passlon Is the antithesls of hatr-splttting lagic" 

Tn this tension, part of a11 politlca1 struggle, I>.e sep ttH' rlean'sl 

instance of the persona wri ting himsel f i nto the cent re of t il i s onc(' 

despised group with thelr V1Vld faces: 

That ts Heaven' spart, our part 
To murmur name upon name, 
As a mother names her chlld 
When slcep at Jast has come 

As Elizabeth Cullingford puts lt, "The poet's role ls not tü glorify blood-

shed, but to raise the keen" (96). The poet's part--becüme.2.!!L part--i"l 

ta name them in the way a mother names her chi Id. The narralor, no longer 

thinking of mocking tales or glbes, has i nsi sted lhal he i s part of t h(~ 

family. 
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From the Platform of Prophecy: A Poem to Make Something Happen 

"You were silly like us; your gift survived it aIl; 
The parish of rich women, physical decay, 
Yourself. Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry. 
Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still, 
For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives 
In the valley of its making where executives 
Would never wdnt to tamper " 

--Auden, "In Memory of W. B. Yeats" 

The Timing of "Easter 1916" 
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If Yeats han wlshed to refute Auden's sentiment and make something happen, 

one lS inc1ined ta say he would have published "Easter 1Q16" in a newspaper 

with wide circulation as saon as it was flnished, or print penny pamphlets 

in vost numbers as Thomas Klnsella would do half a century later with his 

"Bulcher' s Dazen" 1 n the wake of the Widgery Tribunal' s whitewash 41 of the 

Bloody Sunday shootlngs in Derry: 

. . . . . Il phantom said: 
"'Here 1 ies one who breathed his last 

Firmly remInded of the pasto 
A trooper dId it, on one knee, 
In times of brute authorlty:' (Flfteen Dead, 16) 

Tnslend Yeals prlnted twenty-five copies for close friends. He fina11y 

published it in the New Statesman in October of 1920, at the height of 

the Black and Tans terror (with 1920's own "Bloody Sunday" less than a 

month away), and in book form the following year. 

But Il depends on Just what Yeats wanted ta make happen. Michael 

Robartes dnd the Doncer appeared when a new]y independent nation, now 

mort' l'xpenenced ln the terrible, was being "born," and he may have felt 
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this to be the most effective time to make his point. Given the volélt i 10 

situation in 1920-21, it is nonsense to suggest he withhe1d it in 1916, 

or from The Wi1d Swans at Coole (1919) out of cowardlee. 42 My object of 

study here however, is the poem's text, und it was completed in Sept~nhrr, 

five months after the Rising. At this pOInt the rebell ion hml \wen 

quashed, but the long term fallout of the endeal'our was une 1 car. 

As mentloned, the events were not experieneed first hand by Yeats, 

who was staying in G10ucestershire a t Enster. Ta 1 ive in Eng \ and was to 

be neither at the centre of Irish politieal life nor oulsirle it (as was 

the case for Joyce in Trieste or Paris), but ta be on i ts per i phery. Wc 

know that Yeats visited Dublin during the period hetween the nppearanee of 

the phrase "terrible beauty has been barn aga in" (i n d Mny Illet ter) nntl 

the completion of the poem in September, when he WélS W i th Maud Gafl[w i Il 

France. (Jeffares' confidence ln stating "Yeats wrole i t when he was slny 1 fig 

with Maud Gonne MacBride" [224] seems mlsplaced.) Ile seems to have s(lC'nt 

late May and early June in Ireland, a visit ln large part the result or a 

renewed sense of obligatlon ta his country: "1 fcel as 1 f 1 slml \ relllrn 

to Dublin to live, ta begln building again" CI:., (14). Nccd1ess to say, 

during his time there people spoke "of nothl ng el se. " 

Since Redmond had declared in Westminster as early as May K that l!Jp 

executions were swaying sympathies even of t hase who "1}[Ive nul t ht· sI i ght ('sI 

sympathy with the insurrectIon" (A New lIistory of Trelnnd, 7. 'jl)1), YC'ilis 

wou1d have learned that Pearse and the other leaders har! beglln 10 los(' 1 hL' 

role of fools and take on that of martyrs. But as the 1 i nes "Eng 1 <Jnel fIlfly 

keep faith / For all that is done and saiel" (68-9) make obvJolls, he still 

thought of Irish independence as something to be granted by England: the 

first Sinn Fein electoral victory, in the South Longford by-election, was 
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still ejght months off. The outcome of the Rising, both in practical 

po Il ti:a 1 terms and in terms of public perception of its importance, was 

st II 1 unclear. "Easter 1916" was written at a time of unusual historical 

flux. The event was over, a stone in the stream, but the transformation into 

"history"--with a11 that process's power ta fuel future political develop-

menls--was barely beginning. The poem occupies a time of ambiguity within 

Yeats about concrete, real-life vi~lence, an ambiguity that was much 

diminished before and after. As Eagleton points out, this timing, long 

enough after the fact for the "implications ta be deeply pondered," but 

tao saon "for any hard historicai conclusions ta be drawn," is "crucial 

for the poem's emotiona] structure" ("History and My th in Yeats's 'Easter 

]916'," 248). But il aiso has an effect on the poem's content. "That woman" 

nppeurs nol as a martyr but as an emblem--unfairly--of a blighted life. 

These 1 ines would have differed before the commuting of Markievicz's death 

sentence (ta penal servitude for life) on May 5, at which point she is 

report cd lo have saiel, knowing her gender aione had saved her, "r wish you 

hac! the decency ta shoot me" (Norman, 156); and may weIl not have appt;!ared 

nl dIt afler she was re1eased, along with De Valera and others, in July 

1<}17, returning la cheering crowds" (Freyer, 67). 

The summer months of 1916, during whlch the poem, so far as we know, 

hall ils refrnin but not its verses, were full of contradictory signaIs in 

Irish pol il ics. One event of the pen ad , the Somme offensive involving 

l he 16lh Di \' i si on from Ulster and resuiting in 60,000 "British" casualties 

on July 1 nlone, has produced a major work of Irish literattlre, Frank 

~1cCtli nness' 4' 1911'; play Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme. ::s 

Through Nav and June LLoyd George negotiated tI._ implementation of Home Rule 
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excluding the Ulster counties--which le~ to the formation of the Anti

Parlition League in Derry in late July--a proposaI Yeats would probllbl y 

not have found offensive, although no words of his on the subject seem 

to have survived. But even this concession proved unacce~tAble to the 

Frime Minister, Asquith, and the failure of negotiat ions with Redmond, 

apparent by the end of July, made the inclusion of "may" in "England may 

keep faith" necessary. More importantly, the Irish Trade Union CongresH 

in August showed a decidedly "neutral attitude" toward the Rising in iLs 

resolutions (A New History, 7. 392) in s?ite of Conno11y's deoth. [n 

August ::he last judicial execution, that of Roger Casernent, remllHled 

everyone of the emotions of April and May. The time was indecd ripe for 

a poet whom Denis Donoghue says "was ne ver wi Il ing ta allow hi story ta 

press upon him as a dead weight: his mind would wrest]e with foct • 

but only with live fact, still open ta change and greater 1 ife. 1 quote 

again ••• the Diary of 1930: 'History is necessity unti1 it tokes fire 

in someone's head and becomes freedom or virtue'" (We Irish, 51). lf 

the revolutionaries are imprisoned by their hatred and single purpose 

and thus have become something less than human, Yeats will free Lhem by 

both granting them the "necessi ty" of r:heir tragi r rol e anô reLurn i ng Lo 

them their humanity as Ireland's children, asleep after Lheir limbs have 

"run wild." And in doing so he could trans[orm lhe nec.cssity of lheir 

history into the freedom of his complex commemorali on, and, he hoped, the 

complex commemoration by an Ireland similarly free. 1L may be faci le Lo 

suggest that art makes freedom from hislory merely by addressing itself 

ta its exigencies. but l do not believe it lS facile tu suggesL Lhal Yents 

believed it was possible could he achieve a potent and public voicc. 
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Il i9 Interesting that decades later, the violence in the North and the 

accompanying economic stagnation has produced an era of similar fluidity 

of interpretation: 

It is increasingly common to say that this [revolutionary] 
wi nd brought good to nobody. Or at least it is common 
among the bourgeoisie and the intellectuals, who now regard 
the men of Easter Heek'!à's seH-deluded fanatics, driven by 
lust of sacrifice and blood . . . . What the plain people 
of Ireland think, feel, and believe is harder to discover. 

(Donoghue, We Irish, 154) 

Donoghue is here, in 1976, a forerunner in the cur~ent debate about Irish 

"essentia] ism"--seen as a tragic Yeatsian legacy by Seamus Deane, Richard 

Kearney, Conor Cruise O'Brien and others.
44 

A historically literate reader will then find in "Easter 1916," 

suggesls Terry Eagleton, an additional poignancy in "its bold decision 

to mythologize the dead before the objective validity of that action. 

can be historically confirmed" (I-listory and My th in Yeats' s 'Easter 1916' " 

250-5]). The way Yeats "reads" tbis "intermediate" historical epoch, 

and the way he will depict subsequent eras--the subject of the following 

chapters--seems to me to have little to do with Richard Lof tus' formulation: 

The difference between the heroic episode o~ the Easter 
inburrection and the irrational violence that followed in 
its wake is the difference between Yeats's subjective and 
objective visions, between an ldeal existence and the repul-
si ve reali ty of the modern world. ("Yeats and the Easter Rising," 

170) 
As r hope l have made clear, Yeats' s "subjective" and "objective" visions 

~o nUL surface to the exclusion of each other, and there is neither a 

picture of "ideal exi stence" in "Easter 1916" nor one of the "repulsive 

real ity" in, say, "Meditations in Time of Civil War." 

l want to stress, however, that Yeats was not in "Easter 1916" initi-

ating the event' s ritualistic commemoration of the leaders as martyrs. 
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This process of reversing the early, widespread contempt, began in the 

popular imagination very early, in the "eommemorati ve masses . marked 

by the gathering of large and sullen crowds • • .. fP]rayers wcre nlrendy 

being addressed to [Pearse]" within "a few weeks of the executions" (Lyons, 

160), that is, about the time Yeats was in Dublin. The process of idenl-

ization was hastened when "Plunkett was married to hi s sweetheart . . . on 

the night before his execution, and the wounded Conno tl y . • . wns exccut pd 

strapped to a chair" (Thompson, 104). Yeats's poem conspicuous1y expresses 

solidarity with this process, while striving ta modify it from within by 

recognizing the schism in politieal fanaticism, within himself, and, by 

Yeatsian implication, within the body politic of Ireland. Again, lhis 

aspect of the poem would have varied quite signHicanUy had the poem heen 

written either a few days after the Post Office was seized (during Ihe 

first exeeutions), or not until a few years Iater. Yeals'R hislorienl 

mind bears a good deal of resemblance, in its stress on lhe "spi r Il'' and/ 

or "mind" of historieal movements and nations, wllh that of lIegel, for 

whom, as Hayden White has put it, the content or referent of hisl-orienl 

diseourse was not the story of what happened but the "peeul iar relut iOIl 

between a public present and a past" ("The Question of Narrative in 

Contemporary Historieal Theory," 4). Part of the contenl of "Eastcr 1()J(," 

is the relation of the summer months of 1916 to the evenls of Apr il. 

There ean be little doubt that a poetic treatment of the Rising wrillen 

even a few years later would have painted a less heroic portrait of ils 

leaders and a vision of a less salutary spiritual impact. Allhollgh 

recognize the danger of attempting ta describe Yeats's opinIons in any 

formulaic manner, it is true t'lat, broadly speakj ng, h lS assessment of 
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lhe persona] i ti es, methods, and outcome of the Rising grew more and more 

negatlve as the years passed--although not monolithically sa. 1 have 

already al Iuded lo his play The Dreaming of the Bones, which, ev en though 

45 wri l ten on 1 v lhe next summer, during the growing, internecine bitterness 

of the par lit Ion debale and lhe politjcal uncertainty engendered as Sinn 

Fein begilll tn pile IIp by-election wins (in February, May, and July's win 

hy De Valera ln Clare), moves the stenlity of perpetuating political 

halred lo centre stage, and apparently advocates the fruits of forgiveness. 

From 191H 10 1922 and beyond, living in Ireland on a more continuous 

basls, Yeals came Inlo closer contact with the ugliness and waste of the 

vÎulclj(' durlng lhe TrIsh struggle toward nationhood. Yeats's attraction 

10 0JemcnlaJ confl icl and apocalyptic violence seemed ta dissipate rapidly 

in the face of real wounds and real destruction. William Barnwell, in his 

essay on Y0alslun UlOpL8, pOInts as another source of disliluslonment ta 

IIH' grl'yer pracllcalities of adminlstering a poor country deprived of 

Ils nhlnufacturing bd:oe in Belfast and domlnated by Jansenist Catholicism: 

"As II ImpPPIll'd, democratlc rule eventually overrode the highly structured 

p<,rfc>rl sldt<, Yeats had desired. There[ore, ln retrospect, and given his 

pan itul<lr pOInt of VIl'\V, the 'ternble beauty' ls a bitter beauty" (63). 

B\' parly I()!q IhlS vehemence agalnst Irish pollUea] Ilfe seems to 

have n'Vl'["t L'd t 0 the cuust i c tones of "September 19]1." In the ear 1 r weeks 

01 thdl yeùr, \dth Sinn Feln's gene>ral E':LecLÏon s\œep of December recent 

histon, Yeats \,rote "On a Political Prisoner," the poem he \-muld place 

immedlnte!y aftpr the [916 triptych of "Easter 1916," "Sl':teen Dead Men," 

,1Ild "The Rosp Tree." It lS an odd codicl1 that threatens to topple alto-

gNhel tIlt' sent lments of the preceding poems, especially "The Rose Tree": 



Did she in touching that lone wing 
Recall the years before her mind 
Became a bitter, an abstracL thing, 
Her thought sorne popular enmity: 
Blind and leader of the bl1n(! 
Drinking the fouI ditch where they he? (11. 7-12) 
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Given the searcity of Irish female polltieal pnsoners, the referencl' tll 

riding under Ben Bulben, and Gore-Booth Markievicz's n~c~'nl plpcl ion ilS 

the first woman M.P., it is clear ta I.hon! Yeats alludcs. Clven hpr h('avv 

involvement in the day-to-day struggles of the nascC'lIt Dall, Yeats's 

charaeterization of her m~nd as "absLrnct" seems wrol1g-heudpd; clpdrly 

he has retreated to hIS faei le and offensl ve rharch"ler i 'nlt Ion 01 1 he ..., 

Ir~sh voter and of "popular" maLters III general. T\Je 1 II 1(' is dOllhl('-

edged. No longer a pohtical prjsoner, Constance Matklevlcl' IS still a 

prisoner of poUtics, wjth 1,.:, cleanllncss élnd sweptllpss Illld IH'<I11ly 

thereby polI uted. The rhetorlc o~ Lhe poem i s so l'xl rl'mp 1 hal ll1 i HIS 

again perhaps evidence of Ypats's own Lnner lurmoll in TC'gdrd ln his 

former intricate involvements in publiC Il fc und his prl'spnt lark of Ilu'fII. 

The nastlness of polltlcal life is alwéJys mosl l'mplt<lslzpd III Yl'dls 

when \.omen are involved. HIS Image (lf ils fclidncss Il1Is solidlrle!! bv 

October 1927, ne;:.r the end of hls own sLint in tlw Irish Sendle ancl allpl 

the Djvorce BIll èefeat nf 192') and, most immedlalely, arler Ihf' II~S<l'-;Slfl-

at~on of Mlnlster of Justice KeVin O'HIggins ln July and 1 !Je> mdrllill I.IW 

of August's Publlc Safely Bill. The occasion \·:as agdln I!J(' C()n·-l\o()Ihs: 

"The older lS condemned la cleath, / Pardoned, il rags out 1 Olll! J Y yr!ilrS / 

Conspirtng among the ignorant" ("Tn Memory of Fva r;Off'-!\oolh and Con 

MarklE~\"LO_," (11.7-9). The Ilnes are somewhal hypo(ritlcili (thollgh 

Constance pr')bab1 y lost hl s remal nI ng sympHlhy as il supporlpr of De Va 1 ('ra 

and the anti-TreatYltes), and bear lillie relalion ln ttw net lon-pllcked, 
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fulfiJling life of the Minister of T .. abour and twice-elected M.P. 

Soe was still attendlng FIanna Fail executive meetings two weeks 

before her death (Norman, 276), and is quoted on her deathbed 

ilS sayi og "i t 1 S 50 beaut ifuI to have aIl this love and kindness 

betore T go." She Jay in the Rotunda while 100,000 people 

vi ewed thC' body pr Lor to one of the largest funeraJs in Dublin 

hlslory ('277). She deserved better treatment from a supposed 

rriend lhan Ilnes such as "now you know it aIl, / AU the foUy of 

a flghl / With a Lommon wrong or rlght" (11. 21-23); Yeats thjnking 

pprhnps tllUt "Innocence" and "beauty" (11.24-25) were her sole 

responsllJl1ity in Iife. \~hen we read the admlttedly superb llnes 

thal oppn anel close the poem, we shou1d keep ln mind that the 

( POPnI lnsults everyLlJJng that maltered la a fnenJ who had Just 

dil'd. und lhül the representallon of poUt l struggle ln Yeats 

lO/lSISls, in part, of a (omplete [allure to represent many crucial 

ISStll'S thül sh,lped the lreland of his time and preoccupled Constance 

(;orl'-Boolh N,Jrklpvic7. 

But Il IS alsu clear thdt the possibility of polities as 

Iransfo!ïllé1nve, cven as spiritual, ta which Yeats lS open 

11I111ll'ellùtl'lv artel' I~aster }916, has, to his mind, long Slnee 

l'v.lpur,ll cd. PolltieS was again simple contamination, no fIt 

pIHC(' for d ",oman, and no fit place for lhe better classes or the 

Itlglll'r sCIHnhilllles and passions of a poet. In 
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his clearest renunciation of the Rising, written while he was composing 

"Meditations in Time of Civil \.Jar" at Ballylee, Yeats ,,,rites "lhere IR 

nothing sa dangerous ta a modern state. where poli lies take t he pl ace 01 

theology, as a bunch of martyrs. A bunch of martrvs (llJI6) wen' the hUlllh, 

and we are living ln the exploslon" C1.. (90). As Peler COSll'))O 1l'IIJ.lrks, 

"a bunch of martyrs" j s "an üdd phrase lo dcscr i hl' LIli' 111('11 he' hw) hn i J t'd 

in the poems written after the evenl" (201), thougll "ha!1cd" IS too strol\g. 

While 1 believe a dis11lusionment with the olllcoml' of vio\PIHP 

was the domInant trend in Yeats's thought in his Jale ypnrs, whell cnllglll 

up in his musings on 1rnpending, apocal)'plic chaos, Ile cOltld sI i Il pl il 1 S(' 

Pearse and Casernent. "Three Sangs tü lhe One Bur!len" (1In()?) includes 

the Unes, "Sorne had no lhought of victory / Bul Ila<l galle olll 10 dIt> / 

That lrelanù' s rnlnd be greata- / Her heart mOllnt up on Il i gh" (1). 7'~-7()), 

and "Roger Casernenl" speaks of "thlS \\losl gallunl genllpmnn / 'l'halls in 

qu ickl i me laid" (11. 23-24). Woul d he have wr Illen sucll 1 i Iles hae! PC'.J! se 

and Casernent survlved ta serve jn the Dai 1'1 18 Il halrp!l ,Inti pol it I(nl 

Intransigence Yeats cannot abide, or polllical pracl ic<IIity and ar-tlldl 

successful revolution?47 

But who can la1 k of gJ \'c and take, 
What should be and what not 
\Vhlle those dead men are IOltering lherp 
To stir the boJ1lng pol? ("Slxteon Dead ~1cn," II. 'l-() 

Easter 1916" is a documenl, then, from a preCIse morn('nt in Irish hisl(HY, 

the sumrner of 1916, and a precise momenl ln Yeals's cvolullonilry tll()lJght 

on politics and political violence. His atlractloll lo tll!' c\f>cÎslvenc'ss 

of apocalyptic violence, and his revulsion ügainst "poliLics" and vloll'f1re 

of a more immedlate nature, were slmultaneously lhrown inUJ fjupstion by 
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the events in Dublin. The poem details in its stirring refrain the allure 

of crossing, dt whatever cast, one's patriotie RubIcon. but recognizes--

perhaps not consciously on the author's part--that the passionate decisive-

ness Yeats sa ndmired IS a principal charaeteristie of the sterile politieal 

"fanal ie IBm" or "bitterness" he sa dlstrusted. Conversely the death, 

destrllctlon and dcrimony inciplent in the Rislng, the real-life violence 

Yedts found so appal ling, had orisen from the matrlX of a passionate drama 

where choracters threw off their comic masks and revealed their tragic 

1 ineJntents. This sequence of emotional events vnthin Yeats was time-

hound: those forces coule! co-exlst only [or a moment. Later, the Vlolence 

of tll(' Hising couJd become the abstraction of myth, and Yeats could begin 

10 spcak of r.uchu1dln 

raIls the "hlstrtonic 

ln the Post Office, using what Richard Lof tus aptly 
("Yeats and the Easte48Rising," 

techn l que" WI th wh ich he styllzeù the event f\ 177) ; 

nnd the principlcs of the revolutlonaries could be mJngled with the 

pol il Inti lnfighl Ing of the Free State while Yeats wrote of Dlarmuid and 

))ervorg j 11 il lost and unredeemed. Later on, Yeats would again allow himself 

t 0 ha\'e i t both ways. 

') Creat ing lIistory or Creating Hyth? 

TI1l' nnrr,llor of "EJster 1916" re-situates himself in the political landseape 

forsworn III YC'dts' s date-ent i tled poem of three years earlier and adopts, 

Il\' poem' s end. the fI rst person plural of communj ty. The pronouncements 

01 outsiders on Irish politics are notoriously unwelcome--wlth good reason--

and the puem demonstrates Yeats' s anxiety that he had beeome sueh an out-

sider, and seeks ta remedy the sItuation in arder ta speak with authority 

on thC' issuC' nt hand. The centering of the speaking voice in the body 
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politie it wishes ta address is an aet of sel (-nuthorizat ion. the consl t'uc-

tian of a platform. He goes sa far as ta distort the Il i slorica 1 impor l,lIlet' 

of sueh figures as MacBr ide in order ta set III mse 1f i Il a re 1 al i nn~h i Il w Il Il 

the martyrs that will be lmplicHly compared to n l'ami! idl Ont'. Titis is 

a troubled relationshlp, but the fact It exists has !JC'cn glvpn insurt irit'nl 

attentlon. This rhetoncal manoeuver i8 one of the clparest sign~ thdt 

Yeats \l'as going to unaccustomed lengths Lo credte an It 1 stor i ca 1 dlHI po 111 Il1\ 1 

document, that he wished bath to describe and Lo influence the l'alh of Ir islt 

hisLory. His depictlon of politlca! vIolence 15 stralegie. 

l have previous1y alluded to the weIl known Instance wltere Yenl S !II0st 

exp1icitly addresses the question of poetry creatlllg Itlstorv, bis 1 ilws III 

"The Man and the Echo" in 1938 in referenee Lü Cathleen nI lIo\JIIIt.tll. 'l'h(' 

issue had come to his attentIon as early as ]t)()C) , wh en one young nnt iOllnl ist 

had insisted ta Yeats's slster lhat the play hue! "lhangpd hl'-i polIt ics." 

"r should share the enthusiasm, Lut l don'l," the poet dcc lan'd Ch. S'l.7). 

Cathleen ni Houlihan IS ln faet an early example of Yc'ats's lirt Isti( 

equIvocatlon in thf' [ace of concrete politlcal iSSllC'~. as Malcolm Brown 

points out: 

[Yeats] accasionally argucd thnt (OveTl CalhlC'pn ni lIoullllilll 
was ..• really nonpollt Ica1, cl stdrt Ilng c onlcnlInTl al 
vanance wlth hlS original rlerlildtlon (qllickly rlroppf'd) "TI) 
the Memory of \-11 111 am Rooncy," .t prol o-S i TIn F!' Illf'r . . . 
StIll, it LS truc that thc word "England" 18 ml,,~,illg 1 r!Jm 
the play, Loo, Ils place 18 fillpel hy ""t rangpr'-i" who II<ld 
got possessIon of tlicOld \vom,w'<., "four !H!élllllflt! gr p (>11 

fields," ] t does not Sdy how .... YPdt s rf>(J'Jrt c-rl 1 bdt 
the Swedes' allcrallons [al Ul'_' Nobel Pri/f' /!prforman((!! 
were most agreeablc ta hlm, since thp play \{;j<" f('ully 
"symbollc" .•. and as relevenl 10 any rilllrlrJrn t InH' drHI 
place as to t'-layo-Sl i go 1 n 17cm. on) 

Yet, writes Peter Castello, "though Immediate vlolellce wab not parl of 
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Yeats's intention in writing the play, the appea1 ta force of arms was 

latent in cvery Une No matter what he did Iater, these particular 

words of his wou1d indeed be strangely modified in the guts of the living" 

('~). Therc i s no trace of worry J n "Easter 1916" that "that play of mine," 

seller/Il J cd on t he Abbey program for Easter Monday 1916 (Cull ingford, 53) 

sent the martyrs La ther deaths; rather, Yeats is worried that he had 

nolhing aL aIl ta do with Lhe event. But it ls important ta remember 

Lhat YeaLs quite rightIy saw himself as wntlng in a sOClal matrix in 

wh kh L1lP IlTlpaC L of poet ry on history, or at least on histor ical conscious

noss, was a possibility; lhat, as he has the O'Rahi1ly say in another late 

poem, "Because T he 1 ped ta wlnd the c lock 1 l came to hear i t strike" 

("Tilt' ()'Hdhilly," Il.75-26). This is a paem which echoes "Easter 1916" 

w il Il i ts "Ile wrote out that word himself, 1 He christened hlmself wi th 

b 1 ood" (11. fJ-7). After a11, Maud Gonne wauld Iater wnte that "th thout 

Y!'ills llwrc \wuld have been no Llterary Revival •.• [and] wlthout the 

inspiraI ion of thal Revival, the glorifIcatIon of beauty and heroic virtue, 

1 dOllht if therp would have been an Easter Heek" (Cullingford, 88). \~hether 

or not that is lrue, many people beIlevcd It ta be true.
49 

If Cllhlecn ni lIou] ihan lS a mythologlzed history in that by remoVlng 

rpfcrcllcL'S to tlw parLlcular historlca1 situatIon It asks ta be read as 

d work ahollt "whal happons" rather than "what happened," and thereby becomes 

d rmlkal1y differcnt play in Stockholm than at lhe Abbey, Jt lS an example, 

1 i Ize "Tl\(' Ros(' Trec," of Yeats blending the part lcular and the general in 

n ,,,av th,lt produces a blurred vision, blunted as either myth or politieal 

poet rv . It is thus a more malleable text, more "open" ta its viewers' 

imported predilections; they thereby leave the text intact but unenriched. 
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This, at least, is my experience with this element of the Yeats conon. 

But in "Easter 1916," history and myth--never a reodily separable pair, 

sinee aIl written history is designed to be didaetic, and symbolic of 

repeatable patterns--are in a very different reLlllonship. Tf Yenls 

does attempt here to create something 1 ike mylh, he tloes 50 hv n'COIInt ing 

a very particular history, by naming names. Th t' recourse ta mvthlc 

parallels--such as grows more common in late poems II kp "The Stat Ul'S"-

is scrupulously repressed. 

Yeats' s movement of h is narrator toward the cent re of the 1 r i sh 

people responding to the Risi ng 18 the pri Ill. i pal "narrat ive of narrat ion," 

to use an aWk\vélrd term, w"lthin the poem. T have discl1ssed how lhnt 

movement is one fraught with unease for Yeats, as shawn by l hC' fnrt that 

the stone heart of fanaticism 18 also "ln the midsl"; hlll 1 have donC' so 

in order to attempt to demonstrate that the Yeats who fenrs imnJ('fflÏon in 

the commonplace does not d1sappear when the Yeats who '''lslIes 10 helong 

there cornes to the fore, nol ln arder ta deny thal the certPTlng g(>Sll1f(> 

is the pr"lmary one, and intleed a prinCIpal part of the pocm's ahi 1 ity II) 

generate meaning. And lt lS thlS geslure that is mosl important in askillg 

what type of history Yeats was attemptlng to desrrlue and/oT Lrente. 

His movement from s1ngu]ar to plural flrst person, <Incl Lis tnrnpnrlsoll 

of his poetic net of naming the martyrs with both the Irish people's 

commemoration and \vith a mother's naming of her chi1ù, ure designer! to 

figure forth a comme') politieal spaLe of whieh the narrator 1 S il part and 

for which he can thelef ore speak. The nurralor and l he pub 1 i c are t wo 

aspects of one jdenlily. Yeats's sense of the [rlsh ae., an organic uni! 

is thus a crucial part of the poem's intel1ectual framework. The stary 
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of the narrator's changLng re1ationship with the Easter martyrs is posited 

as exernplary text: individual history and national history converge in a 

persona who wIll Ilomerically "cry as aIl men cry" (Essays, 511). Writing 

of symbol ism in 1901, Yeats cornrnents that syrnbols are "the greatest of 

aIl powers," and that "Whether thelr power has arisen out of themse1ves, 

or whcther it has an arbitrary origin, rnatters little, for they aet .. 

becflllse the Creat Hemory associates them wlth certaIn events and moods 

and persons. Whalcver the passions of man have gathered about, becomes a 

syrnhol in thl' Great Memory, and in the hands of hlm who has the secret 

il i s a worker of wonders" (Essays, 4)-50). Yeats is here speaklng of magic 

and cabbala, but the appeals to common symbols such as stone and stream-

replctc with significance in Irish loreSO--and the Ilnking of narrator 

and mother, suggest a relevance ta "Easter 1916." He is attempting to 

nppcn 1 t 0 somcth 1 ng llke the Irish Great Memory ami to gather the Irish 

,1rOllnd potent syrnbols of his creation. 

Tf il crltic asks whether, ln "Easter 1916," Yeats is about the business 

of "'rIling hlstory or creating rnyth, he or she saon cornes to realize that 

1 he t crrns propose cal egor les l neffectl ve in discussing Yeats. The short 

nnswcr is that he IS \vriling a hist:orieal poern, Just as, say, Robert Musil's 

A ~1an \Vllhout Quallties or Tom Morrison's Be10ved are hlstorical novels, 

and thnl its historieal content i8 by implication exernplary history, as 

is the hlslon' in those novels or "ln the Shakespeare play cyc1es--history 

designed lo be read as rnyths of a partlcu1ar culture. "Easter 191611 differs 

from lhese examples in that it is about conternporary history, and also 

about, quile 1 iter.111y, its own present tense: dated in the recent past, 

Il dcscribes thal past's fallout, the present's evolving relationship to 
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" - it, and then propels that past through this present into the future of 

"nowand in time to be." Its narrative "catches up" to itself. Among 

historical novels, perhaps only Doctor Faustus bOlh functions in this 

way and has similarly proven a central document of our cenlurv. 'l'Ill' 

story of Zeitblom's narration of Leverkühn's biogrnphy, the slory of the 

present's relation to the past, occuples a paradigmatic historir-nl axis: 

the writlng of the biography has duratl0n, durlng which the mililary 

collapse of Germany, i tself a repeU t ion of lhe nat i ona 1 l raumtl l wenl y-

five years earlier, proceeds apace to a final conflagration of hlstorlo-

graphy catchlng up with history reminiscf'nl of the finflle of (;nfclil 

Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude. In bolh Husi 1 and Mann wc sec 

an almost obsessive particularlzatlon, a focus on ulography ,1Ill! dai Iy 

minutia as a route to id ston.ography. And in bot h the~H:' cases, i t 1 S 

e i ther a narrator-character (Zeilblom) or a hcro of out LJlldlsh pnssivil y 

(Ulrich), which provides the central hl stonca l consc 1 OIlSfless. Tite conl ent 

of history, as in "Easter 1916," ]s primarily the story of fin indlviduul's 

appreheTlsion of his relatlOnshlp ta particular events. This IS how 

history"means." 

Neither "historv" nor "myth" seems suHable. t.,rhen Harold '1'01 iver, 

in The Past lhat Poct;s Make, writes thal "even lhough he promises lo 

'restore to the philosopher his mythology, "' Yeats IS 
l' , an cxtrcrnely hlstor-

ical poet who not (ml y cites a good many aclua 1 cvent s bill const r IIrls il 

systematic readin!!, cf history" (')6), VIC can agrcc only wIll! tll!' proviso 

that Yeats's readlng of h]story is a mclding of Platonl(, lunguHl, ;tnd 

Hegelian, that histoflcal events are turned lnlo publir crnlllems of private 

history, the hlstory of the sou1, of the evolut ion of lonsc i OlJsncss. Thi fi 

is the sort of history he i8 writing in "Easter 1916." Tl is his conviet ion 
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that the source of a new aspectof human or at least Irish "soul" can be 

Identified, named, debated; his ability ta make us share that conviction 

is remarkable. Conversely, Eagleton's assertion that "Easter 1916" is 

"evldently enough, the creation of a myth," in that its goal is not 

ana) ysi s of the dead rehels hut the wrlting of them "in a verse," sa that 

(249) 
"whal méil lers 1 s lhe ri tuaU sing aet," "both underestimates the complexity 

of the portrayal of the rebels and of fanaticism, and, more importantly, 

confuses rltual wlth myth. Ritual is not part of myth, but of religion. 

Rel igion I1l]11zes myth only ln Frye's very large sense of that ward 

(mythol), or utll izes myth in themrrower sense only from the perspective 

of the non-lJe 1 iever. Equally, when he wntes that "there is a quality of 

essentlul detachmenl Jnherent in the mythieal treatment itself • and 

in this way a glorification of the dead can be achieved without an unreserved 

comm il'" menl lü the i r h Istorical importance" (252), he fails to recognize 

L1ml Yeats is ascribing paramount historieal importarceto the event, but 

lhnt Ills sense of what "hlstory" is differs radically from that of a 

mnll'rinllsl phtlosophy. 

Scaml1s Decme has said that "at aIl times, Yeats was entranced by the 

)loss i b Il 1 t \' of hi slory becoming legend before his eyes. The particular:ities 

of Irish hislorv, intensely apprehendeo, could become the symbols of world 

Il 1 st On' dS t hev passed through the medium of art" (A Short History of Irish 

Literdture, 14'l). The [irst sentence applies ta "Easter 1916," hut as we 

ana 1 \'s(' t hl' nature of the "hlstory-of-character" belng deplcted and ereated 

wC' bC'gln lu sep thal in thIS key exception, the second does not. The Yeatsian 

pet sona i nscdbes l1lmself in the Jrish body POlltiC to find his platform for 

flistoricAl speech. Can the Anima Mundi have national subsets? It seems 
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philosophically indefensible to say so, but this is perhaps a bias of 

the North American cosmopolite post-fascism intellectual. It is not 

altogether clear that in our passion to exterminate the idea of national 

characteristiaand aIl of its rac~at baggage in this century, we ure nol 

ignoring the evidence of our senseland impoverishing our conception of 

lif~'s possibilities in the meantime. But in any event, to iRnor~ that 

Yeats believed simultaneously in the unique character of the individusl 

consciousness, the existence of sorne sort of ur-personslity or world 

spirit ("the bord ers of our mind are ever shi fU ng . . . many mi nds can 

flow into one another . and create or reveal a SI ngle mi nd" rEssays, 

28]), and a spiritual national essence, will only distort a reading of 

the poetry. The political implications of this addressing an frish nOIl-

materialist history must be confronted • 

3 The Mental Revolution 

"Here's to you Pearse, your dream, not mine. 
But yet the thought, for this you <lied, 
Has turned life's water into winc." 

--AE 

The history Yeats is describing is a shift in conseiousness, in this Luse 

a shift tn Irish consciousness. Docs th; s mean he i s repressi ng the impact 

of real history, of physical events, in favour of somcth i ng wc mûy w 1 slt 1 () 

calI myth? That in attemptlng to spur the ereatjon of nûtional myth 11<:> is 

revealing hIS proto-fascist tendenCles after aIl? Ycats's aristocratie 

impulse, his sense that a political, cultural, cven spiritual cliLc set 

the tone for a nation,does have something ta do with how he interpretcd 
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the Rising, but that point granted, l would suggest that Yeats saw history 

not so much as myth but in a fashion similar to our contemporary conception 

of that problematic term "history." Denis Donoghue, writing of the current 

Irish view of Yeats (one he resists), says that Yeats is seen as und er-

standing history "as myth, a timeless structure of meaning and vé:lue" (66). 

T rlon'l enLirely disagree, but l do tend to doubt that Yeats's view 

of history is reducible to a pithy formula. Yes, Yeats in A Vision lays 

oul "timeless" repeating patterns. But he tended to see particular events, 

whelllE'r in the past or present, inside Ireland or outside, as neither 

timeless nor repeating, but as unique and innovatory. For Yeats things 

happened, lhe world was in a flux we could only partially divine: events 

changed minds. As a thinker he was in vigorous reaetion against prevailing 

nineteenth-century modes of thought (while of course neverquite escaping 

l h0 i r prcslIppos i Li ons) . Hayden White has written that "Prior ta the 

French Revo1 tti on, hi storiography was conventionally regarded as a Iiterary 

url. More specifica]ly, it was regarded as a braneh of rhetoric, and its 

'fictive' nature generally reeognized," while "Typieally, the nineteenth-

ccnlllry hislorian's aim was to expunge every hint of the fictive, or merely 

imaginable, [rom his discourse .. " ("The Fictions of Faetual Represen-

. "')3 2r:) tatlon, ~,-:). Yeats does not rebel against this by introducing the 

[Icllve Into history but by insisting on the primacy of the "merely imagin-

nIlle," of cl li thul is invisible to scientifie measurement or archivaI doeu-

menlation. Ernsl Cassirer once wrote that "In the relation between myth 

und historv myth proves to be the prlmary, history the seeondary and derived 

faclor. rt is not by history that the mythology of a nation is determined, 

51 bUl conversely, its history is determined by its mythology." This i5 
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attractive, but our contemporary view of "history" as a mode of knowledge 

makes history and myth more difficult to distinguish. Does Cassirer mean 

by myth "popular" (mistaken) history? Historians like White would argue 

that aIl history is, if not fictive, at least permeated with fictianal 

structures and techniques used toward ends very sim; lar to those a r myLh. 

It is perhaps simplest ta say that a countrv's history Ls shaped by 

its interpretation of its pcevious history. What stands in Jighl i8 whnt 

we think of darkness. Although the projects of historieal arehaeology 

undertaken by, say, Foucault, are more documenlary in nature than tltt' 

thought of Yeats, they are--in their attempts to track what Foucallit 

caUs the "preterminal regularities," the rules that allow the ohjects of 

a discourse to form, the premises beneath institutions and the iclea of 

the institutional (The Archaeology of Knowledge, 16, 48), and to track 

how these change--always involved in reciting what nlrendy exists 

anterior to the first evidence of their subject's appeorance. In or aboul 

'j2 
1910, Virginia Woolf wrote many years later, human nature changee!. YeaLs 

wou1d say the change was caused by a shift in the An i ma Mund l, and woul d 

dare, at times, to suggest what eaused that, usually Lhe actions of n few 

splendid individuals who thus beeome the primum mobile. We wOllldn't he' 

happy with the term, but have in its place on]y Derrlda's InfiniLe clpfc!rral 

and "always already." Even the powers of mudern med ia and aelvert i SI ng 

seem capable only of capitallzing on shjfts ln public.. lcmperament, Ilot 

instigating them. No, "myth" will not do. Hayden Wh Ile says LhaL st ory-

telling becomes problematic only when two "orders of events," real ond 

imaginary, "dispose themselves •.. as possible eomponents . What 

we calI 'mythic' narrative is under no obligation lo keep the Lwo orders 
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( of events distinct .••. Narrative becomes a problem only when we wish 

Lo give real events the form of story" ("The Value of Narrativity . " 8). 

This latter ls Yeats's enterprise. 

Tn his classic study The Imagination of an Insurrection: Dublin, Easter 

J..2.!i!., Will iUln IrWin Thompson stresses that every poUtical revolution 

rcqlll res a mental revolution: uThe consequence of an event takes place 

in the mi nd, and the mi nd hold~; on '-lest to Images" (x). There is something 

of the nrtlst in the revolutIon:ary, as F.X. Martin was one of the first 

Ln stress in regard to Easter. "The Insh revolutionaries," writes 

Thompson, "11 ved as if they were 1 n a work of art, and this inability to 

tvll the difference between sober reallty, and the realm of the imagin-

1.1 t ion 1 s perhaps one . . . characteri stlC of a revolutlonary" (ix). Hence, 

in parI, Yvals's altraction ta them. Yeats invokes a grammar of self-

InclUSion, lhen wriles a n<.lrratlve of hIS own mental revolution, a narrative 

which galhcrs up lime into a meaningful present, that i~ the historicized 

prpscnl of the final lines. As Paul RIcoeur puts It, narrative ls in 

it~elf a Lype of symbol, and narratIve of hlstory is "understand-

able Insofar as it can be 'grasped' by symbolization, that is, shown to 

have tht> killll of meamng \oJÏlh \"h1Ch plols endo'" stories." The content of 

, 1 b h' 'l' 53 narrnt 1 vc 1 s nùt llstory lit lstorlca Ity. In "Easter 1(')16" Yeats is 

insist lllg on the historicnlity of the narrative containllll5 the context 

and sVlIIbol s of l11s part lcular mental revolutlon in regard to the Easter 

rcbels: lhat is, he is insistlng that it is this narrative that constitutes 

hislory itself. 

EV0nts in our own decade seem to confirm Thompson's maxim. The sudden 

transformation of the people's attitude after decades of relative stability 
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in say, the West Bank or the Soviet Union, are djfficult tü exptAin induct

ive1y. It is not c1ear whether political revolutions will follow: aIl 

revo1utions require a mental metamorphosis, but not al t mental mC'tamorphoHC'R 

produee a po1itiea1 revolution. Yeats's tendency to think of charactC'r as 

history (or, "a1l knowledge is biography"SZi), makes il \lnsu!"pl ising 1 hnl 

he would consider any worthwhile 1r1sh revolution as 1 irst and foltlTlosl a 

mental one. But one qua1ifJcatlon must he made. l'hl' rc('nt 

spate of books and articles on Yeats anù N:iet~he (c.g. OppC'!'s Mask and 

Tragedy and Bohlmann's Yeats and Nietzche) seem la exaggeratc lIlP ~ll1lilllr

ities, but il is certain1y true that Yeats would Lhink of a mc.>lllal rl'vol

ution as occurlng in the mincIs of a few members of his vagul' spiritual 

and aristocratlc el1te. When Grattan Freyer speaks of Ihe "Nicl;;x hean 

element in his thouglt, the rat ing of persona1 i ty and encrgy over log i ( and 

humanitarianism" (23), we must admit that Yeats would nol Lllink of !TIost of 

the Irish as having personahty. The revo1uUon must occur III lhc mimIs 

of those of sufficient sensitivity, training, and leisl/re (on IClsurL' SPI' 

Memoirs, 169, 178 etc.); the people will fo]1ow. His Anlma Mundi mily hav(> 

been in theory a "corporate imagination which int.1udcE' a!! IndivldulI! 

imaginations" (Ronsley, Yeats's Autobiography, 7(l) , bilL Yl'<Jt~ III W_'IH'ral 

thought of "lndividual" lnÇ>ay siml]ar ta the Gcnnéln phl]o'-,op!wr. "/W]lly 

should l trouble about communlsm, fasclsm, 111lCraljsm, rüdica!isrn " 

My rage and that of others Uke me seems more importanl" (J.!. HCJ(J). 
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4 An Act of Speech 

So if the hi slory of revolution is the history of revolutions in thought, 

by center 1 ng hi mself in the family of the Irish and depicting his own 

mental sea-thange, Yeats is creating history as he describes it: the dreams 

are> conjoined. As he wrote in ExploratIons, 

up to that momenl literature had tried ta express everybody's 
thought, history bel ng considered merely a chronicle of facts, 
bul now, at the instant of revelatlon, writers think the 
world bu t the 1 r pal et t e and ] f hi story amuses them, it is 
but, as Goet he says, because they would do i ts personages 
the honour of nami ng after them thei r own thoughts. 55 

Commenllng on this passage, CaIrns Craig writes, "The poet plays with the 

'hislory' of lhe pasl, but in dOlng sa he truly makes the history ta come" 

(l'j'l). WeIl, does he? Shelley's Defence of Poetry notwithstanding, not 

usually. Ts Yeats--a poet wlth an unusuallv tngh profJle in his society 

hath dur 1 ng his 1 i fetime and posthumously--an exception? That the ans\\'er 

is al leélsl potentIally "yes" is demonstrated by the intense debates about 

images or 1 ri sh cu tture and ldentity whlch still swirl about his name. 

Dcnis Donoghuc's a[terword to the recent collection of FIeld Day pamphlets 

(T rel and' s Fi (' 1 d Day) i s but one example. How does Yeats, rhetorically, 

dssPrl slIch d claim wllhin lhe Ilnes of "Easter 1916"? 

commcnlcc! edr1 ier thnt Eagleton was right ta use "ritual" in regard 

lo lhe pocm, but probably wrong to associate ritual with myth. As public 

sppech, Lhe poem's ritual is a secular one, its words ar", meant ta make 

sOIll('thing happen. The poem moves frolll its descriptIve and narrative modes 

lo prescription and a sense of public enactment as it cornes ta Ils close: 

\~l' knO\-, the i r cl ream; (nough 
'1'0 kno\\' the)' d r ec1med and are dead; 
And \l'hal if excess of love 
Bewildered them till they died? 
1 write it out in a verse--



- MacDonagh and MacBride 
And Connolly and Pearse 
Now and in time to be, 
Wherever green is worn, 
Are changed, changed utterly: 
A terrible beauty is born. 
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Then, snug under the last hne, another date, September 2'1, IlJl6, tu ('olllil/ln' 

with that heading the poem. (In the Cuala Press e<lition of MichiWI Ro!J,lIlt'S 

and the Dancer in 1920, the date follows the lasl Ill\(' ",ilhout CV('1l il slall/d 

break, in the same typeface--not ltalicized--as the pOClIl propcr.) 

The poem ~dent~f1es itself as what John Ausl. Il 1 abc 1 \Pd n pprfonu.J1 1 VP 

utterance, or speech act, in "Performative llllerances" (sec Philosophitnl 

Papers, 220-39), and John Sear ie eJaooraled IIpOIl nt arcane 1 C'ngl h 1/1 Il 1 S 

book Speech Acts. Many uses of language, Ausl III pOIIlte<l ollt, dOIl'l "n'nllv 

set out to be statements at ail" or la "report [acts," bul instcad "to 

influence people ~n this way or that, or ta let off stcum in lhis way or 

that" (221). "If a person makes an utteranc.C' or tl11s sort," wc ShOllld SilV 

she or he "is doing something rather than merel y say i ng somel Il IlIg" (LL2). 

His examples range from a priesl 's "I now pronollncc yOIl hushancl ilnd wi ((''' 

to the couple's "1 do," to an "1 apologlze" or "1 narne thls shlP Ihe ~ 

Elizabeth." Or, perhaps, "1 write Il out ln a verse." 

The rarity of such self-refJexiveness in Yeals' s poelry !->lIgg(>~I:, 

that this is a crucial locutlon. Early in his career, Yenls wroll' thal 

he had turned away from the convicllon thal art wos "trIlJClcss, natlollless," 

and conceived lhe ambItion to wr.ite poetry lhat wOlllrl move "a wholC' IH·ople." 

He had forcefully rid himse][ "of Shel1ey's Italian Ilght" (ESSilys, LOI-n. 

The part of public poet speaki ng on currenl issues i S mnsl f reqllent 1 y iJclopt (-cl 

in his mlddle period, in poems thal Dona14Torcltl8na r1esr.ri\Jps a!-> "A1JglIslilfl 

in style and intent" (279); but is adopted most pa~<)jonalely, Hnd mnst 
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tonvincingly, in "Easter 1916." "The poet must always pre fer the community 

where the perf erled mi nds express the people" (Essays, 214). "Easter 1916" 

shows spcciflC parallels wHh the conditions Austin outllnes for a sucessful 

performative ut terance, and one of these is the poet's establishing of 1\ 

relat IOllshlp wilh the martyrs, and klnship with the community ln order that 

lhp perfce led mlnd mighl express the people. For, as Austin points out, 

Il c1oL'~ nf) good lor sompone from the crowd to lob champagne at the QE TI: , s 

hllll and des i gnélle l t "The Rose of Tralee," or for a plumber to designate 

Iwo people hl/sband and wjfe. "The circumstances ln which we purport to 

i nvoke 1 hl s procedure must be appropnate for its invocation" (Philosophieal 

I~pors, 224), nnd the élctor must have the necessary authority, otherwise 

1110 lit lernT1te romaIns constantlve. A prophet lS norlTlal1y in some sense an 

olltsl(lPr who enters into sOClety, proc1aims his or her identity with it, 

chen annollnces the bi rth of a new era. 

As mpntloned, the poem is written at a particu1ar time, when the public 

nU itude lowürd drmed rebellion was in a state of turmoil and the polltieal 

consequences 01 the RIs1ng were still in the future. This timing is central 

to 1}1(.' efl icary of a speech act. He might have deseribed Pearse and 

Conno}ly ,1S "chnnged, changed utterly" ta a "lerrIble beaut)" in 1932, but 

l'oult! 1101 h..Jve proclaimed them thus. The poem's prescrlptive power is, 

IlllniLalh', cc1ughl up ln Its descriptIve pawers: It must take "something" 

,1Ircady l'XIS! Lng in sorne as j'et incomp1ete1y articu1ated fashion, and carry 

il lon"ard LlltO permanence. The transformation of the event had already 

hegllll WIH'll Yeat:8 was wnt ing. After aIl, the proclamation of the Republic 

Il nm l hl' l'ost Ufl icc was welcomed by "a few perfunctory cheers. The crowd 

thought tilt' Valun'_cers \Vere either mad or playacting," and after the 
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surrender the "wretched rebels were marehed off ta pr ison to the jeers and 

catcalls of angry Dubliners" (Costello, 87,88). Yet clearly the poem's 

role is not the passive one construed by Craig when he writes thnt il i8 

"driven to an unwllling acceptance of thosc [nssociationsl lhat hisl:>ry 

has created" (174). 

In m()~t of Yeats' s "publ j c" poems, sueh as "Mourn--And tlH'n Onwnrd," 

Yeats's "tone of public oratory--confident, insistent, loud--does nol 

permit . that 'quarrel with oneself' out o( which, according to YCUIH 

himself, one mé.tkes poetry" (Kazmi, 201). But ln "Easl{'r 191()," Y('(Jts 

pronounces only the results of nn unresolvcd quarrel \"Itll t f!p HPI ( : an 

oxymoron tinged with meldncholy. That IS whdt Ile pronollnccs dH 1I0W 

existing. Donoghue distlngulshes myth from fiction thus: "wp lIavp Ilot 

invented it; we have received It [rom ils use by othcr peoplC'; ln fIIil1lY 

cases it may already be a (oree in the wor1d nt large" (ItHomnllt le In'Iand," 

18). These are also nttnbutes of hlsLury, or al Jenst of the lIistory 

of personality. A Yeatsian speech act hlurs the mI/th-fieL ion bOllllclury 

Donoghue estabhshes as Yeats articulates on his ~ allthority whrtt "may 

already be a force in the wor:'d at large.,,56 

Austin notes that as far as form 1s roncernecl, ail performative 

utterances "begin with the verb ln the [irst persan slnguJnf prNiCnt 

indicative," the [orm of "1 write it out in u verse." Clvell the' 1)()('If)'s 

period of compositIon, months after the l~lslng, U'e present tellse is 

otherwise an unusual choice. The RIslng pocms which follow ail Illllii't' 

the expected pasl tense. The present lense of the secone! stnnza, and tlIe· 

subsequent return ta "presence," makes the final dale, in Jlghl of thr· 

line "a terrible beauty ~ born," contradict the tLlle. 'l'lie poem's 
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( grammar, the assertion of present indicative active, declares that the 

terrible beauty wa8 not barn at Easter. but i8 barn now, September 25, 1916. 

The twolold 8ubject of "Easter 1916" i8 not the revolution it8elf but 

the relutlonshlp between the Yeats narrator and the revolution, and between 

the revolution and the future. The subJect i8 not so much event as it is 

history-writing, what is now to be made of the event. The subJect i8, 

specifieally, whut Yeats "li)1 make of the event, but this IS taken as 

taI ismatlc. As a speech aet the poem lS performative rather than descrip-

tive; it aceompllshes itself in the mouth of Its1:peaking, in the manner 

of <Ill c'luthoritat ive publie speech. Seamus Deane percelve8 in the work of 

poet ,John f'.lontaguc a tendency to keep history fIat arm' 8 length," his fear 

of "npltasla" or bClng pullcd by the gravlty of his love "loto the arms of 

hislory ... mlred in an unprocessed expenence" Ceeltic Reviva]s, 149). 

']'h h' t [ k . 57 Y . e poem seems ta wrap 18 ory Ln lts own moment a ma lng. eats lS 

Ulllsiuc hislory sinee he is the namer of it--he hopes. He watches history, 

<lnd Il watchcs h Lm. Ta be within hlstory, trapped, is the fate of the 

po Lit le !Un and perhaps of the fanatic, the stone in the midst of the stream. 

But lu narnc the history of political violence? Does the horse's hoof 

sI ielL' un the hrlln" 

') lllstorv, (;enro, and the Unease of PolitlCS 

YC'tlts's artIculation of history must inevitably turn in on itself, sinee 

dll uf our systems of thought are by definition self-contained--although 

r would stress that such an inward turn is not the essence or totality of 

( 
the portrait's meaning, Just as the line of the horizon is not the deepest 
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reality of a landscape. The revolution that is most important to Yeats 

is a revolution in spirit or mind. And what is transformed .b.Y. thf' mental 

revolution that the speech act of the poem annoullces as nccompt ished? 

Character, in both senses of the ward: 

l Wrl te i t out in a verse-
MacDonagh and MacBride 
And Connolly and Pearse 
Now and ln time la be, 
\Vherever green l s \Vorn, 
Are changed, changed utterly. (74-79) 

The ritualistic llstlng of names, "a variation on the heroic cé.ltaloguc 

of the epic poet" (Friedman, 41), has been delnyed for dramat le l'ffect . 

Anonymity has been inslsted on until lhls point to drive home the prpsellt 

tense, that cla"lm to be hereby enacllng the l1ller change. Pprltaps by 

coincldence, a hallad pn.nted by 1911joffers a parallel rhyl11(o: "Plunkell, 

MacDonagh and Pearse, / Sweet \Vas the sound of thcir verse'" (O'Braollillll, r)()). 

What lS transformed by an event in a Yeatsian history IS clwrucler. ThiS 

is not, however, to ellminate lhe significance of lhe empinl,1l evpnl--lhal 

damaged human tlssue--cited in the poem's lLlle. 1 lhlnk w(' 1II1srl'ud Yl'nls 

to do so: he would Ilot wish to separale lhollght l'rom ael j()11 (SC'{'klllg "to 

discover and create ln myself ... a personal qll:Jllty of lllllv('rsai meilnillg 

in action and ln thoughts" !Ronsley, Yeats's AUlublography, IO!) in sllCh 

a way as to sllggest that the lives of the r('volullOllarleS (ould equally 

have been transformed by herolc thollghts of mari yrdorn. '1'1](' evelll~ of t IH' 

Rislng transJélled these thoughts, were the' velilc le (jf trrlfl~f()rrn!Jt JOTl, IT! 

a process the poem wishes to confIrm ln ils part 1c.lllar forllllllatiolJ. The 

events translated lhelr transf ormallOn: carry lng il f rom the persona 1 1 (J 

the pubhc sphere in exactly the same way Yeats jnsisl'~d a lounlry's 

intellectual or artistic eUte were Ilniqucly equipped tn render thei r 

--------------------------------................. .. 
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persona] Hy of service to a nation. He is here inscribing Pearse and the 

others into that pantheon, one based less consistently on social class than 

C:onor erui se 0' Bri en would admit. 

It 18 as ye~ unclear, at the Juncture of the poem's composition, whether 

history in lhe sense of political reform has been effected. What is clear 

is that the polltIcal Images of the four have been transformed, but not, 

we must rernember, transformed only into "martyrs." They have been trans-

formed i nto an oxymoron, W"l th the devastatingly ambiguous image of the stone 

in the midsl providing lexture to the adjective in "terrible beauty." 

Through curry i ng out their convictions regardless of probable fai lure 

dlld possihle dealh, the leaders of the Rising become, from the "audience"'s 

58 
perspec t ive, nol thei.r own, tragedlans rather than comedians or clowns, 

ilnd lhercfore make of the drama of Ireland tragedy not comedy. It is of 

tourse orteil sDid that the leaders of the Rising did not expect milHary 

suceess. Roger CDscment ~"rote in his diary of "a foregone assurance of 

fé! i Jure," hut ndded, "T must lend i t my countenance (Yeats would have 

savourcd the word) and accompany the forIarn hope" (HcHugh, 4). Many have 

f'lllphnsized lhe "messianic ideal" ln the writings of the Rising poets (see 

l.oflus, 1 :t3-(4) , and Yeats expresses a simi lar v lew j n "Three Sangs ta 

011(' Burden." (There is (J danger of overstatlng the case, though. Denis 

.I0hl18t on IS at same pains ta stress thal many of the rank and flle believed 

lor hut! bepn convi nced uV their leaders?] that the country would rise, the 

l;prlllLlIlS \voult! come ta their nid, and the revolutlon cauld thus succeed.) 

A C01!P<lgUC oC ConnolJv and Pcarse, Sean ~!acD18rmada, tald a frlend, "If 

I,'l' hold Dublin for <1 \\eek, we'll save Treland's soul" (McHugh, xvii). 
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The rebels' plans. then. were not aIl that different from those of Yt\nts. 

It is a cliché ta note that Yeats presents the Rising as n drnma. But 

it is precisely ln this way that he saw historv as being l"p-sIHlppl! bv 

events. a potential he wants his poeJTl ta exploit. For histnrv as dr,lIua 

is history domlnated by character and a hl story g 1 ven shnpp hv t IH' ohsprv i ng 

mind. The raw data of physica10ccurrence. asscrts Il.1yden Whit(', pr<\spnt 

no shape. The narrative impulse of histonenl I.rit Ing "figuratl\s tlH' 

body of events that serve as lts primary referent." Th('re is ln 1 He l 

"no way in whieh one cou1d conc1ude on logi ca 1 grounds Lhnt nny set of 

'real' events is a farce" ("The Questlon of NarrativIly," 22. 24). This 

does not mean the "faets" are thus dlstorted. Ado1ph IlIt 1er and El il.' 

Weisel could display the same documentation in writ ing histories of the 

Jewish Holocaust belongi ng to opposi te genres. "J':astet 1<) 1 (1" 1 1 Hunts 

its own raIe ln enacting a t ransformatlon. and in foregrollnd i ng l h,::; i s 

partly about the troping of history. 

In writing of the poem "Lapis Lazul1." Ellmann says lhat Yeats's 

tragic heroes "play the traglc parts they have dcc iùed upon, and the momellt 

of their actual death is the moment of thei r stage tr i umph. for dpat Il 

fuses them to their chosen image of thernse1ves" (The IrlPllllty 01 Yeats. 

186). Yet the troplng in "Enster 1916" is not U lléllVe Ollt'. Il shows 

signs that its author had a1so wntten a play llke The Grecn IIc'lmct. il 

heroic farce WhlCh with its petLy infightlng over "h(Jnollr~" and "[amp" 

seems ta sum up Yeats's pre-Easler cynjcism wHh frish pol Ilics. 'J'Ile 

poem shows an awareness of the terrlble irony at the heurt of lragedy illld 

the human search for catharsis; that tragedy. CI rough Iwast, (an by 

definition only be barn out of dealh. and that a ùealh of the hcurt--
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the sterility of stone--may precede the death af the body. Anyone writing 

on Yeats and vjalence must eventually ask whether Yeats aestheticizes 

violent struggle. He certainly does, sometimes with extraordinary vul-

garity, in hls lettcrs and Journals, though ta accuse someone of "aesthet-

Icizing" in their InformaI writings is probably a bit contradictory. In 

the poetry, wlth a few exceptIons, Yeats aestheticlzes not violence but 

hlstory. Or, perhaps, he lS in fact the rare wrlter who will pereolate 

rlown th0 cenluries because he successfu1ly histarieizes aesthetics. 

Yeutsls depictlon of political VIolence is foreshadowed by the 

pa i nterl y scene-sett LIg of the poem 1 s opening lines, that of contrast 

and highlight, the highlighting of ViVld faces against the grey background, 

of the pass i on of highly visi ble ind i viduals against the darkness of a11 

thal is Invlsible to "history." In the Biblical Intonations of the ending, 

an annuncialion: into lreland is born this day a terrible beauty, a terrible 

hcauly wlth four names, four vlvid faces. Yeats had long f1irted with 

the id('o, notes Culllngford, that mystical and political liberation were 

1 i nk0d (4'). Even Maud Gonne was "occupled Wl th oceul t stud ies and the 

power they might release." tn "The Valley of the Black Pig," we see a 
still 

sind lilr t'olour cantrast, as "\.Je who"labour by the cromlech on the shore, / 

'l'hl' gr0y ca 1 rn on the hi Il , when day sinks drowned ln dew," bow down ta 

l!w"Mastl'r of the f laming door." ln "Easter 1916," Yeatsian 

escllnt 01 ogy adm 1 ts the historical. The immaterial abstraction has been 

111cnrnated--"now." 

1f "Easter tQ16" Is lntended as a performative utterance, an intention 

tltnt caused YPc1tS, who di.ed long before Austin's essay appeared, to slip 

Into thp fi.rst persan present indicative active proper to sueh aets; if 
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it is a poem designed ta be prescriptive in such a way that the narrutor's 

apprehension of events--a narrator who casts off old sins und estrangem~nt 

and enters the fami1y of witnesses to speak with authority--hecomes emblem

atic; if aIl this is true, what, precisely, is the act the poem iR perlorminR? 

"Annunciation" is tao genera1 a term, and Hs rel igious overtoncs obs( un' 

the historical particularity upon which the poem insisls. 

The poem asserts the creatl0n of this hislory: that the lenders 01 

the Rising subsequent1y executed by the English have been, as 01 lhis 

moment--a moment compounded of the historical fulcrum of summer, 191h, 

and that of the poem' s narrat; 've of rev i sed opin ion and communal re i n

tegration--changed. As actors in a h istory that i s li ke drumu, t hey are 

changed in the mlnds of those who have wotched them. The sea change in 

the characters of the leaders does not exaclly lead lO, bUl IS, in tllink 

a mystlca1 way, continuous with a sea change in the personal ity ot :t liaI jOli. 

The two transformations are not separable: syntux being unable tu mediute, 

they are set next to each othcr on eithcr side of él colon, the poem's 

signature of punctuation. This transformation IS lhe resul! 01 their 

actlons on Easter, 1916, and the transformalion thpy ~ and bring abOlit 

is of a particular race that eXlsts wherever green 18 worn--an emhlrm for 

romantic Ireland. This change, inexlr j cab le from death flnd t he st OIH' 1 Il 

the chest, but a1so inextrlcable from an affect ion for the dcatl hero{'s 

that resembles a mother's love [or her child, is terrIble ilnd beillltifui. 

Their gift to the natlon is not simply martyrdom, il 18 nlso fanal l~iHm. 

That is, Ireland lnhents both terlaS of Li1'! oxymorO/l. By maklllg his 

change in attltude a1so thaL (lf the lnsh people by proclLllrning lIis IInity 

of famllial commemoration with aIl who wear green, and by prrKlaim1T1g his 

correspondence of function--bringlng terrible beauly into ltlP world--wjth 
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the martyrs, the Yeatsian narrator wishes to make event, poetry, and history

of-the-mind-and-nation a seamless garment. Or sa it would appear. The 

poem has the rhetorieal form of a speech aet. It is a speech aet ~ecause, 

on the who] e, Yeats was j n this instance of like mind with most of the Irish 

pub li c, and because his emotional nuance, descrihed by "terrible heauty," 

hec.ame part of the emotional nuance of modern Ireland. 

Or 80 i t would appear. It is a cud ous fact of historical narrative 

--und perhaps of aIl language--that its very power to articulate truth

(ully one aspect of reallty renders it impotent to express something eise. 

AlI that wc say betrays an ancil1ary silence. "Every narrative," says 

White, "however seemlngly 'full,' is constructed on the hasis of a set of 

cvenls WhlCh might have been included but were left out" ("The Value of 

NarrativlLy," 14). This does not make what is expressed false: the chasms 

01 ([ t l''Ü, i t s "subconscious," are certalnly worth remarking: it is careless 

ln assume L hey nnn i h i late or even undermine the text' s meaning. It is 

deconstruclion's tendency to do sa that makes it better at explaining what 

t exl s cannol possibly say than explaining why language--unab1e to "refer" 

--ever evolved ln the first place. 

A mental revolution may be a necessary, but not sufficient, cause of 

]loI il i ca 1 rcvo 1 uL i on, yet history refuses to stay in the mind. The 

dirrlculty lhis enlui1s [or Yeats lS slmilar in derivation ta his unease 

in rcg,lnl Lo pol ilics in general. Yeats in "Easter 1916" allies himself 

wilh lhe Irish, a11 who wear green, ln arder ta lend authority to his 

wotds. But this very model of the formation of history is predlcated on 

an ",lrislocrat lC" (!Tl a broad sense) or "antithetical" drlving force at 

vuri.mel' with this sort of communalism. To be immersed, drowned in the 
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"mob," is ta be trapped in a vulgar history of Paudeen and his greasy 

till of 1913--the fate of "that woman." The vehemence of Veats's smoll-

minded lecturing of Markievicz here and in other poems LS partIy causell 

by his own fears and regrets. Markievicz betrayed her sex, it is truc, 

but she a1so betrayed her gracious, beautlful class, and Yeats's Ideal 

of that class, by getting caught up in violent and eventuaJly democratir 

politics. This tao is part of Yeats's depiction of poLjtieu) violence. 

"Nations, races, and indi vidual men," Richard Lo[tus quotl'S Yent s 

sayIng, ::éilê unified by an image, or bundle of related jmages," clearly 

a unit y he is trying ta bring about with thlS poem. But, continlll~S 

Lof tus , somewhat smugly defending Yeats, "During the first Lwo decadcs 

of the twentieth century . . . the people of Ire 1 and were . . . jo 1 nocl Illy 1 

... images drawn ..• from the body of sted le moral and pol il ieal 

abstractions by which the Irish middle class justified ils ùwn l'xis!('llre" 

(Nationalism in Anglo-Irish Literature, Il). Thcre is no evidenep tlta! lhe 

middle class "Justifies its existence" wHh images more or less steri le 

or abstract than those of the anstocrat or the labourer; but that nsidc, 

clearly in Yeats's view the body politic as a whole must he givcn its 

images by those capable of higher vision. The antithetical vision is 

equated by Yeats in A VisIon with ariE,tocracy, as opposecl ta democroey (10/1), 

and the antithetical artist, who "flnds insp1raLIon ln lhe rclalionship of 

his primary ta his anti thetica 1 self i s more 1 i ke 1 y ta aeh i pve Ull il Y t hall 

the objective, or pnmary artlst who finds il III lhe rclutionship of his 

primary self to the external ." (Ronsley, Yeats's AUlobiogrnphy, HO). 

The writing of "Easter 1916" is then, the path of dlsunlly. "Pre we ugllin 

encounter the ambiguous image of the stone in the streum. Is the poel 
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who involves himself with history, and the political fanatie who has one 

purpose alone, an antithetlcal aristoerat of the spirit, separnle and 

alone, or immersp.d in the stream of life, part of his or her commun il Y 

and able to speak for and influence i t, ta gi ve it images? Daes the 

horse' s hoof slide on the brim? How ean the poet enter the communi ty 

yet remain the antithetical spirit the community needs? Can the aristo-

erat both be sufficiently a part of the people ta know what thcy need 

and separate enough from their "vulgarity" to be ab] e tü gi ve il to 

them? Are the stage and the pit part of one realm? 

These questions are not resolvable. They go to the heart of Yeats' s 

ideas of politieal structure and of history, and, T suspcc t, ta lhe heorl 

of aIl attempts ta find ideological purHy by demonjzing the bourgeoisie. 

Yeats' s verse-making faces the question ln "Easter 1916" as honest l y as 

anyone ean expeet. His antithetical view of history, history as the 

transformations of the ::oul or the eharacter of the Indivicluals in a 

nation brought about in sorne mystenous manner (synecdoche?) hy l he 

transformations of its leaders, allows him to depiet the Easter Rising 

in a way which is resonant to this day, and whj ch had a ) ong term, 

tangible impaet on Irish thinking. It also, as l suggested eur] ier, 

makes i t impossible to address certain other pol i t j enl issues w i lhout 

erasing his own thesis. 
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Invisible History 

'" Real' history is cancelled by the text, but in 
the precise mode of that cancellation lies the 
text' s most signiflcant relation ta history." 

184 

Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology, 177 

In an historicaJ poem, what is orr:itted in the depiction of events con-

stitutes an "unconscious" of the poem. This omitted material is, in 

its absence, nevertheless significant, because it is through this 

"oversight" that the content of the poem finds its delineation and 

thus ils visHility. Yeats's idea of how history operaterl led ta an 

excl usive [ocus not on the violence of the Rising itself, but on the 

martyrdom of the :EaœlS and the political entanglements of "that woman." 

The poem does not allude in any way to the violence:in Dublin. "Thus ... do l 

read histnry, and turn a11 into a kind of theatre where the proud walk 

cl ad in cloth of go Id, and display their passiondte hearts, that the 

groundl ings may feel their souls wax the greater" (1., 219). The metaphor 

of tragic theatre focuses historl on the lead players. We need not be a 

'l'olstoyan to find Yeats's depiction of the Rising redolent of Carlyle. 

What of Rosencrantz and Gui Idenstern? What of those whose names we do not 

know? 1ne deaths of hundreds of Dubliners are never mentioned by Yeats 

even in hi s letters. His concept of history rend ers them invisible in 

a poem to makc something happen. A reader of "Easter 1916" and the other poems 

on the Rising in Michael Robartrs and the Dancer and later volumes who was 

ignorant of Irish history might easily assume sixteen men had been executed 

lor a bungled ùssa3ination attempt or a bomb plot in which no one was hurt. 
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li. • - Not dying publie deaths those pei vates mowed down on either side. or 

civilians caught by a stray bullet, are not part of Yeatsian history 

beeause they are neither part of a sensitive el ite who "dreamed." nor 

have they caused by their partieular death a revolution in the minci. 

In this respect, Yeats has much in common with pub lie sentiment. 

though litt le in common with O'Casey or Johnsbn--a bitter i rony. Yeats, 

after a 11, told O'Casey that Th#? Silver Tassif' would not do for the Ahbey 

because "the mere greatness of the world wal ha!'> thwarted yOIl; i t has 

refused to become mere background and obtrudes itself upon the stage" (L, 741). 

Aeeording to Hayden White, the impulse to create narrative fr,)m 

historieal data--and "Easter 1916" is eertainly narrati ve--j s gene 'aled 

from a desire to rank events,"establish a hierarchy of document.atiou" 

("The Value of Narrativity ... " 15). This ranking process occurs in 

part well before historians begj n thejr work, si nee the 

reality of "the kind of events that are offered as the proper content· of 

historieal discourse" consists not simply in thej r OCCU1renc.e but in that 

they are remembered (23). Yeats senses again the possibil ity of a soc io) 

centre (which, according to White, the early"non-narrativizing"meclieval 

annalists lacked), and wishes to re-inhabi t it, someth j ng he al so does, 

for different ends, in "Amvng Schoo1 Children." Since the "spirit" Iv'hich 

underlies genuine society is for him generatecl in the consc i OllsnE!SS of the 

few (a designation influenced, but not exclusiVE!ly determincd by, sor Inl 

class), he will focus on the transformation of the leaders and on how 

that transformation has in turn affeeted his own exempl ary charaeler. 

(This strategy is not at aIl exclusive lo Yeats. Prohahly 

- the use of persona as exemplary character j s [undamenta] to most hi slor i calI y 

specifie poetry.) It is in this way that, as Terry Eagleton sa eleglntly 
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puts i t, history enters the text as ideology, "as a presence determined 

and distorted by its measurable absences" (Criticism and Ideology, 72). 

This need not imply that Yeats's history is "incorrect," or that we can 

theref ore "know" nothing of the past. S9 Nei ther does it make Yeatsian 

history, as Brown holds, mere solipsism. 60 1 hope 1 ha~e shown that indeed 

his analysis of the Rising's impact is so influential because of its 

confluence with Irish opinion and with the way most of us will probably 

always enact our own "history." 1 have also shown that in the 

context of Yeats's career, that very confluence is something 

he both resists and desires, and that "Easter 1916" displays that unease. 

1 commented earlier that the poem's first stanza employs a painterly 

sense of contrast, setting the vivid faces against grey, eighteenth-century 

houses. Yeats's historical technique is part and parcel of his sense, as 

outlined in A Vi.sion and elsewhere, that opposites such an subjectivity 

and objectivity, sun anj moon, operate in continuaI play, each fueled by 

the decline of the other, sapped by the rise of the opposite, a process 

applicable to both the individual and to national and historical epochs. 

It is therefore not surprising that his depiction of history also uses the 

technique of contrast and highlight, the pitting of oxymorons (opposites 

contained in one "individual") against themselves, vivid face against dull 

desk, motley against martyrdom, terror against beauty. How then, can such 

a method treat of politics, by definition the instrument of mediation between 

opposing demands? How, in the midst of violent upheaval, can it deal with 

treaties, with organlzation building, with debating and brokering? It is 

a method that makes plauaible the placing, without elaboration, of Pearse 

and Connolly--who had little in common ideologically--in the same line 
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of verse in not one but two poems, as if they constituted a single voiee. 

Although l think the use of "myth" problematieal, F.agleton lS right to 

suggest that "a refusaI to pursue critical analysis whjch mighL under-

mine the myth ean emerge as decorous--proper ta the genre--rather thon us 

cautiously evasive; Yeat~ ean turn his own politiea1 reservotions to 

poet!.: use, inserting qualifications which make thei r point buL 1 eave the 

elegaie b::.danee undisturbed" ("History and My th in Yeats 1 s 'Easter PH 6 ' ," 249). 

"Bewilder": "Ta lose in pathless places. To perplex, confoundj ta cause 

mental aberration" (OED). History refuses to remain in the mi ml. Whal of 

the hard historical questions which, indeed, the poem itse If rai ses? "Was 
have 

it needless death after a11?" (How wc.uld the politiea1 outcome"differed 

had they lived?) "And what if excess of love 1 Bewlldered them t i Il Lhey 

died?" What if the Rising was creata:! not by wi 11 but by be'Ni lderment'l 

By motley after aIl? Or: What if their hearts weren't stony but full of 

love? And what if they still died for no reason? Whal are Yeals's 

answers to these very real questioru? When Eagleton speaks of Yeats's 

two-fold tendency towards "the mys::ieal nf(lrmatlon nnd the countC'rpointing 

historie al uneasiness," l find myself in disagreement wlth his terminology 

but not entirely with hlS point. What is Yeats's answer? 

Literally, his answer to the questions j s "T wri te i tout in il verse--" 

and so on ta "Wherever green is worn" and the final Unes. Bllt 

in a11 the words written on "Easter 1916," the impl ieations of Yeats 

raising these question~ and then answering them with this 1 ine and l~e 

view of history it implie~ have never really been confronled. Yeals's 

paem cantains, implicitly, a specifie politieal proposaI: a pIca ta 
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separate Irishness from the concern with po1itical independence. 

Question: Was it needless death after aIl? Answer:"I write it out 

in a verse." Will Eng1and ever pass the Home Rule Bill? It doesn' t 

realJy malter. Now and in time ta be, not only in Ireland but wherever 

green is worn, a terrible beauty has been born. Ireland has achieved 

yet another revelation, another dramat~c climax ta place at the end of 

a sequence extending back ta Cuchulain's tilt with the sea. Home Rule? 

Partition? These are not mere niceties, bul they cannat effect, nowor 

ever, the b 1 rth of that particular type of beauty. 61 Yeats was suffid ently 

entranced by the spectre of his antithetical view of history apparently 

bei ng con fi rmed, that he shrugged oIT the crucial fact that history refuses 

ta remain in the mind. Whether or not he was a fool or a visionary ta 

express this tenet of Romantic nationalism--most explicit in the line 

"wherever green i s worn," is not for me to say, but l don' t think we 

should hllnk from acknowledging that he says it. The irony of this sent

iment ln 0 poem naming Pearse and Connolly is considerable. Perhaps 

Moud Gonne sensed thl s j rony when she demeaned the poem more than one 

might otherwise have expected. 

Bllt that i rony is double-edged because it is an l.rony seeded in the 

proJcct of Pearsc and the other rebels. If Irishness is a spiritual or 

rel iglOUS quality, if their deaths can water the rose tree, was electoral 

victory in 1918 necessary or ever useful? When we ask ourselves why 

"East cr 1916" seems such an accurate rendition of our own hopes and fears 

about communl.ty and social identity, reform and political cynicism, when 

we ask ourse Ives why Yeats is a very great poet indeed yet one who 

does not elicit [ondness from us, we may be beginning ta 
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render conscious our awn problematic attachments, in 1980s North America, 

to bath community and detachment, to both nationalism and romanticism. 

And tlus isYeats a badger at our be1ief~ and a politieal poet wc can'l he 

rid of. 

Malcolm Brown narrates the alienation of Yeats from fenianism:"For 

while they had distinctly heard the old man say, 'Go home and make ready,' 

Yeats had only heard him say 'There are things no man should do, rven Lo 

save a nation"'(10). Both sides heard O'Leary correctIy, and it is in 

that paradox. as weIl as in Yeats' s idealization of O'Leary as an "Tri sh 

Gentleman," that the oxymorons of "Easter 1916" are horn. As Cull ingforcl 

puts it, Yeats's "limit" (an intriguing choice of words) "was John 

O'Leary's 'honourable warfare'''(31). The logical contradictions the 

poem wisiles ta enclose are numerous, as the preceding pages have shown. 

Sorne have been mentioned by numerous commentators (e.g. that violence 

is both terrible and beautiful, that the martyrs glve birth through death, 

62 that they are "changed" into bath heroes and corpses, and so on) 1 others 

are 1 believe articulated here for the first tlme. The latter have ln 

common the fundamental quest Ion for a man bath a poet and él ( i t i zen 

and wishing ta depict poHtical violence: is the causing of death for 

a national cause an act of transcendental spirit (Romance) or mere 

communion with the mob (Politics)? 

What is the aesthetic status of Easter? How i s the term "Ramant i c 

Nationalism" ta be reconci led ta its component par Ls? A lIon Wh i te flnd 

Peter Stallybrass, in writing of the EnlightenmenL, stress t!lat tht' 

clearest "crimes" are those of medlatlon: "they occupY a taboo-laden 

space between the topographical boundaries which mark off the disLreLc 
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site:of high and low culture. They transgress domains" (113-14). Yeats's 

vehement denunciation of the political activity of Constance Gore-Booth 

Markievicz is due in part to the fact that she did what Yeats worried 

he had al 50 done, mecliated between the high and low cultures of art 

and the landecl gentry on one hand, and politics (and Abbey politics) 

on the other. Even more fundamenta1 a problem than "that woman," however, 

was the quest Ion of martyrdom itself. Here lS the oxymoron that the , 
/ 

poem is, 1 feel, unable tü articulate clearly because it is too fundamental 

to the poem's existence, is part of the meaning-space it occupies: that 

martyrdom is, ln the value system of Yeats, both high and 10w culture, 

both romance and pol itics. 

This appears to be the place for critidsm of the poem to cease. It is 

where our era, our way of seeing literature, is most comfortable. But 

1 wish to listen ta Yeats once more, and ta Richard Ellmann's meditation 

on whut \eats has to say about desire and bellef: 

There are three 1ncompatib1e things which man is a1ways 
seoong--i nflni te feel ing, infinite batt1e, infini te 
repose. <'1:., Ill) 

Less f]eet1ng than a mere wish, and less crystallized 
than a belief, a mood is suspended between f1uidity 
and solid ity. It can be tested on1y by the likelihood 
of its being experienced at a]l, and being so, by many 
pcople. 63 

1 believe that for the poem to be portrayed as accurately as possible, 

this "conclusion" must first be presented so that its components are 

in the mind, then its limitations recognized. We are adept, in the post-

slructuralist era, at perceiving a work of art's subconscious, that is, 

the flnws in its 10gica1 superstructure, the seams in its harmony and 



balance. In fact, our ability ta experience harmony and balance is 

severely circumscribed, for better and for worse. Our particlllFlr ski1J 

should tell us as much about ourselves as about what we are rending. It 

is an admirable talent that has immeasurabl y enhanLed our nwareness of 

doubletalk and propaganda, of claims to impartiality and "naturnJ" virtues. 

althoush we systematically underestimate the abil1ties in those regords 

of earlier ~ras (and that underestimatl0n is also telling). HUl it IS 

a method that is applied clumsily ta literature, on the whole. Tn splle 

of the deconstruc tiC'n of 10gi C and metaphysi cs of presence, deconst ruc t Ion 

is paradoxically obsessed with logic, an obsession that munirests Itsell 

in the gleeflll unvelhng of faults in 10gic, ln disrobing apparent "n'nHon." 

Applied more appropriately, 1t would recognize thut 1 ileruture Is un 

intellectual and emotional complex, and thut when the work of ana J ys 1 ng 

intellectual content and "trllth claims" is flnished, the work of nrt Is 

hardlyexhausted. l believe it is perfectly possible for "Euster JI)J()" 

to have, on close inspection, contradictions to which lhe author seems 

to have been blind, to have a buried ideo]ogy, ta he, even, inlplJeLlually 

dlshonest at certain pOlnts (as are we aIl), wi thout th i sin nny way 

undermining or erasing the poem' s emoti ona 1 cons istency and t rutl!. As 

the Yeatsian persona tries first this idea, then thnl, Lhcn IIIIS again, 

the result lS a compressed narrative of nrgument LonUlI ne!! WI thIfl one 

ernotion or mood, a compressed narrative thaL constitules 11 precise histor

ieal document. 

This is the slte of contemporary criLJcism's lIncase. "Easter Jf)I()" 

is in part a great poem because it powerfully articlIlates a single emotion 

that is honest, piercing, and shared by many people who read it. Tl ls u 
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\. complex emotion. It ean only be ereated, indeed, by rhetorie and images 

that partake of logieal eontradietion--but the emotion is not therefore 

in any way self-eontradietory, dishonest, "ideologieal" or merely a trick 

of the text that "writes" the author. Critieism' s unease is that it has 

no way to talk about emot1on, no system to capture it, no categories to 

rlef i ne i t. Tt can be talked about, or at, but i t eannot be named. For 

the morlern crI tic the appeal ta emotion is considered recidivist (Leavis-ism 

perhaps), as unverifiable, a bit sentimental, humanist, and more than a 

little unprofcssional. And lt is. Critieism's vehemence in rejeeting 

mooel as an 1 nd i ce of coherence betrays the necessi ty of eliminating that 

about which criticism cannot speak as a profession. 1 believe that the 

emotional experience of modern political violence expressed in "Easter 

1916," IS, in its particular subtlety, central to the disturbing inner 

life of our time, compounded of a longing for change and a longlng for 

sufety, n longing for detaehment and for community--and is yet seamless. 

Rut T cannot prove it: l can only attest to it. This type -[ seamlessness 

is only part of literature, but it ;::; a part. In its presence my profes-

si ona l qua 1 i fieat ions as a "critie" or "professor" are most utterly 

rcdundnnt. 
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Chapter Three 

"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen": Violence and the Degradation of Culture 

l 

Entanglement: Versions of "We" 

Presently they began breaking windows where there were 
[Jubilee] decorations. Maud Conne was walking witn a 
joyous face; she had taken aIl these people into her 
heart. T ~new she would not Interfere. l knew her 
prindple. If a crowd does anything Illegal and you 
try to stop it, you may succeed, but yOll ore certoin 
to seem to have done it to keep from danger yoursel f. 
l tried ta speak and could only whisper. T had spoken 
too much through a disorderly debate at the counril, 
and my voice had gone. Then l too res 1 gned my se lf and 
felt the excitement of the mo m ment, that JOYous 
irresponsibility and sense of power. 

--Yeats, Memoirs, 112-13 

"1 too resigned myself": this phrase could serve as a refrain for the 

suite of six poems which Yeats wrote during the height of the Repuh1 icofl-

Black and Tans War of Independence and entiLled, again, with a date. It 

could serve, given the proviso that the tone in the pocm is lhot of thp 

bitterest possible resignation, and given that what is concerlee! is flot 

"the joyous irresponsibih.ty and sense of power," but an entanglempnt 

indistinguishable from compl ici ty in brutal rounds of vi 01 cnce and t error. 

What is felt is not the "excitement of the moment," but an entrapment i fi 

the moment, a helpless submersion in hi story as if the harse' s hoof has 

indeed slipped into a widening torrent. 
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"Nineteen Hundred apd NineteM" was supposedly written in 1919 and 

firet publi shed in 1921. Its second publication, in the London Mercury 

in November of that year, was under the title, "Thoughts upon the Present 

State of the World," but Yeats made the deci sion to revert to the original 

designation when he published it in what is surely his finest single 

vo 1 ume, The Tower, in 1928. There, in the superb company of "Sail ing 

to Byzantium," "Among School Children," "The Tower," and others, the 

poem canspicuously follows "Meditations in Time of Civil War," thereby 

reverS1 ng the chronology of both composition and the historical events 

referred lo. The revisio~ process for the poem is thereby somewhat the 

reverse of "The Second Coming," from which Yeats exci."ed particular 

po 1 i t i ca 1 references so that, in spi te of the misguided efforts of manu-

sc ri pt excavators such as Patrick Keane in "Revolutions French and Russian: 

Burke, Wordsworth, and the Gene sis of Yeats's 'The Second Coming' ," the 

paem rema i ns scrupulousl v non-political and virtually non-h~storical. In 

the casC' of "N1neleen Hundred and Nlneteen," the alternate title would 

have created a poem almost equally reticent, because the text' s references 

ta Ill(> violence in Ireland following the establÜ'hment of the Dail Eireann 

in 191H ôre relativelv vague. The Gllte as title makes a 

great deal of difference ln this case, especially s_ nce it is a date laden 

with slgnificancc in Irish history, marking the beginning of the "Troubles" 

--tllC' subj('ct of nn almost entirely mythological or, better, eschatologica! 

t ext, becomes a part i cular time and a particular place (sinee the date 

is only rensonably emblematic of violence and chaos!.!! Ireland). Yeats 

has something lo sny about the \~ar of Independence, but it is the yoking 

of th!:' particulariZlng title to teleological text that enables him to 



195 

enundate the particular message he has to offer. 

Labelling a11 poems as "political," as, for example, Robert Pi nsky 

does ("A corollary realization is that 'all poetry is politieal': what 

is politically acceptable to sorne partieular observer may seem 'unpol itlcnl' 

to that observer" ["Responsibilities of the Poet," 10), lS perhaps t1w 

best evidenee we have that the Roma .• tic era in literature is finally 

receding. With the rise of sociological and materialist analYflis in 

history, philosophy, and eriticism, many commentators have come instinctively 

to feel theyare empowering a discourse by dec1aring it "politienl," nttri-

buting to it greater value than it would otherw j se be deemerl lo POSSPHH. 

We are further from Fichte--haviTlg read Freud, Foucault, Marx, Bnkhtin Ilnd 

others--than sorne are willing to concede. In Fichte we fi nd the "pure" 

romantic, what Yeats would calI, perhaps, the eompletely ant itheticHI or 

lunar spirit: 

Merke auf dich selbst: kehre deinen BUck von nllem, wns 
dich umgiebt, ab, und in dein Inneres--ist die erste 
Forderung, welche die Philosophie an ihren Lehrl ing thlll. 
Es ist von nichts, was ausser dl r iSl, cl le Rede, sondern 
lediglieh von dir selbst. (Samlliche Werke, 1,422)1 

[Heed only yourself: turn your gaze from aIl élround yOll, 
and in toward your self--this is the first requiremenl 
that Philosophy makes of her apprentice. Nothing oulside 
of you matters, solely you!' sel f. ] 

--the l'bourgeois concept of the individual," in full flower. J wi sh 

to use the word "politieal" in regard to literature thal treats 

of the consequences of a particular sod et y 1 s ne lions; bul 

i t must, l think, be admitted that "The Second Cami ng" and "N j neteen 

Hundred and Nineteen" are marginal exampl es on a border 

that cannot, after aIl, ever be hermetical1y sealed. 
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Un] i ke Keane or Malco lITI Brown, 2 l do not consider, as l' ve mentioned, 

"The Second Coming" to be a political poem. If it is useful to mention 

at a 11 l he poH t J ca] events named in Yeats' s eopysheets for the poem, it 

is besl ta do so with the subtlety of Seamus Deane: "The First World 

War, the Russian Revolution, and the Irish 'Troubles,' aIl contribute 

ta lhJs charged vision, but the myth of the critical historieal moment 

al which the bestial and divine inter sect is eapacl0us enough to reeeive 

these wi thoul heLng fi1led by them" (A Short History of Irish Literature, 

1 59) . 

It is an historical poem in only one respect. l believe Bloom is 

righl to suggest that nothing in the poem justifies the "surely" of the 

evocat ion of apocalypse: "mere anarehy does not always bring on revelation" 

(J22). The power of lhe poem, l suggested earlier, lies in its cultural 

canlf>xl:: i t tloes not contain aIl of the power whieh has made it so 

ramous, but evokes power froJT1 our culturels reservoir of fear fed by 

\vorld \var, genocidcs, and nuc1ear ,,'eapons. "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" 

is virlunlly indlstlnguishable from "The Second Coming" in the degree to 

which it evokcs a particu]ar hlstorieai and geographical setting for its 

eschato\ogy. Bul Yeats dates the apocalypse, and dates it with a year 

resonunt ln the Irish mind (especially for those with the Yeats sequence 

of ddted poems also in mind), ereating a Janus-like work whose every 

gClJcral statemenl and "unlversal" symbol must also face toward Ireland 

,lntl IQ\q, and Id1C~particu]arizing title and brief referenee ta the "troubles" 

must in t urn gaze lOI,ard the uni versaI apoca] ypse of human histories. 

( 
ln the ch~lnc\' game of categorjes, "Nineteen Hundr-ed and Nineteen" is a politieal 

poem--barely. And that marginal status is part of the poem's point, and 
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a source of its power. 

Like "Easter 1916" (no date-entitled poems lie between them, and the 

later poem is designed, l believe, to form the second ha tf of a prOvocllt ive 

pair), "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," with i ts conspicuous referencc 

to the "multitude," has as a central component oi Hs narrative structure 

the problematical nature of the narrative pronoun. 

Many ingenious lovely things are gone 
That seemed sheer miracle ta the multitude, 
Protected from the circ1e of the moon 
Th3t ~itches common things about. There stood 
Amid the ornamental bronze and stone 
An ancient image made of olive wood--
And gone are Phidias' famous ivories 
And aIl the golden grasshoppers and becs. 

We tao had many pretty toys when young: 
A law Indifferent ta blame or praise, 
To bribe or threat; habits that made old wrong 
Melt down . .. (1]. 1-12) 

Yeats launches the poem in lines as stately and intricately wrought as 

the culture whose passing he laments (the trip] ets of lorg "e' s" 

clustered at the front of each line, the knitting "m's" and "t's" of 

the second line), as if co\ertly a1lying hirnself with lhose fabrlors 

against the indecorous multitude. But the second sLanza hrlngs UR up 

short: "He too." This ravaging wind that seems ta subdue, in the 

manner of that in Shelley' s "Ozymandias," a "col ossa 1 \.,rreck": i s i t 

the product of a multitude the poet esr:hE:ws or of wh i ch he adm 1 ts he 

is a part? ("Ozymandias," King Lear, and Yeats' 5 own "The Song of the> 

Happy Shepherd," "The Wilt: Swans at Coole," and "ln Memory of Ma jor 

Robert Gregory" are five works that serve as [rui tfu1 subtexts.) 

-

1 
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If "Easter 1916" involves its narrator in a hesitant but voluntary embrace 

of involvement in the community defined by the title, "Nineteen Hundred 

and Nineteen" has as a central part of i ts drama the alternate acceptance 

and denial of a complicity not of the narrator's choosing, of entanglement 

jn the increasingly horrifie march of his country's history. The poem's 

mediating position between a specifjcally oated history and generalized 

eschalology parallels this vacillation, a vacillation that involves the 

Interpreti ng of the word "we." Does "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" 

discuss the fate of culture or a particular culture? Again, an examination 

of the co-ordinates of the narrator can clarify the direction(s) of the 

poem' s "gaze," and thus the content of j ts vision. 

What can we say of culture, Yeats seems to ask in his final "Supernatural 

Song," "Meru" (c. 1934), if its very essence--the life of the mind--is 

what ravages each civilization to the ground? 

Civi]jsation i8 hooped together, brought 
Under a rule, under the semblance of peace 
By manifold illusion; but man's life is thought, 
And he, despite his terror, cannot cease 
Ravenjng through century after century, 
Ravenjng, raging,and uprooting that he may come 
Into the desolation of reality. (11. 1-7) 

What can we say, indeed, of the poet? Does she or he defend civilization 

(the illusion) or smash it in favour of reality (desolation)? Civilization 

is a bundle of sticks gathered into one place. It is an image Yeats uses 

more than once. Here, the sticks are "hooped" as if to form a vessel, a 

barrel, image of safety and sustenance. But if this gathering is an illusion 

of "prettv toys," if reality is "Two vast and trunkless legs of stone" in a 

Shelleyan desert, and the poet's responsibility is to "come into" that 
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reality, how may the poet be disentangled from the "sudden blast of dusty 

wind," the "weasels fighting in a hole," or the "nightrnare" riding \lpon 

sleep of "Nineteen Hundred and Nincteen"? The vision of "Meru" 18 nol 

50 much the basis of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" as the di rect ion in 

which its narrator's thought is evolving. "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" 

is, like most of Yeats's rnajorpoerns, a narrative, the evocation not of n 

state of mind but of a train of thought. It details thp growing nwareness 

of the poet's entanglement in Ireland's violen('~. il. the history of lIis t inlP. 

WilUam Irwin Thompson writes that "the p' lÎl between creatIon .n ti"p 

and escape out of time is the great tension and excitement in Yents's 

poetry" (153). There is no better illustration than this suite of poems. 

The poem con tains within its intricate alleyways of thought evidence of 

the conflict within Yeats in regard to polities which l dlseussed in detuil 
to 

in Chapter One and examined in relation,,"Easter ]916." Whcn dlscussing 

this question, as J've noted, Elizabeth CuJ1ingford insists that "one of 

the leading characteristics of his politieal verse ls that he sppuks not 

as an observer but as a deeply impljeated participant" (VJl). Yel carl ier 

on the same page she talks of the "myth" that Yeats construetcd in hi s 

Autobiography, where "he was inclined to disparage his pol ilicai enlhu-

siasms as peripheral ta his creative achievement." It js senseless 1.0 use 

the word "myth" here and leave i t at that. l hol cl il ax i omat i ( lhal bot h 

those political enthusiasmSt and the attitude that leaels to lhe disparnging 

of them are real, and that they must bath manlfest themsclves ln poetry 

cast in the crucible of a pivotaI historical moment for the Irish body 

politic. 
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'1 used not to believe the stories of English savagery 
whether written or told. l thought the y were made 
up by factions but now l see that they are true. 

(Foley. the doctor, to Lady Gregory; 
from her Journals [ed. Murphy], Vol. 1, 
p. 192, 9 October, 1920) 

1919-20 was an inordinately eventful period for both Yeats and 1reland. 

Yeats wrote a large amount of outstanding verse, including "The Second 

Comi ng," "A Prayer for My Daughter," "Michael Robartes and the Dancer," 

and of course "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," The recently married 

poet's first child, Anne Butler Yeats, was born in February 1919, and 

that spring he wrote the poem in her honour. 1t is a poem that both in 

its jmagery and in its depiction of an increasing anxiety about social 

instabUity that the birth of a child often provokes ("Will it be right 

. . . to bring Anne to Ba1lylee? Has there been much cattle-driving . . • 

enough to endanger the supply of milk?" [Hone, 323]), betrays 1 especially 

in i ts second stanza, i ts proximity in time to the composition of "Nineteen 

Hundred and Nineteen": 

l have walked and prayed for this young child an hour 
And heard the sea-wind scream upon the tower, 
And under the arches of the bridge, and scream 
In the elms above the flooded stream; 
Imagining in excited reverie 
That the future years haJ come, 
Dancing to a frenzieG drum, 
Out of the murderous innocence of the sea. (11. 9-16) 

The Yeatses spent the summer in the cottage of Ballylee, and the autumn 

in Oxford, before, late in the year, the y left for an American tour designed 

in part to "earn a roof for Thoor Ballylee" (Hone, 320). For the duration 

of the War of Independence Yeats spent litt le time in Ireland, living 

moin1y in Oxford (Costello, 153). Hone and Jeffares tell us that sometime 

during 1919 Lady Gregory's account of atrocities committed at Gort reached 
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Yeats and spurred the writing of the poem. Jeffarei (265-66) attributes 

these actions to the Black and Tans. But as they did not arrIve in Treland 

until 1920, this is either untru~or the poem is incorrectly dated by 

both Yeats and subsequent editors and commentators. T strongly suspect 

th9t the poem was not written until late 1920, after a year of BLock and 

* Tan brutality. The sheer inconvenience and conlinual anxiety of life 

* Current information concerning the dates and sources of "Nineteen lIundred 

and Nineteen" seems a muddle of inconslstency. Jeffares in his Commenlory, 

including his revised edition (1983), says that the poem was writlen in 

1919, insplred in part by Lady Gre~ory's account of Black and Ton atrocities 

at Gort. The poem is dated 1919 by Yeals, fo] lowing the l'lst 1 ine, in holh 

The Tower and Collected Poems. 

But the anecdotes concerning atrocities at Gort referred la by .!e'frares, 

i.e. the murder of a Mrs. Eileen Quinn (not, as Jeffares has il, "Ellen"; 

see Gregory, T, 201--my references are ta the two volume c(l1llon of lhe 

journals edited by Murphy) refer to events that dld nol occllr unU l 4 Nov., 

1920, as is clear in the very source Jeffares cites. (Also, they ocrur nl 

Kiltartan, not "Gort"--one begins ta worry, at this ralc, abOlit llll' ,H(Urne y 

of the rest of Jeffarel s work in what has become the standard reference 

book on Yeats's poetry.) There are no allusions ta any alrocillCS ln the 

Gort area al any tirne in 191<; in Lady Gregory's journals, nncl sinee 

reprisaIs had not yet begun and the Black and Tan un) ts hnd nol yel l)Clen 

formed, it is highly unllkely there were any. The aulhor of n rpcc>nl stlHly 

of The Tower, David Young, repeats this incorrect Informai ion (4H). Givc>n 

the correspondence between Yeats' s poem al 1]. 26-2~ and the evcnl Lndy 

Gregory descri bes (she writes that Mrs. Qu inn was k III cd w llh a cid 1 cl Ifl 

her arms [1, 197] and Yeats calls her "the mother"; Yeats spcnks ,)f "a 

drunken soldiery," Lady Gregory re~eatedly stresses Black and J'an drunkf!f!

ness [ego I, 190]), is there not reason ta suspect lhat the pocm wns wrltlcn 

in late 1920 or even carly 1921 about 1919? Il seerns very unlikely lhat 

a poem written before the advË,lt of the notorjously undisciplined auxiliary 
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un i ts would refer to a "drunken soldiery." There was certainly, by that 

later date, much more reason for Yeats's apocalyptic pessimism, and this 

wou1d a1so explain why the poem was not published anywhere until late 

1921, and why Yeats's note accompanying the poem is dated May 1921 

(Variorum Poems, 433). It should also be noted that the poem's first 

publjcation in book form, in the Cuala Press Seven Poems and a Fragment 

has no date, and used as title "Thoughts upon the Present State of the 

World." The version of Lady Gregory' s journals edited by Lennox Robinson 

to which Jeffares refers, also makes it clear the anecdote in question 

happens in Nov. 1920 to a Mrs. Quinn ("Ellen", who tells the story to Lady 

Gregory, lS not the victim) in Kiltartan. 1 find it odd, given that the 

dale of the Black and Tans arrivaI lS fairly common knowledge, that critic 

after cri llc accept both the 1919 dating and insist "it was written in 

response to the Black and Tans violence in Ireland" (J. Hillis Miller, 318) . 

Why would Yeats have dated and titled his poem 1919 if it was not 

wrjtten until 1920? First. it lS possible the poem had a lengthy gestation, 

and that a poem begun j n 1919 had details added to i t more than a year later. 

This would make the poem extremely unusual for Yeats, and one would still 

have lo explajn the logic of such bitter pessimism at this early date, but 

lhjs is certainly possible, if unlikely. Primarily, l suspect, Yeats 

wished ta preserve the symmetry of dates in his three poems up until that 

time that bore dates as titles and dealt wlth the state of affairs in 

[reland: "September 1913," "Easter 1916," "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen"··

lhree yoar lntervals. As the year in which lhe War of Independence began, 

lhe date 1919 also has a talismanic significance in Ireland. 

T do not have access to manuscripts--if they survi ve--or the complete 

letlers, so musl leave the resolution of the question to others. CurtIS 

Brad ford' s transe rI ptions show that the references to "drunken Soldiery" 

and the Ki ltartan inCIdent appear ln the earlie~ drafts he consulted, as 

\,(' 11 as an ..1ddi t iona 1 1 ine about a "swaggering soldier on the public ways" 

(Yeats al Work, 7H). Oddly, Bradford does not raise the question of 

dating whatsopver. 1 have found only one other reference to the problem. 

White revising thjs chapter 1 came across W.J. McCormack's statement 
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in a land undergoing violent convulsions was brought home to him due to 

the eircumstances of his life: he had an infant daughter to be concerned 

about, a British wife who, to be fair, shouldn't perhaps have to hecome 

entangled in Irish revolution, and he now owned property for the flrst 

time. "Every day he expeeted to hear that Ballylee had been raided and 

saeked" (Hone, 330). 

For the intermittent and unpredictable horrors of the War of 

Independence had, by early 1920, begun in earnest. In the nftermalh of 

the Sinn Fein sweep in the December 1918 general e~·~tions, and the 

simultaneous meeting of the Dail Eirean in Dublin and the ambushing by 

the Irish Volunteers of a gelignite cart (kjlling two policemen) on 

January 21, 1919, the breakdown of order accelerated. Tensions rose 

as the British attempted to stem the tide of Republirnn sentiment. Richard 

Bennett, in his book on the Black and Tans, est i mates lhat between January 

1919 and March 1920 (Le., before the worst months) "therc wpre lwenty 

thousand raids on houses by the Crown Forces in lrcland, nearly 400 

politieal arrests and deportations, 429 proclamations to suppress meetings 

and newspapers" (32). 1920, the year whjch probahLy culmjnated in the 

writing of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," saw mULh more dolt>rlce, and 

on a lalger scale. The Lord Mayor of Cork was assasslnéllldd in Marcb, 

riots rocked Derry and Belfast through the spring and summer (CathoJ IC 

that "the signatory date 1s false for the poem was not fin ished unt Il 

1921" (Ascendency and Tradition [1985], 311). Unfortunatc]y, he does 

not elaborate. 1 suspect the püem was wn tten in November-DC'cember 1 (J20. 

One thing is then, clear: thE' poem cannûl both h,wf..> !H'cn wrillen in 

1919 and have been inspired by the atrocities at Ktltartan. !Ione gives 

no source for his information. 
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employees were expelled from the shipyards in July). Thirty people died 

in clashes there in August. The notorious "Auxiliaries" of the Royal 

Irish Constabulary was instituted in July. Bloody Sunday provided a 

climax in July wjth I.R.A assassins striking across Dublin in the 

mOl'ning, and the Black and Tans firing randomly into a football crowd 

jn the evening. Martial law was declared for the western counties in 

December. On November 28 an entire ; ~trol of eighteen Auxiliaries and 

Black and Tans was killed in an 1.R.A. ambush in County Cork. 

Yeats, ln a Jlly D19 .ftter to John Quinn, the American patron and 

collector, strikes a bemused note, yet also gives hints of the attitudes 

seen jn [he poem: 

1 did not send [the manuscripts] ... The post-
office i8 a happy, inattentive place. . • Besides, the 
mail was robbed a month ago and the parcel office robbed ... 
a little later. We are reeling back into the middle 
ages, without growing more picturesque. 

George has gone to Ballylee where she is, 1 hope, 
catching trout, and 1 follow in a few days . .. It 
would be pleasant to go away until the tumult of war 
had died down, and perhaps Home Rule established, and 
cven the price of coal settleù . . . . And would 1 
mind if Slnn Fein took possession of my old tower here 
to store arms in . . .? 1 think my chief difficulty 
in accepting [the post in Japan] will be my tower, which 
needs another year's work under our own eyes before 
it ls a fitting monument and symbole (L, 658-9) 

Skirmishes between Sinn Fein and the Irish Voluntee~ and the Royal Irish 

Constabulary began in the summer end autumn, although by May Lady Gregory 

was already deeply worried by murders and intimidation in Galway (Journals, 

ed. Murphy, l, 68ff.). The Dail was declared illegal by Britain in 

September. In January 1920 the first of the Black and Tans arrived. Their 

advent was a disaster for the country, particularly the western counties 

where the efforts of both the R.I.C. and the Dail-Sinn ~einto maintain 
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a semblance of control over units nominally under their command proved 

fruitless, although it is of course debatable whether the British had 

any desire to r~rain the depredations of their irregulars. 

"The rule of law," that is British law, became a very ambiguous 

term. Westminster passed the Restoration of Order in Jreland Bill in 

August 1920, which "virtually aboli shed the princi pIe of trial by jury 

and established military law. In practice trial by jury had already 

fallen into disuse in most areas as neither witnesses nor Jury dared 

attend the courts." Most crimes were tried by courtmartial (Bennett, 

82). The presence of the Black and Tans brought violence to lhe immed iate 

level of the altered body for Yeats, and epic parallels seemed to leap 

forward: "AlI we can see from our WIndows is beautiful and quiet and has 

been so; yet two miles off near Coole .. the Black Fnd Tans flogged 

then 
young men andAtied them ta their lorries by the hanrls and dragged them 

along the road till their bodies were torn in pieces" (1., (80)--1 i ke 

latter-day Hectors, one might add. Even so even-hander! an observer as 

Lady Gregory, mistress of a great Ascendency estate and usually incl ined 

ta give England the benefit of the doubt, grew continually more appalled 

through 1920 at their drunken burning, 100tJng, and random reprisaIs (the 

raping of pubescent girls was not unhearr! of [Journa Is, ed. Murphy, r. 

202]).until, in late November. she exclaims, "Belgium, where are you? 

This is worse than Belgium E",er was" (I, 205), dearly a refcrence lo 

British propaganda about the "rights of small nations" and concernin~ 

German actions in Belgium during World War One (detai led, for examplp, 

in Peter J. Buitenhuis, The Great War of Words). 

The loss of life in the ",.rar" as a whole was considerable in a small 

country, but less than in virtual1y aIl other violent revolulions (somewhat 
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puttjng the lie, as Declan Kiberd insists, to the British and even 

Irish stereotype of the Irish as inherently violent): about 1250 

in aIl. sljghtly more than half of them tither Republicans or 

Irish eivilians, the others from the British forces (Bennett, 221). 

But the nature of the violence made the impact of these deaths 

more aeute, ~special]y to a Yeats who admired pikes in the 

abstract but found the actual use of them distressingly sectarian. 

As Richard Bennett puts it, "aets of agression were numerous enough 

Lo disturb, but never ta entirely disrupt the ordinary, everyday 

life .... Imaginations which had been stunned by the fearful 

slaughter of the Great War could more easily recognize the ugly 

face of violence when il was brought down ta this small seale" (33). 

The imagination, that is, of someone like Yeats, drawn to the 

apocalypse on the distant horizon, but shocked by the ability of 

human bei ngs ta knock on the door of a Galway cottage and gun clown 
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a mother holding her child. The killing of civilians in the conflict 

was in fact (juite frequent, but the deaths were "accidentai," or sa 

the diseourse insisteu. It was an odd sort of war. The tension for 

everyone was like a continuaI hum, but arder never quite 

hroke down enLirely for any length of time. The Black and Tans 

\"ere scat tered "i n small detachments over the countryside • 

1~ev were under greater stress and less control than the military, 

and t hey hroke out more often" (Bennett, Few on either side 

hac! "proper" uniforms. It was a situation in which the possible 
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disintegration of civilization seemed ail the more clearly defined 

because of the scandalous presence of near anarchy and routine udmin-

istration side by side. "Neither Dail Eireann nor Va lunteer Head-

quart ers" had officially instituted guerilla warfure. "In fnct, 

these bodies still shared the publIc dlslike of aetivities WhlCh 

caused ~asualties Nobody laid clown the form wh i ch host il 1 li cs 

3 were ta take." Full seale war, with l1nlformed armies, visihle chains 

of command, and conventions of conduet, has been 50 fully integratecl 

into the structure of social expectations that, at least la the non-

combatants, it allows the face of the brute violence of which it 

consists ta be 19nored: Robert Gregory' s death in the \.Jar cl j d nol 

seem an emblem of evil ta Yeats. A slaughter WclS one thing; the slow 

piling up of corpses in 1919-20 was a disorgmllzerJ run of murders. 

No one knew what the rules W8re. The soldicry, dedicaLecl after aIL 

to eradicating human life whenever on the battJefield, was "drunken," 

and couldn't tell just \vhere the edge of the hattJefJ(~ld was, or 

when active dut y shades lnto furlough. That a drunkcn saldier seeOts 

more horrifYlng than a sober one says a great deul about clvi 1 izalion's 

ability to integrate murder Into its norms. 

Lady Gregory]s an lnstlnctively non-pol itical chronicler, 

and in fact prefers to guote the opinions of uthers rather than 

give her own. Nevertheless, i t becomes pat ent 1 y cl car that 

the civilian population of Galway had much more ta fear From the 

Black and Tans and the Auxiliarles than from the Irish 

Volunteers-cum-l,R.A. RevulsiCJil W3S general. The O'Connor, a 

Unionist landowner, proclaimed at the Dublin Peace Conference in August 
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1920, "i f the government doesn' t turn these damned Black and Tans out of 

the country, we'll soon aIl be damned republicans" (Bennett, 85). Yeats 

gave perhaps the bitterest speech of his life in condemnation of the Black 

and Tans at Oxford in early 1921 (Hone, 330). l give such details in order 

to L8st the scrupulously non-partisan "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" in 

the proper light: this was clearly a conscious artistic decision on the 

poct's part. The poem i8 less partisan on the situation than most of Yeats's 

frlends lncluding many Unionists, and perhaps less so than Yeats himself. 

"N 1 nctcen Hundred and Nineteen" is the fourth poem in The Tower, placed 

by Yeats after three other major works. David Young notes that "Sailing 

to Byzan t lum" (1927), "The Tower" (1924), and "Meditations in Time of Civil 

Wnr" (192'1) are, along with "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," a11 given 

dates 1 n the volume, and thus form a reverse chronology: "The comparative 

t r 1 llmphs of the fi rst two poems, personal and self-contained, must now 

give way to the forces of historical and political circumstances. and the 

question will be how the poet's imagination can fare" (31). The context 

of th 1 S reverse chronology, which whispers i11 ad vance that there can be 

an escape from the hellish pit of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," is 

pcrhaps the only trace of light one can find in that poem's landscape. 

The sequcnce IS, quite explicitly, a descent, a progressive removal of 

the poet from the artifices of Byzantium that provided an escape from a 

country unSll i Lab] e "for old men," and from the battlements of his tower, 

to the threatened Ballylee in "Meditations," where an "dffbble irregular" 

cracks jokes at the door but a dead soldier is also "trundled down the 

rond," a. d then out into the King Lear-like unhoused-philosophy-on-the

heath of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen." 
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The effect of reading the poems in order is of the tower belng 

broken open and cast down, the narrator exiled into the midst of the 

violence upon roads and the labyrinths of wind. The progression ls 

outward from the ancestral hou ses of culture and tradition into the 

entanglements of a history pictured as synonymous with mortali ty i tself, 

with destruction. "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" is, despite the efforts 

of critics to find various solaces (tn, for example, the mere fact of the 

poem's existence: imagination working upon chaos), the dark ilight of 

Yeats's canon. There is no hint of any redemption in its Iines. As a 

depiction of political violence, it insists repeatedly on one point: such 

violence has no moral shadings, no varieties, no factions. It is evil. 

But Swift was, in many respects, a man and mind subverted 
rather than subversive. lreland enriched his rhetoric and 
undermined his beliefs. In the en~ he appeared to himself 
to have become one of his own foolish projections, a man 
preaching improvement to a doomed people. "Sati re," he 
once said, His a sort of glass, where beholders do generally 
discover everybody's face but their own." 

(Deane, A Short Hlstory,4H-C),jtal ics adderl) 

In this poem, if perhaps in no other, Yeats has much in common with Swift. 

At the beginning of this study l suggested that when examining a writcr's 

depiction of politieal struggle one is also of neeessity aski ng wllere the 

author sees himself or herself in relation to those perpetuating lhnt 

struggle. ls the poet, for exarnJ.lle, part or that group or distinct f rom 

it? If distinct, are the rebels rnorally superior or lnferior? Tr a part, 

by choiee or through fate? In "Easter 1916" we saw the Yeats persona 

stating his separation from a group perceived as morally (or at least 

aesthetieally) inferior, then witnessed that persona's voluntary declaration 

first of a revaluation of the rebels, then of their relationships lo him, 
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and lastly an insistence upon his own voice as central and empowered. 

The poem presented a complex figuration of the attractiveness and the 

dangers--the roman tic dedication and the sterile vulgarity--of such an 

immersion in the people and in history. The situation in "Nineteen 

Hunrlred and Ninpteen" is a far different one, although l believe that the 

speaker's narrative of self-location is similarly instructive. 

Yeats's choice of title forces us ta read what is otherwise a con

spicuously non-particularized poem both in relation to Irish history 

and ta Yeats's similarly date-entltled evaluations of the state of 

lreland in "September 1913" and "Easter 1916." (No other poems have 

titles consisting only of a date.) If the poem was actually written in 

1920, as l have speculated, Yeats's insistence on this sequence is aIl 

the more pointed, but the insistence is there in any event. The three 

pnems can serve as a short-form narrative of Yeatsian vacillation on the 

true nature of the Irish eharacter as displayed by Irish behaviour on 

questions of 1) the pur suit of true Romantieism, the spirit, the imagin

ation, and 2) the pursuit of Nationalism; and, whether these pursuits are 

eomp1ementary or conflicting. In short, was Romantic Nationalism still 

~ossib1e? The short answer, reading the three poems in order, is 

1) Romantie Ireland lS dead and gone; no, 2) l was wrong, wherever green 

is worn there is again a terrible beauty: 3) no, l was right after aIl, 

Easter was a mi rage, l was crazy ta think the rogues and rasea1s had died 

out. 

ln "Ni neteen Hundred and Nineteen," then, the poetic persona is 

orienting himself ln relation to a violence-indueing entity that is a1so 

a moral nightmare. Nclonly is one cast into history, one is east into 
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historical futility, the impossibility of action. As Harold Bloom writes, 

here Yeats has a sense "that the context renders a11 action mere murder" 

(356). Whatever the dangers of the artist splashing into the stream in 

"Easter 1916," and whatever the effect of fanaticism on the heart, Pearse 

and Connolly do not stand in a morally inferior posi tion. Robert Carratt 

shrewdly notes that, 

whi1e bath Joyce and Yeats looked upon Catholic lower-
and middle-class Ireland with a critica1 eye, Joyce looked 
from within, making his separation the rebellion of one who 
knew firsthand the conditions that had proved unacceptable 
. . . • Yeats, on the other hand, remained apart from 
that which he criticized. (101) 

This is broadly speaking true, and true a1so of Yeats's relationship to 

the armed rebellion those classes effected from 1916 unt i l the Trent y and 

beyond. The ideology of c1ass and religion, and even the ideo1ogy of the 

romantic artiste, plays a far greater role in Yeats's wrilings than in 

those of Joyce, who, after aIl, centred his masterpiece on Leopold 13100rn 

rather than Stephen Dedaius. Yeats is on1y fi tfu1ly conscious of thi El 

(though he is, superbly sa, in "The Fisherman"), and he al limes, as we've 

seen, evidences a desire to seai this separation to preserve his arlislic 

integrity, and at other times desires a Homeric unlOn W Ith "the peop Le." 

In "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," Garralt 1 s rul e Ls proven oy the 

fer:JCity with which Yeats, in an exception, acknowledges lhat he is nol 

Sèparate from 1919 in Ireland: "0 what fine thought we hac! hec..ause we 

tt,':mght ••. " (1. 15). So in this poem the obJect of dcsire is separation, 

but tl)is manifests itself in the bitlerness with which the narrator 

admits the impossibility of any such disbnction. Violence is a perfee! 

virus: none can claim immunity or deny compliclty. In "Ninetecn Hundrcd 

and Nineteen" the persona seems not to have the choice of whether or not 
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he is part of this nightmare. Much as in the writing from the North in 

the 60s, 70s, and 80s, the Yeats of this poem is caught 

in the midst of al 1, unable to choose between involvement and detachment. 
4 

The poem's narrative of self-placing, its narrative of narration, does not 

however sjmply present this situation as a given. As in "Easter 1916," the 

poem foregrounds, to sorne extent, the persona's own struggle with the question. 

Here, the artist is facing history, a history he f1uctuates between 

admitting is a11 around him,and stepping back t0 observe and accuse. The 

movemenl j n this downward spiral (the poem must a1so be read against "The 

Tower") i s actually that of two steps forward, one step back. The balance 

is clear: the poet has been dragged outward into the nightmare of his time. 

In the end the backward steps symboli:.:e not rays of hope, of escape, but 

figure forth the desire to escape. This is what Bloom refers to as Yeats's 

"moving doubt" in the poem, doubt about his own "subjective solitude" (362). 

Tn this lies a great deal of the poem's psychological acuity.5 

"Nlneteen Hundred and Nineteen" is the inverse of 1916 in more than 

just the overturning of ope digit. A reader coming ta the poem fresh from 

"Easter 1916" lS struck by the difference in the grammar of narration. 

"Easter 1916" is launched by "l," its first word, and "r" appears four 

times in the fjrst stanza, before it is e"Jentual1y given up in favour of 

Il merging of poetic and public forms of remembrance in the figure of the 

mother's part, which is "our part." When a pronoun first appears in 

liN i neteen Hundred and Nineteen," 1ikewise as first word in a stanza, i t 

'Il b" " d' " Wl (' we, an lts context accusatory, even sarcastlC: "We too had Many 

pretty toys when young" (1. 9). This~~oted by David Young, "Yeats can not, 

or wi Il not, separate himse1f from the cr~dulous multitude who have had their 
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preLty toys turned inta nightmares" (49)--although the poem lS not 

attributing pretty toys merely to the credulous multitude. ihe pronolln 

is held in abeyance through the classically-toned lament of the {jrst. 

stanza. The sculpted opening is a sort of aristocratic last stand: 

Many ingenious lovely things are gone 
That seemed sheer miracle to the multitude, 
Protected from the circle of the moon 
That pitches common things about. There stood 
Amid the ornamental bronze and stone 
An ancien t 1 mage 

The title itself, spelled out and including "hundred," lS conspicuollSl y 

formaI. 

In speaking of the "multitude" and "common thi ngs" in such toneR, the 

speaker implicitly, but only implicitly, ho Ids himself apart from the mob. 

If we' ve been reading of the "Big House" burnings, or readtr,~ in Y('ot s' s 

own middle volumes, we !l.ay conclude that Yeats's dirge is in part in 

reference to the loss of arlstocratic culture in Treland. 1'1 culture comparer! 

to that of classical Athens both in its loveUness and in its trunsience, 

and a culture of which he considers himself at. leasl an honourary mernbcr. 

A case can be made for this reading: the poem' s firsl 1 i ne, "Many i ngen j DUS 

lovely things are gone," to me echoes the worl d of "1 n Memory of Ma jor 

Robert Gregory" (which also uses the eight llne stanza), recull 1 ng SIKh 

phrases as "aIl lovely intricacies of a house" (st. JO). Yeats encollrages 

this linkage by placing these lines lmmediately after the conclusion of 

"Medi tations in Time of Ci vi 1 War" and "The Tower." Encourages, buL clOCH 

not give full sanction to: the stanza has scruples, is shy about reveu] i ng 

the precise nature of the "we" jt will uti lize. The stanza estahl j shes 

the beauties of a culture now past and gives no hinl (except in the cllnnjng 

"seemed" of line two) of the mockery ta follow. Tt is, so to speak, a 
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complete thought: the later fate of these lovely things and those who loved 

them gains power through Yeats's unequivocal expression of one phase of 

thought and emotion. The mortality of these lovely things is admitted--

they only seemed to be protected from the circ le of the moon (here repre-

senting, l think, merely the phases of transcience, not the "antithetical" 

moon of A Vision) that destroys common things. Yeats then suddenly presents 

images of the classical world, apparently alludi.ng, very obliquely, to the 

sack of Athens (Jeffares). The concluding couplet evokes the lost sculptures 

of Phidias and "a11 the grasshoppers and bees," a line which recalls the 

rcader to the poet's declaration a few pages earlier that he will take his 

"boc! i ly form" not from natural things but "such a form as Grecian gold-

smlths make" ("Saillng to Byzantium," 1. 27). Like classical Athens, the 

speaker's culture is ruined. 

The sl ight illusion of disassociation from the be-miracled "multitude" 

begins to dissipate with the "we" of line nine, and it is a "we" that takes 

us back to stanza one to ask just what culture is being compared to the 

ruined Athens. We who? 

We too had many pretty toys when young, 
A law indifferent to blame or praise, 
To bribe or threat; habits that made old wrong 
Melt down, as it were wax in the the sun's rays; 
Publi c opini.on ripening for so long 
We thought i t would out live aIl future days. 
o what fine thought we had because we thought 
That the worst rogues and rascals had di.ed out. (11. 9-16) 

We? Aristocratie Ireland? Artistic Ireland? Protestant Ireland? Ireland 

as a whole? Great Britain? Yeats? (a royal "we"?) Western Civilization? 

Humanity? Thomas R. \vhitaker assumes "Britain" at various points: "Some-

thing like Thucydides' critique is being sharply directed at modern British 

culture" (224), which is, oddly enough, true---at certain moments. J. Hillis 



-~ 

215 

Miller states sweepingly that Yeats "speaks as no one, from nowhere, at no 

time" (321), (whieh, given that "presence" is by definition il1usory in 

Miller's deconstruetive orthodoxy, isn't surpr~sing). although this rather 

contradicts his assertion that the poem was written in response to the Block 

and Tam violence and the disillusionment following the war (3IH), which 

reads "we" as literally Irish and figuratively European. (The latt er 

1s difficult ta reconcile with the poem's title and "drunken soldiery" 

reference, which would seem odd in a post-armistice Europe.) Miller's 

idea that the "we" is a sort of empty cave ("the cavern from whlch the 

wind blows," [340]) is the result of a certain critical presupposition 

finding apparent fertile ground. The Yeatsian "we" i s comp} ex here, and 

self-contradictory. Its "identity" is a question T want ta deal wi th in 

a moment, but it is important ta note that its eomplexity does not make 

it a cypher or a locatlon-iess no-one, or make it a poem founded on the 

"linguistie moment." Miller' s thc.ory has the effect of anni hU al i ng the 

poem's historieal moment,6 with the happy effect of making 

the critic's prophecy self-fulfilling. Indeed, Yeats aimas! 

annhilates the historieal moment entirely. 

troublesome title . . . 

But there i s that 

The second stanza is implicatory, part of a process of erasing aIl 

possible or haped-far distinctions from the multitude or the body politie 

that continues until the end of the third stanza, where the narrator seems 

irrevocably trapped within the nightmare far the remajnder af Part One. 

This sense of the narrator as an inextricable part of the: "we" 1 s 

strengthened by a hitherto unnotieed subtext for the stanza. "We too had 

many pretty toys when young" refers the reader not anly ta the "]aws" 



\. 

216 

of the fallowing lines, but to Yeats's youthful poetry. The earliest poem 

he preserved, "Song of the Happy Shepherd," is a remarkable work for a 

twenty-year-old, if derivative of Keats, Spenser, and Shelley: 

The woods of Arcady are dead, 
And over is their antique JOY; 
Of o1rl thr worlrl on rlreaminn fed; 
Grey Truth is now her painted toy. (11. 1-4) 

The parallels with "Ninpteen Hundred and Nineteen" are extensive, either 

intentional ~r a rernarkable example of poetlc self-communing: when Yeats 

wic;lIes ta mock the "dream" of culture he perhaps intuitively wrote a poem 

redolent with the irnagery of his own romantic insistence that the dream of 

paetry could be a "certain good" ("Song of the Happy Shepherd," st. 2). 

ln these fi rst Unes he moves from lamenting the passing of Greece' s "antique 

joy" to a reference ta "palnted toy," just as the later poem' s first stanza 

lends ta "pretty toy." The number of echoes is startling. "[O]f all the 

many changlng things / In dreary dancing past us whirled" (1.1-8) becomes 

"So the Platonic Year / Whirls .. \~hirls in the old instead; / AlI men 

are dancers" (Il. 54-57). The earlier poern's "\J1irled,/ To the cracked tune 

that Chronusslngs" (11. 8-9) is echoed by "but now / That wlnds of winter 

blow / Learn that we were crack-pated when we drearned" (Il. 86-88). "Dream" 

repents the centra] theme of "Song of the Happy Shepherd." "Truth" at line 

four compares with "hIe, who . Talked of honour and of truth" (11. 89-90) 

in the ] ater poem. "hlhere are now the warr ,.:ing kings, / Ward be-mockers?" 

(11. 11-12) is para11eled by "Come let us mock at the great" (1. 93) and 

much of Part Pive. "In clanging sp.1ce a moment heard" (1. 20) i8 echoed 

bv "thei r trend / Goes to the barbarous clangour of a gong" (11. 57-58). 

Arter the first stanza of "The Song" the echoes cease, as if it were the 

very flrst page of his canon that Yeats wished to rnock. The two poems 

both lament the 10ss of the "woods of Arcady," but the early piece, 
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'1 t - conventionally, proclairns the preservation of the earth's great drearn 

through its internaI ization in poetry: "My songs of old earth' s drearny 

youth: / But ah: she dreams not now; dream thou:" (11. 54-55). liN ineleen 

Hundred and Nineteen," in the rnidst of social chaos, treats of culture 

more in collective, monumental terms than in rornantic reverie. But t here) 

a11 consolations of culture are mocked as delusion, including the poetry 

that, "Rewarding in melodious guile / Thy fretful .. ords" (11. '39-40), sel."med 

a compensation in the early poem. 

For the remainder of the stanza the "we" seems to suggest a b IlIrry 

consortium of artists, Ascendency, and, possHly, Brit ish or European 

cul ture. The poem' s title tends to ask us to read the genera 1 i t i es in 

terms of Ireland; the poem's generalities ask us to read the' title in 

terms of repeating historical patterns. Sorne phrases are i ntrui g i ng 1 y 

resona,lt. Their laws' "indifference" to blame or praise i nvokes numerolls 

Yeatsian paens to the proud, self-sufficient loneliness of his culture 

heroes O'Leary, Emmett, Parnell and others--the people who, in the lerms 

of Catherine McGill, were to Yeats "statesmen" instead of "pol i t ie ians" 

(in her unpublished M.A. thesis, pp. l ff.). "PubliC opinion rlpening for 

so long / We thought it would outl~ve a11 future days" (1 J. 11-14) 1 ikewls(' 

suggests Yeats's hope for a spiritual-intellectual uplifting of the Irish, 

though the lines are more optimistic about the "public" than any sentiment 

Yeats mustered. Such passages hint at being speci fIC to l rel and , enpec i a JI Y 

to readers of Yeats and particularl y to readers of The Tower. They l, j III tllol 

the "Irish" culture Yeats feH himself heir to js the object of the poem's 

requiem. But they only hlnt. 

Stanza three continues to report the sort of "fine thought" "wc" had, 

thus continuing to portray the narrator as irredeer.labl y deluded: 
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AIl teeth were drawn, all ancient tricks unlearned, 
And a great army but a showy thing; 
What matter that no cannon had been turned 
Into a ploughshare? Parliament and king 
Thought that unless a little powder burned 
The trœpeters might burst with trumpeting 
And yet it lack aIl glory; and perchance 
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The guardsrnen'::. drowsy chargers would not prance. (11. 17-24) 

The cornucopia of c1asslca1 references :ontinues; the first of many references 

to the dragon of the Argonautica, and an updated version 0: the Biblica1 

prophecy of universa1 peace, current1y belng exposed as a fraud. Here the 

meaning of "we" solidifies, momentari1y; a reference to the culture of 

Britain. This culture has accepted violence as the only thing that can be 

sure to produce glory: we "thought" that without actual gunpowder, aIl the 

trumpeting ln the wor1d might seem empty; we instinctive1y, still, accept 

war as th~ guarantee of authenticity. As Elaine Scarry puts i t, war is 

virtually the only institution in whose power of se1f-enforcement we mis

guiderlly be1ieve. 7 The stanza mocks the "great Victorian peace," and 

suggesls Lhat the forms and ritua1 of war, adhered ta throughout that 

"peace," turned out to be accurate reflections of deeper reality rather 

than "mere" symbo1s. Where once a "drowsy" Emperor was kept awake by his 

craflmen' s hammerin~ in idea1ized Byzantium, now "drowsy" horses prance at 

the sound of cannon. The Unes are acute. Our affection for militaristic 

symbo1s of authority somewhat be1ies our c1aim of no longer 

bel ieving ln war. Wc still flnd cannon the only proper, authorttative 

mpthod of greeting visiting heads of stare Cannon, in our diplomatie discourse, 

prove "we really mean it." 

By thp fourth stanza the authorial "we" is trapped in history. The 

days are dragon-ridden, and sleep is a beast ridden not by the dreams of 

"The Song of a Happy Shepherd" but by nightmare. In a more exp1icit 
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description of v:blence than any appearing in "Easter 1916," where the non-

"heroic" victims are invisible, Yeats tells of a "drunken s01diery"--soldiers 
who 

freed of the pretence of "military discipli.ne," ,..can "leave the mother, 

murdered at her door, / To r.rawl in her own blood, and go scot-free" (11. 

27-28). The mother who at Easter recited the name of her chi ld against 

the darkness is now gunned down at her door. The "we" now seems c1earl y 

Irish--all accounts stress the Black and Tans' drinking habits. The phrase 

is meant ta establish another momentarily specifie cultural contexte The 

depiction of political violence centres (as it often does in the events and 

in the poetry of violence in the North today) on the doorster. 1t ls a 

powerful emblem, especially following on the meditations of the poems 

preceding "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" concerning public vi olence 

invading the private, of the erasure of boundaries by which an artist or 

other individual may choose ta be apolitical. Now, 

The night can sweat with terror as before 
We pie~ced our thoughts into philosophy, 
And planned to bring the world under a rule, 
Who are but weasels fighting in a hale. (11. 29-32) 

We who? The entire human enterprise, trying ta piece togcther coherence. 

The British empire, bringing enlightened values ta savages. We Irish, 

prospective New Athens gone bust. We who are weasels fighting in a hale. 

The elliptical grammar admits of no distinctions. The narrator is a 

member of aIl these groups, including the last. Violence i8 endemic on eoch 

level. 

The following stanza briefly establishes the narrator in this new 

wisdom of wisdom' s transciellce, trying out, one last li me, the ramant i (. 

consolation of possible detachment from history, even from civilizatjon: 

triurnph of any sort will only allow one's lovely thjngs to be defiled by 
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lime and its lackeys. Each triumph "would / But break upon his ghostly 

solitude" (11. 39-40) in the tower. But this brief stepping back, 

aeeompanied by a shift away from the first person plural, is more like 

a last gasp. The poem's relentless logie ploughs foward in the final 

lines of the opening section: 

But is there any comfort to be found? 
Man ls in love and loves what vanishes, 
What more is there to say? That country round 
None dared admit, if such a thought were his, 
Incendiary or bigot could be found 
To burn that stump on the Acropoli~ 
Or break in bits the famous ivories 
Or traffie in the grasshoppers or bees. (11. 41-48) 

The second line answers with a clear no the question of the first, and 

insists upon the impossibility of ghostly solitude, impossible because 

man ls in love. Then We are thrown back into another flurry of hetero-

~enous cultural references. That much of the poem seems to be written in 

what is lantamount to secret code is not eoyness but strategy. The poem 

offers jlself as a continuous test case of symbolic versus historieal 

re[erenee as Yeats carefully manipulates our expectations. "That country 

round," fol lowed by references to the Acropolis" seems an allusion to 

Greeee. But the phrase "that country" is also used to refer--relatively 

dedrlv--to rrcland 111 "Sailmg to Byzantium," a later poem \~hich, however, precedes 

"Ni neteen Hundred and Nineteen" in The Tower. 'l'his oblique c1ue--or perhaps 

only coincidence of rhetoric--along with, again, the title, seems to invite 

comparison of the burning of the Acropolis with the torching of the Big 

Houses in 1919-20, thus again hinting at a link between Athens and 

Ascendeney culture. This also has the effect of balancing lines possibly 

"about" Black and Tans atroci ties wi th lines possibly "about" the depredations oF 
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Republicans. Using the phrase "that country" represents another ever-so-

delicate profferjng of topical allusion. 

In the last lines of Part One, and in Part Two's description of Lote 

Fuller' s Chinese dancers, "we" disappears, and a more detached, less 

self-implicatory perspective briefly emerges in these references to Vl1rlOIlS 

cultural contexts--the American Laie Fuller's Chinese dancers in Paris in 

the 1890s, and a supra-historieal "Platonic Year." "It seemcd that a cl rn~on 

of air / Had fallen among dancers" (in fact a "floFting rihbon of cloth"), 

rein forcing the sense of evil's intrusion, but also making this intrusion 

applicable ta this Asian-American-French-Greek cultural yoking in addition 

to the Classical-Irish-British series evoked earlier. The poem mighl 

be thought of, using a phrase from the work of Osip Mandelstam, as nostalgla 

for world culture. The image created by the dancers ls revealed tü be, like 

the king's cannon, an all-too-faithful rendering of rea} ity, of what Richanl 

Peter son caUs "the violent and terrify ing dance of hi story" (t'J8). J t i ~ 

a testament to art's power, perhaps, but it is also telling that thls art 

has the same relationship to reality--as a figuring forth of inherent 

violence--as military show. 1 think Unterecker's claim thot the seclion 

depicts art as redemptive because it can depict even the dragon (181) 

ignores the tone of the last bitter lines: "AU men are dancers and their 

H 
tread / Goes to the barbarous c1angour of a gong" (11. ')7-58). The poem 

is about the failure of poetry, among other things. 

The narrator, thoroughly disillusioned, draws a serjes of cjrc1es 

around himself and applies ta each of them his unrelenting message: lhe 

dragon has whir1ed them off "on i ts own furious path" ( 1: 53). lli men ;Jr(! 

dancers, but they dance to the barbarous c] angour of a gong. The aIl ilS ion to 
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the Platonic Year looks to the tit1e, a1so the name of a year. 1919 is a 

point of transition in the grand cycle. Yeats's apocalyptic sensibility is 

in evidence. 

By 1 i ne '57 ( "A 11 men"), the impul se to particularize the urge-ta-violence 

and to hj ve off certain rogues, an impulse evidenced in the epithets "jncen-

d j ary or bigot," has once again collapsed, the narrator again determined to 

make no distinctions. The increasingly inclusive set of cultural references 

strengthens this impression, while the word "so" linking Loie Fuller' s dancers 

to the fur i ous Platonic Year seems to imply that art is fueled by--even ~ 

posed of--anyevil it can mimic. He begins to sweep poets--and W.B. Yeats--

into his ring of the damnable. Section Three, written in the undulating line 

lengths of Part Two, as if the earlier classical stanzas are now caught in 

the whirlll:g, abandons even the consolations of "some moralist or myth-

ological poet," who "compares the solitary soul (cf. "ghostly solitude" at 

1 i ne 40) to a swan" (1. 60). This continues the motif of solitude opposed 

by community horror, the antithetical versus the increasing dominance of 

the primnry. Given that Yeats's previous volume was entitled The Wild 

Swans at Coole, there can be no doubt that his later poetry is being 

judged, Just as his earliest work had been. To this end, Yeats links the 

1 irst stanza of this section with the dlction of "The Wild Swans at Coole": 

Sorne moralist or mythological poet 
Compares the solitary soul to a swan; 
1 am satisfied with that, 
Satisfied jf a troubled mirror show it, 
Refore that brief gleam of its life be gone, 
An image of its state; 
The wings haH spread for flight, 
The brenst thrust out in pride 
\oJhether to play, or to ride 
Those winds that clamour of approaching night. (11. 59-68) 

The gent1e October twilight and the delicate melancholy of lost youth in 
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"The Wild Swans at Coole" find here harsher counterparts: "the wC:lter /Mlrrors 

a still sky" (11. 3-4) in the earlier poem; here the mirror ls troubled by 

st ronger winds "that clamour of approaching night." Before, the clamour 

was that of the "clamourous wingl' of the wheeling swans (1. 12); here lhe 

wings can only hope, Cuchulain-like, to persist 'dth pride in the face of 

Irrevocable darkness. But, for the moment, the narrator is "satisfj ed with 

that" (1. 61). 

The next startling stanza, however, destroys aIl satisfaction of even 

the solitary soul. Indeed, in what ean only be called a remarkable, atrocity-

induced reversaI of one of the poet's abiding beliefs, the narralor insists 

that the very existence of the solitary intellect posjted in the title of 

"Meditations in Ti m e of Ci vil War," is a mirage: 

A man in his own secret meditation 
ls lost amid the lbyrinth that he has made 
In art or politics; 
Sorne Platonist affirms that in the station 
Where we should cast off body and trade 
The ar.,:,.ient habit sticks, 
And that if our works could 
But vanish wi th our breath 
That were a lucky death. 
For triumph can but mar our solitude. (11. 69-7f) 

l think it should be clear at this point that "Nineteen Hundred and NineLeen" 

is far more profound a critique ot the romantic sensi hi 1 i ty lhan is often 

reeognized, and that there lies within it a remarkable inslght i nta the 

internaI contradictions of his own Romantie Nationalism. That ls not ta 

say he subsequently abandoned those values (although they beeome less 
saw 

prominent). Pa:-haps the faet that he" their flawed "logie" i s no real reason 

he should have, sinee values have little to do with logic. 
who Ü', 

The man in his most secret meditationJ\a major figure in Yeats' s mature 
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work--"Ego Dominus Tuus," "The Phases of the Moon," "The Tower," "Meditations 

in Time of Civil War"--is here, now, "lost amid the labyrinth that he has 

made 1 In art or politics." It is a remarkable moment for a reader of 

Yeats to see such a pairing, to see the labyrinths of art and politics 

equated. Meditation cannat be extricated from the maze-like naturœof 

aesthetjcs or poJillCS, and these natures have much in common. Both 

the king' s guns and the ribbons of Laie Fuller are permeated by what they 

seem rnerely lo symbolize. The tower has been invaded, the old, crack

patcd king or poet (1. 88) has been turned out into the storm and taught 

Lear's ha rd lessons about the thing itself and the help1essness of culture 

in the face of that "ancient habit" (1. 74). Sorne Platonist suggests 

that this habit survives even the stations between lives, and that aIl 

works--body, trade, art, po1itics--mar a solitude that must, by the 

sectjon's 10gic, lie below rneditation. Meditation, and poetry, must be 

about something, 50 that the aesthetic rur:it:y of the Alastor poet or the hard 

discipline of the phi1osopher-hermit are doomed to failure. They even, 

perhaps, contrlbute to a drunken soldiery through their ambition. 

The third stanza eschews rhetorica1 bri1liance for a wonderfully 

cffecl ive harshness of statement: "The swan has leaped into tbe deso1ate 

hcaven" (7Q). The bleak lrnage can bring "a rage ,1 To c-nd aIl things," 

thus conclud ing the poet' s half-completed labours, a poet who ha~ 1earned 

"now / That \YÏnds of win ter b10w 1 that we were crack-pated when 

we dreamed" (11. 86-88). And once again the "my" and "1" of individua1 

conternplat ion (11. 61, 88) are gathered into a "weil of communal lunacy. 

The blunt quatrain of Part Four makes explicit the complicity of 

the llarrator as part of the "we," the wease1s first mentioned in Part One. 

It describes a decline from the idea1ism of the pre-war, pre-Rising years. 
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By this point the grouping imp1ied by the pronoun has again waxed nebulolls. 

The narrator is included, but only, it seems) in humanki nd in general, ilS 

the more metaphysical context of Part Three suggests. This leads into 

the Most caustic stanzas of the poem in Part Fi ve, lines of cynieal 

mockery reminiscent of "Three Songs to the Same Tune" save for the self-

consciousness evidenced by "Mock mockers after that" in the fi nal stanza. 

The narrator accepts his involvement in this era's destructiveness and 

gives in to destruction, mocking the great who forgot the lessons of 

"Ozymandias"; the wise \\tho missed the passing of rea1 history lhrollgh 

staring at calendars and gaping at the sun; those who, like Yeats himsel f, 

"fancied goodness might be gay." Bloom is correct to ascri be the po cm 'B 

power to i ts role as an "antidote to . poems [like "The Second Cami ng" 

and "Leda and the Swan"] in which Yeats is a little tao much al ease in 

his own system, a touch too secure in a superhuman posture as he contem-

plates the terrible annunciations" (362-3). Now the poem reaches the 

endgame of its implosion: 

Mock mockers after that 
That would not lift a hand maybe 
Ta help good, wise or great 
To har that fou1 storm out, for we 
Trafilc in mockery. (11. 108-12) 

ls it reasot1abl e to be disillusi oned even by disi] lusionment, lo mack "we" 

for trafficing in mockery, to moek both idealism and eynjcism? 

The extremely awkward versification here betrays the collapse of a 

discourse that is trapped in a house of mi rrors: the storm that has i nvaded 

the tower, has knocked on the door and murdered the innoLent, cornes from 

bath within and without. The narrator is trapped in a history Lomposed by 

the violence of his own soul, sa that there exists no grounel of virtue 
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from which criticism can be launched. The response to violence Yeats 

maintained--deploring physical, local violence, but attracted to a violence 

of the soul and on the apocalyptic horizon--is recognized, and those 

distinctions shown to collapse. Yeats's habits of thought are here the 

subject of his vj~triol, which he again quite accurate1y identifies 

with those of his generation. Even mockery must be mocked. An impotent 

"we-ness" is triumphant. Destructiveness invades the poern itse1f. But 

lhis is important only in regard to the question of Just what such an 

invasion symbolizes. It i8 not a "lingu:istic moment" that proves a poet's mastery, 

as Hillis Miller would have it. Destructiveness invades the imagination 

and the pursuit of wisdom, invades the means of envisioning culture that 

will not bear within it a peculiarly self-directed ruthlessness, a suicidaI 

gcnocide. Without the possibility of such vision, the human imagination, 

mocwng even mockery, attains the worst of aIl possible worlds, a flai1ing, 

sclf-mutilating paralysjs. 

The narrator's fleeting attempts to separate himse1f, the 

YcntsülO poet, from the damned and damnable "we" of the 

poem's violent historical moment, lie abandoned. If there is any triumph 

at aIl, il lies in this wincing honesty. What James Wilson in The Romantic 

Heroic Tdeal calls "the vital romantic dialectic between self-consciousness 

and communal responsi bility" (20), surfaces long enough only ta be hamstrung 

by the poet's bitter awareness of the contingent nature of that very se1f

consciousness. Part Six i8 large:ly a recapitulation of the disaster. 

The storm-in-the-voice of Part Five caIrns, but only into continued dissil

lusionment; the verse form .settles to the crafted, rhymed pentamPter of 

the opening. The cultural references are apt in that the y both eVOKe an 
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historieal middle ground between the eontemporary-classical poles of much 

preeeding allusion (Herorlias' daughter Rnd Robert Artisson are both 

redolent of Medieval de~onology); in that they dre both historically 

rooted yet supernaturaI, history shading iuto myth; and in that they 

are drawn from first European then specifically Irish culture. 

The section opens with a crucial image: 

Vjolence upon the roads: violence of horses; 
Sorne few have handsome riders, are garlanded 
On delieate sensitive ear or tüssing mane, 
But wearied running rounù dnd round j n their courE',es 
AlI break and vanish, end evil gathers head. (11. 113-117) 

A reader of Yeats, sensitive to the poet's use of the well-rjdden horse 

as an emtlem of both the best of Ascendency culture (in poems such as 

"In Memory of Major Robert Gregory"), and as a more uni versa) symbo 1 of 

the yokjng of passion and control, wUl be inclined to exclairn, "Even the 

horses!" "Violence of horses" is surely one of Yeats's rnost despairing 

lines. A few still have handsome rlders, and are "garlandt'd on delleale 

sensitive eRr" (sensitivity) or "tossing mane" (passion). Yet lhey tao, 

symbois of the great and wise, the dreamers, are broken by lhe relenlless 

round of unprogressing history, and, findlng themselv~s la have been in 

facl tethered aIl along, "break and v8msh, H ta be rep laced by ev il. r f 

the oblique reference to the burning of the Bj g House'l i II Parl One was El 

glimpse through the rneshwork of heterogenous allusIon sa as to highlight 

a particular culture ta be Iamented in this great swansong, lhe ] j ncs a '-

the beginning of Part Six, as is the poem's repeated impulse, hint nl 

implicating Ascendenc.y culture in the violent catac.l ysm. Nol Ol! 1 Y vi 01 ence 

.!Q. horses, but violence of horses, the violence of a dying culture lrapped 

in i ts courses. 
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In the miadle lines of this finale, Yeats presents his vision of this 

gathering evil. It is like a demonic version of "Prayer for My Daughter," 

wi th the same violence in nature functioning as pathetic fallacy--"A sudden 

blast of wind and after / Thunder of feet, Lumult of images"--and with 

the manmade labyrin t hs of Part Three now cast as nature 1 s "labyrinth of 

wi nd." Here, the daughters are those of Herodias, whom Yeats linked both 

to the Sidhe and the Middle Ages (Jeffares). The poern concludes with 

the somewhat obscure lines on the 14th century incubus of an Irish "witch": 

. . . thereupon 
There lurches past, his grea~ eyes without thought 
Under the shadow of stupid, straw-pale locks, 
That insolent fiend Robert Artisson 
To whom the love-Iorn Lady Kyteler brought 
Bronzed peacock feathers, red combs of her cocks. (11. 125-30) 

It is a final example of the complete degradation of culture, of 

energy sacrificed to the stupid vacancy of thought. Alice Kyteler is 

referred to as "Lady Kyteler," as if to emphasize her rnembership in "a 

good Anglo-Normf\n family" (Jeffares, citing St. John D. Seymour's Jrish 

Witchcraft and Demonology). "Man is in love," Yeats wrote earlier in 

the poem, and now the products of love are thoroughJ y debased. What does 

Lady Kyt eler give to the demon? Images of culture and of sexuality: "Bronzed 

peacock feathers"--- reralling the ornaments of bronze, stone and ~{Jld in the 

poemls opening lines--and the red combs of her cocks. AlI distinctions are 

level1ed. The lovely things of a culture, in thjs case Anglo-Norman culture, 

are, alang with the cock's comb, given ta the insolent flend. 
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Historieal Generality and Poetic Partieularity: 

Generic Violence in a Sectarian War 

"In the shadows in Ireland, north and south • . • lurks 
reptilian human life, bigots who in the name of Christ 
spit on his precepts and who have put on the whole armoury 
of hate, men, and women too, who have known the clark 
intoxication of blood, and who seek half uneonsciously 
for the renewal of that sinister ecstasy." 

--AE (cited by Lyons, IOR) 

"They [the instructors] encouraged me, however, to read 
history in relation to their hlstorieal logic, and 
biography in relation to their twenty-eight Lypical 
incarnations, that l might give concrele expression ta 
their abstract thought." 

--Yeats, A Vision, p. 12 
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The narrative structure of "Nineteen Hundred anà Nineteoll," c1arif i0(1 Ily 

examining the narrator's location, is one of a descent into entanglement 

in chaotic, violent history, a descent rendered emotionally campel] lng by 

sporadic movements toward setting the narrator apact. The central image 

of the poem for this reading is that of a (paradoxical1y) controlees 

labyrinth in which the narrator--and his culture--wanders wlthout hope. 

The labyrinth of entanglement ls given a precise temporal location by lh~ 

poem's title. If the theme of the poem i8 entanglement, il is sli]l 

necessary ta elaborate, beyond the previous, sequential reading, on the 

nature of what the poet is entangled i!!., the nalure of Yeats' s dcpic.tion 

of poljtical violence in 1919-20. 

The long volley of tit-for-tat atrocities between Michael Collins's 

Republican forces and the British auxiliaries and Royal Irish Constabulary 

--volleys also directed at civilians in the farm of Black and Tans intimi

dations and a series of more-or-·less "unauthorized' burni nqs of t'Hi g Bouses" 
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by Republicans--is represented by Yeats as constituting the degradation of 

culture. Just which culture is a complex question. Finding its answer 

is a process that begins with the observation that the violence involved 

is depicted as being non-political. In this Yeats's response resembles 

the even more disgusted voice of AE quoted above: the "Nlneteen Hunàred and 

Nineteen" violence is portrayed as generie human evil; and this evil is 

seen ta conSitute fundamental truth about humankind and human culture's 

"desolate dream." It is at this point that difficult questions of 

universal versus specific meaning must be addressed. 1 would hold that 

it is Yeats1s manipulation of the expectations engendered by his mythie, 

melange-of-history content that constitutes the political message. 

The poem's stately, tragic opening sets whatever hints of historical 

particularity the poem may include (hints sufficiently slight to render 

thern open to wildly varying Lnterpretations) in a broad historical 

context whose underlying premise is the cyclical nature of history. "1919" 

i s compared to the f a11 of A thens, the violence of Parliament and King, 

and, still more generIeal1y, to "the Platonic Year," lIa1l ancient tricks," 

"old wrong, l' the fi nal tW0 phrases euphemisms for original sin. The swirl 

of Irish violence i8 set against a number of cultures and cultural arti-

facts: Athenian, British, Irish, Oriental (1. 49), Medieval Irish (Pt. 6), 

tht:' Acropoli.s, the Bible (11. lQ-20). King Lear (11. 87-88), Western Culture 

as il whole, Yeats's ùwn early and more recent poems. The richness of the 
cultures 

a llusi oru br i ng:; stHl more .. proximdte to the IJoem to varying degrees: French 

(Fuller performed in Paris), American (her nationality) , witchcraft, Irish 

Ascend.ncy cult-ure (11. 1J3-l5), "Ozymandias." Readers will have 

slightly different lists, dependingon tlEir leve1s cf tolerance for allusion 
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hunting. (In this regard, the poem somewhat antielpates The Waste Land.) 

One eritic, for example, sees a reference ta World War 1 in "Now days 

are dragon-ridden" (Young, 49). The effeet of aIl this is not in itself 

violent in the way Hi11is Miller feela it to be: 

[The elements of the poem are] ail amazi ngly hetero
geneous lot. They represent by synecJoche the material 
that enters into Yeats's work g~nerally. ln fact, each 
deta: 1 oÏ the poem , . . tends ta stand (or an enti re 
context . . .. The concentration and explos ive intcns i t V 
of the poem lS aehieved by this bringing together in 
abruPt jux tdpOSJ.t ion detached part"s . . . . The port s 
have been cut by violence from these wholes and mut i 1-
ated .... Each image of Yeats's poem in comp]ex 
ways records an aet of violence and ts put into the 
text by another aet of sunderlng . . . yok~d togethcr 
by violence. (320-21) 

Beyond the fact of heterogeneity and the extensivp use of synecdoche, 

this seems to me overstated. In the first section of almosl fifty lines, 

for example, Yeats develops an explicit paraI1e] betwecn Athens und 
to 

Ireland, alludesAGreat Brltain wlth a reference ta parllamenl and king 

{a cultural eontext medlate between the local and the general classic"} 

heritage), then ceturns to both Athens--explicHlY--él'ld Jreland--

implicitly--in the final stanza. In faet, Iiilils Miller himself 

will go on to explain the logieal interrelatjonshlp& bctwccn ffiAny 

of the images (see pp. 344-45). If the variety of cul tural 

references is an aet of violence, If aIl allusJon and symbolism 

constitutes "mutilation," then the same statements nped be mudp 

of aIl densely ~nd variously allusive works. rang i ng From .Joyce' s 

Ulysses ta Paradise Lost tü "Fern HilL" Tl seems mure 1 ikely that while 

the number of cultural references and symbols here (only mildly unusuaJ 

in Yeats) does convey urgeney and wide-ranging disillusionment, their 
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principal effect lS ta cast the particular year and place implied by the 

title in ta a rapidly sketched catalogue representing human civilization 

as continually suberted by violence and histary. Sorne particular culture 

is being destrayed in this particular era, but this is the fate of aIl 

cultures. AIsa, the culture being destroyed is compased of these many 

others, and bears within the sarne seeds of destruction they contained. 

In writlng on the poem, Geoffrey Thurley sees e contIase between 

Yeats's vehement denunciation of the Black and Tans in Oxford, and his 

statements here~ "In the poem, the bestiality of the Irregulars is treated 

as an illustration of a general fault in man: the political incidents are 

subsumed in a tragic contexl that transcends them in giving them their most 

powerful expressi on" (123). But l don' t thlnk "transcendence" is the 

business Yeats is about here. He does not depict the Rising as generic 

or non-seclarian in "Easter 1916," nor does he sink to this poem' s depths 

of furious disillusionment even in "Mediations in Time of Civil War." 

" Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" explicitly rejects the possibility of 

detached meditation. The poem, ironically, moves toward a perception of 

the particu1ar that confounds the possibility of the true individual. The 

violence ln "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" is not only non-sectarian, 

il is dcpicted as evi1 itself, as demanie, as part of 

the force destroying civilization from within. 

Yeats makes this statement about a guerilla war that was clearly 

fought for an articulated cause, and in doing sa is explicitly rejecting 

the portra i t of the war commonplace in bath England and Ireland. The poem 

inverts the scanda10us mixture of historlcal figure and mythical backdrop 

which 1 discuss in regard ta the 1916 poem "The Rose Tree." There, the 
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actual vords of actual men, Pearse and Counolly, are inserted into a 

mythologie al eontext, into what Eliade would calI sacred time. Here, the 

grand sveep of human civilizatjon, of history, myth, demonology and phil-

osophy, are subsumed under a very Irish date, For the Repl1blir.an forces, 

a culture vas not being destroyed in 1919-21, one was being born, and the 

deepest disillusionment was to be encountered in the Civil Wnr a [ew yeRrs 

later. For the British, their var effort was an attempt Lo ~eservc whnL 

the y savas civilization against the barbarism of the mad, violent [rish. 

For Yeats, the very conflict betveen these two culttrEB, forces Lhat in his 

mind should have nurtured each other, eonstituted the apocalypse of his 

hopes. IIIn place of aspirations to universalily," writes Robert von 

Hallberg, "politieal poets often aim at forceful partieularity" (Po1itics 

and Poetic Value. 3). Certainly for Yeats, somelime politienl poet and 

author of A Vlsion, upholder of a Song of Sixpence against Heget, "Nineteen 

Hundred and Nineteen" i8 situated on the borderline of the confl let hetween 

his theory of history and individual experlene~and the problem of frcc 

will. In contrast to his final version of "The Second Coming," hy ent Il 1 Ing 

his poem that depj cts v lolence' s degradation of cul turc and c1epi c Ls that 

violence as evil itself IINineteen Bundred and Nineteen, Il and nol 1916, or 

9 1923, Yeats is making a politieal statement. 

III 

The Violence of Borses 

Hugh Kenner, in A Colder Eye (an entertaining bul snide book inatrurale on 

an epic scale), percipiently loeates a poet's genius in his ability tG 

appropriate eommonplace words to his own ends, with hi8 own meanings. A 
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convincing example is Yeats's superbly eccentrie use of "cold" (59-60). 

A similarly Yeatsian valence invades a word found in the opening line of 

"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen": "lovely." l have glaneed earlier at how, 

ln Yeats's poem installing Robert Gregory as culture hero, the word occurs 

in tel li ng 1 ines: "What other could 50 weIl have counselled us / In aIl 

lovely intricacies of a house / As he that practised or that understood / 

AlI work in metal or in wood" (c;tanza 10). This stanza seems to be either 

consciousl) or instinctively invoked in "Nin ete en Hundred and Nineteen"'s 

"many ingenious lovelv things are gone," and its "ornamental bronze and 

stone." ils "image made of oliVE: wood." The swans are wild in the volume 

containing Gregory's elegy, but the sadnessof their passing is visible 

at Coole. Sjmilarly, "loveliness" is a word that for Yeats cornes to 

dcsignate not natural beauty but the accomplishments ofthis culture. The 

word js explicltly related on more than one occasion to the graees of the 

Ascendancy at Coole and elsewhere. "In Memory of Major Robert Gregay," is 

one instance, él poem from the first "aristocratie" volume, The Green Helmet l 

i8 another: 

Although 
Mean roof-trees were the sturdier for its fal1, 
How should tlleir luck run high enough to reach 
The gifts that govern men, and after these 
To graduaI Time's last gift, a written speech 
Wrought of hlgh laughter, loveliness, and ease. 

("Upon a House shaken by the Land Agitation," 11. 7-12) 

Tn each of the three poems, "loveliness":JS assoc::ated not w:lth nature but with 

rraft: "ingenious lovely thlngs," "\vrought ... of loveliness," "lovely 

intricacil's. [11 "Coole Park and Balljlee, B3J,"Yeats talks of '!traditional 

sanetity and lovellness" (1. 42), and also uses "lovely" to describe Coole' s grounds. 

Tn "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," war is not presented as an aber-
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ration but as revelation. Tt i8 violence and chaos that is the realitv 

underlying eulture's raising up of ingenious love1iness. ln his poetry 

as a whole, "The Lake Isle of Innisfree" notwithstanding, Yeats is not nt 

aIl a "nature poet" in the Romanti c sense. For Yeals, 

beauty tended to be something that was ereated by culture, love-

liness in particular something created at, fur example, Coole. Even the 

beauties of nature, like the wild swans, only become mcnningful in the 

context of human social continuity. The "ancient habit" of violence 

"sticks" through aIl transformations. It is now time to "mock at the 

great" for believing their monumental labours cou Id establish foundations 

on sueh a sea of wind and slaughter. As Yeats put i t j n "r-1eru," one can 

only in the end corne to "the desolation of rea1 j ty" (1. 7). One 01 lhe 

most striking ideas in "A Prayer for My Daughter" is the fJuesU on, "lIow 

but in custom and in ceremony / Are Innocence and beaut y born?" (II. 77-

79). Innocence is not found beneath the accretions of culture, benealh 

the civilization and its diseontent8. Yeats was ahead of his tlme in this, 

when most were in the grip of Rousseau. Innocence i s the conquer j ng of 

the transitoriness of brutish desire. The poem j nverts the va 11\('8 in Thomas 

Davis' s popular patriotic hymn "The West' s AsleE'p" (a poem Yents loved ln 

spite of himself--see Deane, A Short History, 78), where the poet colls on 

man to "learn liberty / From crashing wind and 1ash! ng sea." J nnGcence 

must be established in an attempt to refute h lstory. 10 There i s, in foct j 

an ongcing debate about the culture/nature dic.hotomy in The Tower, culmin-

ating in "Among School Children." 

11_ isn't necessary ta lietail Yeats's increasing emphosis, as he reachetl 

middle age, on his cultural heritage in Anglo-Ireland, a story told with 
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sympathy by Donald Torchiana and others; and told more caustically by 

George Moore: 

We were surprised . . • when, instead of taMng to us as he 
used to about the old stories . . • he began to thunder like 
Ben Tillett against the middle classes, stamping his feet, 
working himself into a great temper . . . • [Olne would 
have thougilt" that he was speaking against a persona1 foe, 
and we looked around asking each other with our eyes where 
on earth our Willie Yeats had picked up the st range belief 
that none but titl~and carriage-folk could appreciate 
pictures. (Hail and Farewell, 540) 

Moore goes on to mock Yeats's search for familj crests and distinguished 

lineage. Yeats's background was an admixture of midd1e class and haute 

bou~oisie, and though he often felt himself impecunious, it was--given 

his flittings between Sligo, Dublin and London, h1S clothes and his 

books--an imp.cun10sjty beyond the wildest dreams of either Sligo peasant 

or despised Dublin c1erk. Yeatsls developing love for the graces and 

intellectual vjtaljty at Coole, and what he considered their forebears in 

Georgian Ireland, was a passion adopted with the usual fervour of the 

convert. Tt was the obvious onset of the death of this culture that by-and-

large prompted Yeats's interest in fascist techniques,ll and that spurred 

his famous "We are no petty people" speech in the Senead dur ing the divCJrce 

debate (Senate Speeches of W. B. Yeats, 99). As Malcolm Brown perha~s 

exorbHantly puts H, "Whatever the source, W.B. Yeats's infatuation N'as 

total. TL obscured not only the vices of his model but the v irtues no less. 

Outside the literary orbit, the Irish Protestant gentry will ne ver be 

wildly acclaimed for its 'gene~osity though free to refuse'; nor for its 

. Italianate patronage of the arts. .. nor for its tragic gaity • 

The Irj sh gentry will be œmemhered instead for its cheerful • • • good 

sense . . . a social c1ass that took so1:i! money in exchange for j ts 
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privileges and went away quietly" (300). What one considers culture 19 

invariably one's own cultural makeup, and in "Nineteen Hundred and 

Nineteen" Yeats draws in a wide range of components. But most fundamcnt

ally, Yeats, a man who lived almost equal parts of his life in England 

and Ireland, who considered himself both irrefutably Irish and irrefutably 

one with the peo~le of Burke, and Grattan, and Swift, han a cultural 

heritage compounded of both islands. 

It is then perhaps no coincidence that the principaJ ~~ 

cul tural references in "Nineteen Rundt ed and Nineteen" are (i n successi ve 

stanzas) to "Parliament and King" and the ".jrunken soldiery" and, 1.0 conclude 

Part One, the implicitly Republican "bigots" who would burn in "that coulltry" 

that "stump on the acropolis." 

This is the ultimate entanglement in history. The nightmare hinted 

at in the reference to "that woman" in "Easter 1916" and the other Gore

Booth Markievicz poems has come to pass: the autocratie and/or artistic 

individual has failed to escape. The culture that i8 being destroyed, 

that i8 destroying itself, is that of which Yeats is composed. What 

destroys one' s "culture" is not sectarian violence but primaI nature, 

which, in this poem's cosmology, is evil. The Civil War may have been 

disillusioning, but it is in the ferocious weasel fight bctwcen aIl that 

is Irish and aIl that is English that apocalypse lurks. The self cannoL 

mediate in the midst of that. "A man in hjs own secret meditatioll / Ts 

lost amid the labyrinth he has made / In art or politjcs." The Anglo

Irish war pits Anglo-Ireland against itself, devours the hyphen. The 

depiction of political struggle in "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" ls 

a picture of cannibalism and schizophrenia. the self's constituent parts 
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at war, the dream of cultural synthesis rendered, forever, impossible. 

Yeats is Irish. His loyalty to lreland goes without saying. But 

his dcfinjtion of Irishoess, his ideal Irishness, is that (Seamus Deane 

would say) of the colonial, whether he will or no. Yeats's is an Irish-

ness compounded, superbly, with Britain. That is his nexus of mysticism 

and lhe Romantic poetic heritage (or sa he would see it), that is the 

comLination that made Ascendency culture seern to him so promising, its 

golden age of Burke and S~ift so golden, that is what the absolute oon-

sectnrjan nature of this violence destroys. It is for this reason that 

Veats's only abiding poljtical position was that of dignity without 

revolution, independcnce without sundering. As the Treaty neared rati-

flcalion in 1921, he wonderei if tt would be possible to continue living 

in d ther country. "1 feel now that a11 may be blood and misery. If 

that cornes we may abandon Ballylee to the owls and the rats ... to live 

in sorne far land. Shou1d England and Treland be divided beyond aIl hope 

of remedy, what cIse could one do fvr the Chl1ùlc~' s sake?" <1" 675, 

[22 Dec. 1921]). As late as July 1919 his best hope remainea th2~ Home 

Rule--for Yedts the test of both worlds--could somehow be established 

(1.. 659). 

Yeats insists 00 the non-political nature of the violence. "Nineteen 

H~ndred Elnd NtnNeen" lS not only a political poem. Tt has much to say 

about othcr issues. But there are elements of particularity Yeats wishes 

tû exp1 oi t. By plaLing "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" after "Meditations 

in î'jme of Civil \~ar," inverting the order of both history and the 

chronologiea] poetic canon, Yeats i8 bitterly concluding his great sequence 
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of dated poems--1913, 1916, Civil War, 1919--with the narrative of the 

victory of history over his conception of a natlonal "Ïsm free from parUes 

and factions. ln 1919-20, "culture" was destroyed. The cock at the 

poem's end is a shard of degraded culture instead of an annunciation. 12 

Easter is silenced, the martyrs betrayed, the wind drops, t he v io 1 enre 

of horses sweE'ps "high" culture into the whirlwind of fanat icism, a 

scandal of mingled dOl11ains. One might say that Yeats' sari stocrat i c 

condescension in poems lik€ "No Second Troy." "that she would of 1 ate 

/ Have taught ta ignorant men most violent ways, 1 Or hurlcd the J iUle 

streets upon the great. 1 Had they but courage equa 1 ta des ire" (1 1. 2-). 

has come back ta haunt him. Violence, having come tao close to his 

selfhood, becomes a pure evil, and is no longer the abject of ha 1 [

hatred, half-desire. For Yeats it would be the Ci vi l War hctwcen Trent y-

ites and anti-Treatyites, a war after the important issue had already been 

lost, that would be sectarian. 
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Chapter Four 

The Muse in the Tower: 

Figures of Enclosure in "Meditations in rime ef Civil War" 

"Or let my lamp at midnight hour 
Be seen ln sorne high lonely tower, 
Where l may oft outwatch the Bear 

Tj 11 old experience do attaw 
To something like prophetie strain. 
These pleasures, Melancholy, gi ve, 
And l with thee will choose te live." 

--Milton, "Il Penseroso," 11. 85-7, 173-6 1 

The title of Yeats's su He of short lyrics set and composed during the fighting 

belween the Free Stale and the anti-Treaty forces under De Valera asserts 

the possihi II ty of a certain detachment--if not escape--from the forces 

of lime 1nd violence; asserts the possihlity of a meditative self-containment, 

symbol ized hy the lower. To a reader of Yeats's eloquent encounters with 

Jlol iUnll violencc--and his own attitudes toward nationa1ism, history and 

poclry--in "Easter 1916" and "Nineteen Hundred 8':.l Nineteen," "Meditations 

tri Time of Ci vil \~ar" offers the sensation of being washed onto a strand 

flflN hours nt sea: the division between so11d land and chaotic water has 

hl'en rc-eGtdbI ished, and the tone is one of sadness and (relatively) quiet 

longing, cven if one of lhe desires that persists is for the sea. The poem 

has n sense of belatedness as the "Platonist" withdraws, a self-described 

"aging man," i nta the contemplation of images that had enchanted him as a 

"groIYing bOl'." As lhe closing al1us~on ta Wordsworth makes clear, this is 

Y('al s' s "1 ntimat ions Ode." Space has been rec1aimed--after the penetrations 

and imp10sions of "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen"--for meditations on mortality. 
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As for the war outside. it cornes only sa far as the door. 

In "Easter 1916" we saw Yeats reacting agaiflst HSeptember 1913" ln arder 

to re-establish a place for himself within Ir lsh politieol ~ociety, {) place 

from which to speak the "performative utterance": "No", alld in lime ta hc>." 
as 

He cornes ta that poem"someone who has repudiated the role he now chooses ta 

adopt. Political history is not something in which he 18 immersed, but 

something he approar.hes in the consciolls reject ing of his own rcpeatet! 

assertion that politics is not a vital subject for his poetry. We salol thot 

what is, for the moment, repudiated, still possesses the ability to generotc> 

tensions forming that poem' s incomparable set of oxymoron i c f igurat ionA. }t1 

image from the poem which might be thought of as representj ng the narrnl ive 

presence i8 that of the horse approaching the stream [rom the road. i t s 

hoof splashing on the brim and then entering il. Similar]y, "Nineteell 

Hundred and Nineteen" i5 a re-wr j ting of "Easter 1916," a profound 1 y 

disillusioned strangling of the annunciaUon that rings out in Ihe 13131 

lines of the earher poem. The violence i t dcscr i bes i s as degrad i ng nnd 

corrosive as the actions of the martyrs were ennch i ng and creatl ve of 

identity. The "locatj on" of the narratj ng rersona coul cl hanlly be more 

different. The vIolence of 1919 oceurs aIl around the iJarrator's refugl! 

and, ultimately. a1so arises [lom WJthln it: ail wal1s ure br<'i1ched. The 

narrator cannot choose between solidari ty Wl th or separnt i on l'rom those who 

aet out the era' s [renzy. DespJ le falnt-hcarted at t empts tn i mi1g i ne li imse 1 f 

as dis t Inct, the narrator IS irretnevably impllcated, part of the> Illnrl-

scape of vIolence, entangled in the stream of hlstory. The abilities of 

various cultural entities to remain detached [rom pollUes have (Jroven 

ephemeral, and Irish nationalism, composed for Yeats of the greRt traditions 
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he saw jn both Gaelic culture (the touch&tone of the early Yeats which 

he here explicitly mocks) and the Ascendancy heritage epitomized at 

Coole (increasingly a preoccupation of the mature Yeats, also mocked in 

the poem) , had resulted in not a fruitful confluence but a profound 

psychasis: Anglo-Irish war. The poem's mode is ridicule; its trope 

irony in the form of sarcasm. The figure for the narrative posture is 

entangl ement; or, in the poem' s own words, "the labyrinth." "Meditations 

in Time of Civil War" lS, l would argue, a mediating of the images and 

narrative perspectives of the great date-titled poems which precede it. 

The violence ls lnescapable: Ballylee is rebuilt, Ireland is chosen tas 

110me, and j ts history must be taken with it. But even in Hs midst there 

is n space for thought, a towel, a figure of the vertical to partially 

ronfound the horizon-crosslng roads of violence at its door. The image 

] wouJd choose ta describe the locus of narratIon is neither hoof on the 

br i m nor entang lement, but enclosure = "we are closed in." 

1 

Figures of Violence 

There is in fact more .gescription of po] itical violence in "Meditations 

in Time of Civil Har" than in ellher of the other poems with which 1 have iealt. 

The breakdown of authority (or, the rise of competing authorities), and the 

level of vl01ence durlng the Civil War surpassed that of aIl but the worst 

months of the 1920 terrors, particularly in the Republican strongholds in 

the west. Yeats's situation at Ballylee was not so much precarlous as 

cnt i rel y unpredictable: the exhausting, low-level anxiety seems to be 

raptured in the first stanza of "My House," where the war is not even 



mentioned. History was repeating Itself to sorne extent: centuries corlier, 

another great English-language poet eum landowner had sot in his cast}p 

in the west of Ireland watching two competing authortties--the British 

administration centred in the Pale, and the IrIsh lords bnspd in the west 

headed by the O'Neill, Earl of Tyrone--vie for supremacy. The differe!lce 

was that Spenser' s Kileolman was, of course, burm~d, wh Ile Ba II y 1 ee wns 

not, and that Spenser was perfectly certain who represented CiVIl lsution 

and who barbarism: "that the English nntîon so mlghtte Dnd pUIsant so fnr 

a broade in a Countrie of your owne dominion lying hard vnder the lopp of 

England should by so base and Barbarous a people as the IrIsh so vntrained 

in warrs so inexperte of aIl goverment and good pollicles he ~o slIddenl ie 

troden downe " (l0. 239) . Or, as Yeats gently put 1 l, Il(' "11l~ ve r" . . . 
understood the people he lived among. ,,2 GenocIde, fo Il owed by larg(' 

seale plantatlon, probably the pol le y Spenser 3c1vocat{'d, 
'3 

The 01 "('r was 

differenee was that Spenser in thIS SItuation expounded nt lcngth on "tll(' 

present state of Ireland," whereas Yeats, despite givlng over lines lo 

deseriptlons of the war, does not have the stote of the (lut i 011 as hl S 

primary cuneerD any longer. The pressIng queslIons of a rcmanLlc 

nationallst's hopes for his country are consplCUOUS hy lheir absence. 

Wlth the exception of "Ancestral Houses," written ln England " yplIr 

earlier (Jeffares, 266), the seven poems of "Meditai jons in Time of CIvil 

War" seem ta have been wrltten at Thoor Ballylee r1uring lhp worsl pf'rlorls 

of fighting in 1922. Voluntarily living ln Counl .y Calway throl\gli thls 1 iRa' 

was an aet of sorne courage, and with the frequent amhushl'S (Jn tlle roads, 

living in a region over WhlCh the Free State's forces had very shaky conlrol, 

feEiings of c1austrophobia were common. The bridge of Ba1J ylee was hlown up hy 
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Republicans--quite politely. reports Yeats. He tended to recount events from 

the wer-zone in the good natured air of "The Road at My Door," but did comment 

ta Oli v i a Shakespeare, "1 am not ùlarmed at anything but the murders of 

Protestants in Cork" (Hane, 345). Whethef the suite was finlshed by the time 

Yeats was oPPo1nted senator at the end of 1922--thus setting himself m0re 

firmly agoinst the Republicans--is nat cerlaln. Probably it was. 

The war was vlcious, and represented for most a profound disillusion

ment ail the deeper in that it ended with Ulster under British rule and 

the Dail pledging allegJance ta the King of England. Desmond Wliliams is 

blunt: "The civil war has often been he]d the mainspring of bitterness and 

cynicism ln Irish life" (117), although Sean 0 Faolain, ~ho fought with 

the T. R. A., ca Il cd them "both wonder fuI times and nightmare times" (Freyer, 

7H). Iq22 began w1th Dail Eireann's narrow approval of the treaty, a treaty 

wh i ch "bore an i ncongrui ty belween effort and achlevement!l (Malcolm Brown, 

2c)O). fts most rE'pugnant [eature, partitlon, was assumed by virtually 

evcryone tü be a temporary phenomenon. War broke out six months later, 

short Iy arter June's genera] election gave a slender edge in the Dai! to pro

Treat v Cdnt! 1 <lat es. "The cünventiona] [starti ng] date" was June 28, when anti

TrcJt y 1 te hedl!quarters ln the Four Courts were bombarded by the forces under 

~11 clltw 1 Co Il i 118 (Wl 111 am, 18). The resul t was "mass confusion" (128) and a 

vcar uf w~rrare. And whl1e 1t lS worthwhile to be reminded by Declan Kibard 

t hdt, Il\' the stanrlards of most ci vi 1 wars (Amel ican, British, Russlan . . .) 

Ire Ltnt! dcmunst rated rest ra int, and that the stereot ype of a genetically 

\'lolent race ls Brltish propaganda, propaganda From a participant in the 

gredtest slaughterhouses of human hjstory and a long strlng of dirty 

co lonia1 skirmi shes (see "Ang 10 Irish Attitudes," in Ireland' s Field 
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Da.!, 83-105), the impact on Irish 1 i.fe should not be minimized. "It was 

a dirty war," writes Graham Walker. "It claimed sorne 4,000 lives . and 

it provoked aets of inhumani ty on a greater scale than Lhe Anglo-l rish war 

of 1919-21" (93). 

A newspaper billboard from Cork captures the extent to whieh violence 

had bec orne part of the fabric of the Quotidian: 4 

THE WEEK'S WARFARE 
MURDER BY INSANE PROFESSOR 

CAUGHT AT DRILL 
FIVE CIVILIANS KÏLLED 

GARDENING AND POULTRY NOTES 
TALKS ON HEALTH 

ALL THE USUAL FEATURES 

Was the composer of this possessed of the same Irish black humour thnt todny 

speaks of the "troub1es" or refers to accidentaI sel f-immolation by an I.R.A. 

or U .D.A. bomb planter as an "ovm goal," or merel y adopLI ng lhe hemuHcd 

taking-it-all-in-stride tone of "The Road at My Door," fi tone that must he 

taken into aceount when delJneating Yeats's depiL'-Ïon al p,)1 illenl violence: 

liA brown UeutenalJt and hjs men,! Half \Jressed in national uniform,/ Stnnd 

at ruy dOOl, and l complaln / Of the fouI weather .•. "? The Lille of this 

lyric points to another histori ca 1 factor relevant to the poem. Th(' ( i vil 

war lasted as a war ]n the conventlonal sense--with massed mi IILary forces 

squared off against each other--only unL il August 1 fJ22, whpn the F .. C0 

State captureà the 1.R.A. stronghold of Cork (Walkcr, cnff .). Thcrenfter 

it was very much a l'road'' war, wiLh the Republ jeans utilizing nmbuslJes of 

military patrols as thelx prirnary taetic. It was a war in which civilillns 

were usually (though not always) safe, so long as they sLayed off the ronds. 

The narrative sLructurcof the poem is simple. TL goverrn the rclntionship 

of the Yeats persona ta two poles: meditation and civil wnr. In outlinc, 
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the philosopher-poet begins in meditation with the war a distant shadow 

only present at aIl in the ominous title, cornes downstairs to meet that 

wor al his door~ay, then returns inside to mount the staircase to the 

tower Lop, from which he has the visions which conclude the poem. This 

narrat ive rt':!peats on a structural level the "argument" that forms the 

content of the suite. "Meditations in Time of Civil War" occupies the 

border bctween the long poem and the suite of related but discrete poems 

(sucll as Words for HUSIC Perhaps, or Derek Walcott' s Midsumme~). Its parts 

are dctathable, and can he read intelli g:ibly on thelr own, but refer exten-

sively ta caLh other and give only 3 slight sense of narratlve disjunction 

or "coll1lge" when read in sequence. They are individual meditations about 

and wilhin the same histoTl cal moment. 

The poem heglns by practising its own assertion: that, somewhat in 

rontrndict lOTI tü "Nlneteen Hundred and Nineteen," meditatioTI in the abstract 

and phllosophical mode is possible in the midst of civil ~ar. A first 

persan si ngll1 nr narration predominates, again ln cantrast \Vith the earlier 

poem. We start at as distant a remove from road ambushes and knee-capping 

as can be j magined, on the lawns of "Ancestral Houses": 

Surel y among a rlch man' s flowering lawns, 
Amid the rustie of hlS planted hills, 
Lj[e overflows wlthout ambitlous paIns; 
And rains do~n }i[e unti1 the basin spills, 
And mounts more dt7ZY hlgh tbp more lt rains 
As thougil ta chaose whatever shape 1 t w-Llls 
And never staop ta a mechanical 
Or sl"rvile shape, at C'thers' beck and call. (st. 1) 

The civil war is present only in the pressure it has exerted in the selection 

of subject matter (which, in turn, occludes the war). The poem meditates 

upon anrestra 1 bouses not arbitrarily because the grear estates were 
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being burned under the generally correct assumption that their occupants 

were pro-Treaty and out of general resentment agai nst Bri tj sh links no 

matter how attenuated. They had a lso been lInder economic preSSUf<' dUl' t () ] and 

reforms and rent strikes. 

We begin, with "surely," as if in the midst of an argument, as if 

the speaker knows his assertions are susceptible ta challenge. Ile hot h 

defends the estate~ on grounds similar to those in ear] ier poems Ruch as 

"Upon a House shaken by the Land Agitation ," and sets up the fon'cs of 

war as being irnplici tly contrary ta these values. This ldtter ossert ion 

wilJ saon be qualified. Throllghout "Ancestral Houses" lhe war has on ly 

this sort of oblique raIe, in spite of the jncreasjngly suggestive lines 

of stanza three: "Sorne violent bitter men, sorne powerful man " The 

second poern, "My House," also looks back ta parlier, violent foundings 

("A man-at-arms / Gathered a score of horse"), and al so conlai ns nn cxnmp 1 f' 

of how Yeats skjllfully recreates the sensat10n of continuaI anxiety. In 

doing sa, he re-introduces the hens and stream of "Easter IC)J6": 

The sound of the rain or sound 
Of every w1nd that blows; 
The stilted water-hen 
Crossing stream again 
Scared by the splashing of a dozcn cows. (st. 1) 

Here the cows are as haH-romic and half-menacing as the half-uniformed 

soldiers who will come ta the door. Likewise, ln "My Table," the thircl 

poem, the felt but unspoken background of war leads ta musing upon Sato's 

sword and its position on the writing trestle: 

Two heavy trestlcs, and a hoard 
Where Sato's glfl, a changcless sword, 
By pen and paper lies, 
That it may moralise 
My days oul of thelr Dlmlessness. 
A bit of an embroidered dress 
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Covers its wood en sheath. 
Chaucer had not drawn breath 
When it was forged. 
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But the relationship re~ains implicit: the martial aspect of the sword is 

never mentioned. "My Descend ants" has nothing ta say of the war except in 

the manner of "Ancestral Houses": when the state is in flux, questions of 

destruction and decline seem natural enough. Then, with the title and 

opening lines of "The Road at My Door," the war brings the philosopher 

down from his study. 

1 War as Slavery: Flowering Lawns and Mechanical Birds 

Once out of Ilature l shall n ever take 
My boàily form from any natural thing, 
But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make 
Of hammered gold and gold enamelling . • . 

("Salling ta Byzantium") 

Is the sage of "Meditat~ons in Time of Civn War" yet "out of nature"? No, 

bul not quite ln i t, either; an aging man making do with "abstract joy." 

The encircled tower i8 half of this world, half of another, contemplation 

within war, thought within society. "Sailing to Byzantium" is written four 

years later, but precedes the poem in The Tower. That a few years later 

st Ill, in the bri Il iant "Byzantlum," Yeats will rage on the intolerable gap 

between "A sLarl it or a moonli t dame" (1. 5) and the "fury anr the mire of 

human ve i ns" (1. H), suggests the uneasy plRce that rage and violence, 

bitterness and hatred, occupy in his system of thought. From his tower, 

<l (lutati ve ancestral foundation, Yeats is caught between passion and passion: 

between the passIon he has always consldered natural, proper and JE'cessary 

to the aristocracv of the spirit ("the aristocrat" ls for Yeats "the embod-

iment of human passion" [Lof tus, Nationalism in Anglo-Irish Literature, 57]), 
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and the destructive passion of the civil war embittt:::ring the country he 

loves And destroying thousands of lives. His atlempt--his desire--to be 

able to discriminate between these all-too-familiar pales i8 in part what 

gives the sequence its interrogative attitude. Tf one reads the poem art!:'r nn 

immersion in Yeats's non-poetic writings, its sections seem a debatc 

between system and eircumstance, intellect and wistfulness, lhe obstrnct 

and the inviolable particular. It is not sa mueh that Yeats's theories 

and prejudices spoil the poem, as Bl Gom suggests (356), but lhat, i mmerscd 

in the automatic-writing by his wife that was producing A Vision, Yeals 

is trying Oll the role of the sage of "8ajling to Byzantiùrll," casting the 

meditative system into the flux ta see what can be salvaged. A Vision is 

one of the poem's voices, and contributes lJlany images: 1t doesn'l "possesfl" 

the poem, but rather aets as one of its objects of desire. 

As Ypats chose images both for war and la set against i t, lhts choosing 

becomes visible alang an axis of natural-mechanical poles. 1 have general1y 

in this study resisted a recourse either to Yeats's A Vision lerminology 

or Ellmann's theOlY of the mask. Rich as these both are, they cnn cnsi ly 

become a c..rutch, apparently explaining away tensjons in Yeats's work by 

translating thern into a different vocabulflry. The poctry i sin sueh Loses 

made into a network of reference conversant only wrth whaL IS, arler ull, 

an only sporadically enhghcen ing work of hj slor ic.al ph il osophy. 'l'Ill S 

philosophy then serves to justify and expIaiT! sorne of our lnnguage's mnst 

complex, emotionally intricate poetry. I{earlers thus i mpover 1 sh lht· 

poetry 1 their emotional radar b 1 unted ralher than s(!ns i t 1 zed. At 

this point, however, 1 feel 1 must break m~ own ru1 c. 

l suggesterl ear1ier that On Baile's Strand is a usefùl foil when redding 
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Yeats's political poetry. In that play, written before the great Victorian 

peace (peaceful for Europe at least) had disintegrf.ted, passion Îs the 

playwright's priority. The play's moral is that "passion is Nature's law 

and rati onal 10gic mankind' s blunder" (Lof tus , Nationalism in Anglo-Ir ish 

Literature, 64). ThIS IS very weIl in the abstract, but grows more 

troub1esome ln the face of the priee paid by everyone in a constitutional 

rrisis, with competing authorities in military garb. Will Yeats allow 

a11 people their passion, even if that passion threatens his family? In 

FI "t 1me of Cl vil war" the question is not so neatly one of passion versus 

logic. The civil war is the result of the passion for the Republican cause 

und the desire for peace (i.e., in 1922, the authority of the Dail) in conflict. 

As i s appropriate in a geography of encirclement, "Meditations in l'ime 

of Ci vil War" sels up a sc.hema by which the poem' s world is di v ided into 

two reulms: inner and outer. On the "i nside" we have ancestral houses and 

the i r 1 awns, culture and "self-delight," meditation and poetry, "My Table" 

and so on ~ on the "outside" that which threatens ancestral houses (decline 

of the family line, civil dis:Jrder), barbarism, "servile shapes, at others' 

beck and caU" [opposite "self delight"), civil war, the road at my door. 

The "j nner" i8 represented most clearly by the meditation of the title, 

but also becomes associated with self-integrity and the pursuit of wisdom, 

whereas the "outer" ls not Just the war but aIl that threatens the "inner" 

hy either fire or çorruption, by luring the "Platonist" out. Finally, and 

perhaps most fundamentally, the inner is "natural," the outer mechanical: 

Surely among a rich man's flowering lawns, 
Amid the rustle of his planted hills, 
Life overflows without ambitious pains ... 
As though to choose whatever shape it wills 
And never stoop to a mechanical 
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Or servile shape, at others' beck and calI. (11. 1-3, 6-8) 

Opposed to self delight is servility, opposed to flowering lawns a mechanical 

shape. We might infer from this that the poem associates the civil war 

with the second term of each pair, and the later sections seem ta bear thls 

out. 

Yeats' s "door" is the di vision line between contemp lat ion and war. 

Not once, but twice, he turns away from what he sees outside the tower 

and c.loses the door behind him, at the ends of "The Road at My Door" and 

"r See PhAntoms of Hatred and of the Heart's Fullness and of the Coming 

Emptiness." (These two poems in fact recount a nar~'ative of the "P\ntonisl"'s 

encounter with the "outer," a narrati.ve il'tLr~ upted by the 1 yric ahout the 

war, "The Stare's Nest by My Window.") On the first of these ocr:asions, 

he turns away from the soldiers themselves, having Just ]jstened ta the 

jokes of "affable" Irregulars and complained about the bar! weather lo the 

"brown Lieutenant" from the National Arm}: 

1 count those feathered balls of soot 
The moor-hen guides upon the stream, 
Tc silence the envy in my thought; 
And turn towards my chamber, caught 
In the cold snows of a dream. ("The Road at My Door," sl. '3) 

The "envy" he eyperiences is explained more fully in "r see Phan toms of 

Hatred," where he wonders "how many Urnes 1 could have proved my worth / 

In something that aIl others understand or share" (st. '5). The so\diers 

"momentarily tempt him to prove himself in' affaj rs "' (Unterecker, 1 HO). 

The outer--the war--i.s the world of others' beck and cali: to si J enLP th i s 

calI he turhS ta nature, the moor-hens on the stream, who serve, as lhey 

did in "Easter 1916," as a contrast to those engaged j n po l il i Ul] vi 0] ence. 

The soldiers are opposed by nature, the war being both unnatural and a 
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field for potential servility. He is propelled into the "cold snows of a 

dream," as if pulled from the "hot" world of ri fIes and affairs, through 

the warmth of nature. The horseman casts his cold eye. The route ta the 

transcendental passes through nature, not through the mechanical servility 

of sor i et y 's compromi sed loyal ti es. Tilt: narrator turns toward what Seamus 

Heaney has caUed Yeats' s "high-stepping tread" (Preoccupations, 160).5 

Ascer.d i ng ta the tower top, the poet has his nightmarish vision, 

through a "ml st that lS ] lke blown snow," of the rage-driven, rage-hungry 

troop. The dream culminates in "the innumerable cl mging wings that have 

put out the moon" ("1 See Phantoms" st. 4). Immediately thereafter the 

narrator turns agaln and shuts the door, wondering, on the stair, about 

whether he mi ght have chosen a more public life. Mechanical imagery is 

again followed by referenc.e to the "outside" world of affairs. These 

mechanicnl birds seem to represent the end of the process the civil war 

represenls--"coming emptiness." They symbolize the non-human, and 

rlerive from A Vision and its lunar phases. The birds are mechanical 

and have "put ou t the moon." They thus represent the da-k moon, the final 

phase. The poem "Phases of thE: Moon," printed in A Vislon (pp. 59-64) as 

a prefacc ta lhe prose sections 'Jn the same subject (and written in 1918, 

shorLly afler Georgle Yeats's automatic writing began), serves as a gloss 

for t Ill~ f Lnal sectlon of "Medi taUons in Tlme of Civil War" and for the 

i nner/olJter, natura] Imechanical structure in the poem as a whole, "The 

Phùses of the ~1oon" (al so in The \~ild Swans at Coole) opens with the same 

scelle impl icit ln "Meditations," with Aherne and Robartes crossing a stream 

and sf'elng a tower \,'here "the light proves he is reading still" like 

"Hlltol1's Plalonist" or "Shelley's visionary prince" (A Vision, 59). The 
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links between the poems are obvious and extensive. For my purposes the 

relevent passages are Robartes' third speech, in which he commentR that of 

the twenty-eight phases "there's no light at the full or the dark," the 

full being where "The soul begins to tremble into stillness, ! '1'0 die into 

the labyrinth of itself" (60), aT'd his later explirat~on 01 the progression 

toward the new moon: 

final 

And after that the crumbling of the moon: 
The sou1 remembering i ts lonel iness 
Shudders in many cradIes; al1 is changed. 
It would be the world' s servant, and as i t servt1, 
Choosing whatever task's most dlfficult 
Among tasks not impossible, 1 t takes 
Upon the hody and upon the sou1 
The coarseness of the d rudge. 

AHERNE: 
And what of those 

That the last servile crescent has set frce? 
ROBARTES: 

Because aIl dark, like those that arp al! light, 
They are cast beyond the verge, and in a cl oud 1 

Crying to one another U ke the bats; 
But having no deslfe they cannat lell 
What' s good or bad .• (pp. 62-63) 

Thel-vision of "1 See Phantorns of Hatred and of the "cart' 3 Fullness and of 

the Coming Emptiness" is clf'arly thal of "the lasl servile crescent" riS tllco 

phases pass into the dark where nothing human 1 j ves, where l he lIIerh<.ln j cn 1 

birds put out the moon. The inner/outer structure thal the l iLlc's [JoleR 

of "Meditation" and "Civil Wart! engender is ta ken from this schema, wlierr' 

"Before the ful] / It [the soul J sought J tself and afterwnrds t Iif' wor 1 cl" 

(62). With "The Phases of the Moon" already ü, print, il IS !fuite possibl co 

Yeats intended "Meditations" to be read against j l. But '.le mllsl cIo so 

warily. As l've stlggested, "MeditatlOns in Time of Civil Wnr" is not fl 

poem in which Yeats glVes us another "example" ta fj t his schema any more 
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than the poem unreservedly embraces the raIe of Platonist-in-the-tower; 

but rather exposes the system to history (ta the road at the door). 

Given the poem is somelhing between a single poem and a group of 

unrelaled poems, extra care 15 required. It seems that the inner/outer, 

natural/mechanical pales are allowed to stand, and demonstrate their 

emot i allaI power, in a poem sueh as "The Road at My Ooor" if considered 

as a separate unit. But in the longer, more complex sections that open 

and close the SUite, the polarlties are first established and then sub-

jected 1.0 interrogation. In the first stanZ:i of "Ancestral Houses," the 

speaker proposes the overflowing basin (usually an image of fertility 

w i lh hi nls of sexual ful f fIlment in Yeats) and the fountain as sym bols 

for the 1 i fe of the "1 ich man." The fountain isn' t precisely an organic 

melaphor, hut 1 t does "mount more dlZZy high the more it rains," rises in 

direct relalion lo nature's fruitfulness. The ancestral house is a 

natural hounty, and, l:ike lhe fountain's fluid fomls, slIst-qi.ns a way of 

1 iving which con "choose whatever shape 1 tWIlls." The ancestral home, 

tl!pn, lB posited aS a spacp of radical freedom (the reader lS Intended ta 

ask whether the t ower wi 11 serve as such a home) standing in opposit ion to 

lia I11Pchnnical / Or servile shape, at others' heck and calI," an abstraction 

t hus far 1 inked ta no historical or sOClal partlcularity except, again, 

insolar ~s the suite's title implies the mlileu of civil war. 

Thc po cm 's sl'cond stanza, however, casts this a11 into doubt with its 

exosperated inItIal words: 

Here li reams, mere cl reams! Yet Homer had not sung 
lIad he not found il certain beyond dreams 
That out of llfe's own seLf-delight had sprung 
The abounding gllttering Jet; though now l.t seems 



As if sorne marvellous empty sea-shell flung 
Out of the obscure dark of the rich streams, 
And not a fountain, were the symbol which 
Shadows the inhented glory of the rich. 

2')5 

The word "rich" to end the stanza chil1\eS with the poem's first lin('. It 

18 a term tinged--but only tinged--with dpprpcaLi nn. The open i ng 11 nes 

here turn the tables. The ilea thnt t hi s purel y IV i 11 ed p\ i st enr{' i s P()~S i h Il' 

. d . d d "M d " b l "y" J !! 1 . . 18 erl. e as ere ream, ut t len et suggl'st s ( ou t LI JO\! t ~ pnp()~ tJ 011, 

since Homer, Yeats's embl€m of the purest voice of a unlfied l'ro, WOIl!!! Ilot 

have sung were he not certain that the "ahound i ng g 11 tLer i ng jet" (t Ile 

fountain and his song) rose out of seJf-delJght. Berc the inner/outer 

dichotomy reappears. Not a servile shape, Homer' s song, and t 11(' Ji ves 

of ancestral houses, are--it is hoped--the product of "self-dclight ," t!w 

purely inner with no need of external )'eference. But this proposillun 

too is qua1if~ed: that may have been true for \lomer. but now i t sccms thot 

the symbol that "shadows" the "inherlted glory of the rich" is not a rOIIlI-

tain but a "marvellous emply sea-sh~l1." The implications of Ihis irnage 

are not clear, but l would venture that Yeats j s to a large C'xtf'nt 

questioning his belief in the possibtlity of inherHing wE'altil thnt is 

meaningful. ~f Jnheritl..!!R the freedom of the self-dclighting wJ!l. Whal 

the rich inher1t is the beaut Ifu] but empty shel! Hwt was en'dt cd Ily 

the creature that wll1ed it lnto existence. In other words, as li\(, thinl 

stanza suggests, "maybe the great-grandson cf that house, 1 For é\ IIi l', 

bronze and marble/ s but a mouse. \1 

Daniel Harrjs's suggestion that "Ancestral /louses" is Yealc.;'s "thorolJgh, 

and agonized, rejCctlon of the contemporary Anglo-frisli aristocracy" (SN! 

Cullingford, "Ho .... Jacques Molay Got lJp the TOWN," 77'2), lS nol far-feuhed, 

although lt seemS more a saddened questlOT1II1g cf aristocracy' s ! irni tations. 
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(For Torchlana, the image implies only that the great houses have been 

reject('d by others [313]). The fcurth poem, "My Descendents," seems to 

confirm this. There Yeats wonders if Ba11ylee can bec orne an ancestral 

home. He concludes that it depends on whether or not he can leave behind 

children "As vlgorous of mind" (1. 4); otherwlse he prefers that "this 

1nbori01ls 3tair and this stark tower / Become a roofless ru in" (1. 13-14). 

ThIS is a distinct posslbllity given that petaIs soon give way ta leaves' 

"common grecnlless," and that there lS a "natura] declension of the soul." 

The 1 aller 1 S agai n a reference ta the phases of the moon in A Vision, 

nnd r(,vL'als Yeats's conviction that hlS was an era of decline in greatness 

and rampant democracy, a conviction that made him susceptible ta the bogus 

science he swnllows ln his conversion to eugenics late in life. He 

accepted figures "proving" humanity was grQ\oTlng shorter and lighter because 

"Since about 1900 the better stocks have not been replaclng their numbers, 

wIll le the stupider alld Jess healthy have been more than replacing theirs" 

(On the BOlIer, lk). The new parliament in India doomed a nation that had 

I1lclll,lged ln save Its Intellect via the caste system (19). Such lunatie 

ftowers were a decade in the future, but thelr seeds are evident enough in 

"~ledilalluns in Time of Civil IVar." Needless ta say, the ;-oem. although 

capahlc of 1 inklng the violence of the founders wlth the cjvil war violence, 

is hlind lo the former's role in producing the latter. 6 Yeats's love for 

Coole Park (whosC' wealth arase [rom the mercantlle profits of the East 

]ndw Company INcCormack, 394-,)]), plays a part in a11 this, as does the 

cnllsa 1 lin\... bell,cpn the ùec I1ne of the estates and the rise of the Cathol1c 

. Il' 1 1 - 1 7 mlll lC C clSS )(' SO 1 r('quent y castlgates. 

Hut "Ancestral Bouses," in conjunction with "r See Phantoms of Hatred," 
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questions the inner/outer dichotomy in two ways, and in daing so conducts 

a more thorough critique of Irish society during the ppriod thon Yents 

is given credit for. First of a11, he of course suggests thnt the 

ancestral houses were foundcd by violent, bütE:'r Illen (a (ll"inciple he 

will also apply to his tower), men who constructed the b('LlUly of t 1\(' 

estates out cf their dpsire for the ant lnomy, creat ing the oppositl' of 

their own violence, a "gentleness none there had C'ver known" (sl. 'q. ln 

other words the estates have their roots, on a psychologlcal l('vel, in 

civil war, war between two aspects of then selves. This idea leolls lo 

the famous questions in the last stanzas of thjs opening poem: 

o what If gardens where the peocnck slrays 
With delicate feet upon old tecraces, 
Or else aIl Juno from an urn dlsplays 
Befor~ the Indifferent garden dCllles; 
o what if leve11ed lawns and grave lied woys 
Where sJippererl Contemplation flnris his easC' 
And Childhood a dellglll lOI evcly sense, 
But Lake our greatness wlth our vIolence? (st. 4) 

The acco-:mplishments of the [ounders are not depreultC'd ('ntircly, bllt they 

are infected wlth lassitude, with Indifferent deltlcs and slipp<,red 

Contemplation. It is no accldent thot Yeats robes his 1 incs ln AlIgllstnll 

manners. The splendid "\~here sllppered Conlemplation finels hls case" is 

posit1vely Pope-1sh, The ancestral hou ses were buill upon tlle allt Inorny, 

but the antinomy does not sur'Jive ln their later inhabiLants. Thpy put 

on an empty shell of Inherited glory. "The eightpenth-t.entury clegnnff'," 

as one reader puts it, "renders ambltious plans unnccC'ssnry [Jnel rlrJ{'~ up 

the founrtain" (Whitaker, 172). In the terms of A VIsion, lhey arc in tlte .., 

early phases of the moon, turned inward, 11<;ting dnnger()usly Loward thc 

equally inhuman realm of the full moon, of pure self-riel ighl. It IS this 

that the speaker glimpses in the f1nal poem: the phantoms are nnl only of 
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war and the coming emptiness of meehaniral birds (the era of pure outward-

ncss, pure servIl ity), but also of the "Heart' s Fullness," the purely self-

~ontained, self-dellghted, sltpppred contemplation. This appears in the 

final poem's thlrd stanza, ln the form of the magieal unicorns bearing the 

ladies, fjMurcs redolent of the medieval tapestrIes: 

Thelr legs iong, dellcate and slender, aquamariTle their eyes, 
MagICéiJ unicorns bear ladies on their backs. 
The 1 ad 1 es close the 1 r mUSI ng eyes. No propheeies, 
Rerncmbered out of Bdbylon18n almanacs, 
lIave (Iosee! the lFldles' eyes, thelr minds are but a pool 
Whcrc oven long 1 ng d rowns under l ts own excess; 
Nothlng hllt stillness can remain when hearts are full 
Of lholr OWfl sweetness, bOtlles of their lovellness. 

This is a pure nurcIsslsm, the nightmare of Infinite self-referenee, the 

drennJ .wi thout "hefltting emblems of adversity" "to exalt a lonely mind" 

t hat the 5peakpr requires in "My House." The eyes are closed. The "r" 

1 S t 1 osed. 

Ancestral hou ses are built on bitterness but attain to sweetness. But 

IIOW lhey have kept a pure sweetness that becomes eloying, an inwardness 

where even longing drown'3. This is whal has happened, it is Implied, to 

tl1l' once greoL Anglo-Irtsh aristocraey (great in Yeats's eyes). It has 

loch-cl Itself InsHle its estales, busied Itself only with lawns and hedges, 

W 1 th si i pperpd case. it is threatened by the annIhilation of the full moon: 

The thirteellth muon but sets the soul at war 
ln ItS own being, and when that war's begun 
Thpre is no muscle ln the arm; and after, 
Under the frenzy of the fourteenth ~oon, 
The soul bpglns to tremble Into stiJlness, 
'1'0 dIe Into the lclhylJnth of itself! (A ViSIOn, 60) 

Thl' l'Olllltn olltslde, riddled wllh war, is pJp;lg1ng toward the dark moon. The 

t\voC'ieml'ntsof InshclIltureare "out of phase." Thewar's values are the values of the 



pure outer, the poem suggests, the beck and calI of others, a servllity. 

The vision of Ireland in the poem is that of a nat ion thnl mi ght hav(' 

been saved by a conflupnce of an Ascendency beatlty, passion chnnne(ll'd Intu 

elegance and sensitivity, and a vital, youthful nation united in itR aims. 

But both sides of the equation are spinni ng out of cont ro 1 i Il oppos 1 t C' 

directions, the middle ground gone. Narusslsm and sprvility l'pign. The 

schism that degraded culture in tlNlneteen Hundred and Ni netcC'n" cnnnot he 

repaired. Tt is peîhaps hinted lhat this is another meaning of the It'rm 

"civil war"; not Just the battle between pro- and anti-Tr('ntyilc~, hut ttH' 

battIt: between the great forces oi the objective and t-he sul> j('Cl i v(' j n 

the psyche, culture, and hlstory. 

But despi te i ts lnterrogatlon of ils own dl cholomy, and the SrH',lker' H 

conviction that he has fOlJnd a place to bypass lhe deae! 1 y a Ilernnl i v~'s of 

the fourteenth and twenty-eighth phases, the puem do('s no! ahdlH(on i ts 

conviction that the 11.fe outside, whose repres('ntatlves in 1')2~ arr sol.Jipr!-l 
becoml ng 

in motley uniforms, iSAa scrvj le one. The war is pure oUlwardness, lll(' 

opposite of contemplat ion and self -del1 ghl. The poem not on 1 y dloos('f) 

not to engage in the debatc lying behlne! the \mr, hut rprllS('s to nrknow]cdgp 

that these jdeas have anythlng ta do io'lth the war: it IS ~)lJrcly scrtnri[JfI, 

pure hatred fueled not by the mincI but by the absence of nny III\"ilrdness. 

However brutal the Irish ciVil war becamc, It was not without (aus('s. Y('nts'H 

image of servi lit Y serves ta obllterale any distinction hctwccn the· Dai] 

and the Republicans, Cosgrave and De Valera. Il is nol élrr imnge liraI does 

justice to Ireland's most troub]ed year. Il betrays Yeats's ~ens(' thnl it 

was the Trou~les of 1919-20 that split Trelane! into two parts, the pHrts 

that stl.ll form the structure of "MediLdtlons in Time of CIVn War." The 

virtual irrele'Vé.II1ce of the Anglo-Irjsh Ascendency as a unit in the poJilics 
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of the new state or the civil war, was not something Yeats yet understood. 

That irrel evance is the principal "invisible history" of the poem. 

2 Empty Houses: "The Stare' s Nest By My Window" 

Hide me [rom day's garish eye, 
While the bee ~ith honed thigh 
That at her flowering work doth sing, 
And thE waters murmuri~g 
With such consort as they keep 

And as r wake, sweet music breathe 

(Milton, "Il Penseroso," Il. 141-45, 151 

Shut in by cjvil war, seeking a place of quiet and contemplation, the 

speaker's thoughts throughout turn ta Images of home. In the lyric "The 

Stnre' s Nest By My Window," the war is present in its brutal immediacy 

and banal i ty. a!1d Yeats' s poetry descends from its "high-stepping tread" 

ta find d quiet warmth. In this poem the image for war lS clear: the 

houses are empty and must be repaired and refounded. The last line of 

"The Road nt Mv Door" and the fj rst line of the final poem are continuous, 

inhabiting the cold dream. "The Starets Nest By My Window" is an irruption 

of sentiment lnto the system of debate (as were the tender 1Ines on the 

motller and clllid ln "Easter 1916"). But as in the earlier poem there is 

a spnse of a new facet of !1 given "moment" emerging. The poet captures 

t Ill' COlot ion lying in the pause durlng the strenuous intellectual debates 

nn the decay of ancestral hauses, the nlghtmarish antino~les, and the 

violence at the heart o[ aristocratie el egance. 

The becs build in the crevices 
Of loosenlng mas'nry, and there 
The mother birds brlng grubs and flies. 
My wall lS loosenlng; honey-bees, 
Come bUlld in the empty house of the stare. 



We are closed in, and the key lS turned 
On our uncertainty; somewhere 
A man is killed, or a hou se burned, 
Yet no clear fact to be discerned: 
Come build in the empty house of the stare. (st. 1-2) 

One notices the contInuation of the apparent non-partisanship 

of the previous poem, "The Road at My Door." The detnils of the 

violence are not attributed to either side. ln the lhinl slanza, "A 
dead 

man is killed, or a house burned," "ThatAyoung solelier Ilies] in his 

blood." The image of enclosure becomes explicit. "We" nrC' elosed in, 

locked Inside with our uncertatnty. The vIolence protluees no c1eur 

fact, only an internaI emptlness, a residence in vacancy. The Irish 

civil war js stripped of its issues and debates. Was il u sarL of 

"betrayal" of republicans already dead to take an outil of allegiüIH(' 

to the Bntlsh king in the Dm}? \-,That of the qupsLlon of tlll' 1)(>I"t8 

and Royal Navy prerogat1Ves? What of the status of lIlster'! The war 

becomes fundamentally mindless (and as a resull is somellm('s scen thus 
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by literary erities). There may of course have actually !JC'pn a stalP's 

nest at the tower, but as Frye says of the Bible, elemellts which lIrt' 

historically accu rate are neverthel ess present for oLhf'r reusolls «;r'~lit 

Code, 40), The violence lS mlndless, purely intcrlor, Ollt..,lde tltp 

community, the "we." The shift ·n pronouns. the brief move into Lh(' 

self-implicatory mode of "N lneteer Hundred und NI neleen," 1 S é1uoLher wily 

in which the lyric Interrupts the preva i II ng pat tern. 

The poem utilize8, as mftny have noticed, an allusion tn the rldrll(· 

of Samson: "Out of the eater came what is eaten, / and out of the strong 

came what i8 sweet," ta which the answer was, "What is sweeter lhan houey, 
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/ and what stronger than a lion?" (Jerusalem Bible, Judges 14).
8 

This 

ls both in keeping with Yeats's basic theory of history and of artistic 

creatlon--that each era, each attribute, gives rise to its opposite--

élnd looks back to "Ancestral Houses," where bitter and violent men create 

the OppOSI te of themsel ves. "the sweetness that aIl longed for." We 

shoulcl <11<;0 have in m1nd the fourth poem, "My Descendants": 

Anrl what if my descendants lose the flower 
Through naturai declenslon of the soul, 
Through tao much business with the passing hour, 
Through tao much play, or marriage with a fool? 
May this laborious stair and this stark tower 
Become a roofless ruin that the owl 
May buUd in the cracked masonry and cry 
11er desolation ta the desolate sky. (st. 2) 

fn "The Stare's Nest by My \.Jindow," the speaker, in a fit of pessimism, 

fcels l11s wal1 18 a]reacly llloosenlng. ll In an apostrophe to the honey 

hC'cs that i s a]most a prayer, he begs them instead of the ol~l la build 

ln the cracked masonry Lhat sweetness might come of despair. The plea, 

erupting out of the deti'lchment of the "cold snows of a dream," is for 

sweeLness, for another re-founding of a house out of bitterness and 

violence. 1 wish to stress this interruption of a system of thought, 

the overwhelming of A Vision, WhlCh Yeats was concurrently composing. 

"Till' St Lin" s Ncst" lit 1] l zes the system of antinomies, the gyre of the 

sul> jt'ct ive Splnll1ng Loward the antithetical, but the poefTI, so to speak, 

duC's Ilot bellC've ln the system, otherwi3e the plea were unnecessary anù 

a confident prophecv \\'Ot!1d take its place. The harsh insistence on 

driving chewge forward tlldt f111s many late poems with images of the 

<lpOCnl"pllC "f ierce horsemen" of "Three Sangs to the One Burden," an 

imagl' lhcll blends ominollsIy into images of adstocracy--the "Hard-riding 
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country gentlemen" and passing rider of "Under Ben Bulben," the "Horscrnon 

erect upon horseback" in "The Wil d Old Wtcked Han"--and the 1('1 tmot i f of 

"the 1ash" ("Supernatural Sangs VIII," "The Great Dav," etc.), IS here 

only a gentle yearning for the sweetness and peace brought tü Milton's 

Platonist in Il Pensercso. 

In the final stanza ot "The Stare' s Nest By My Wj ndow," T be 1 ic~e 

we see an early sign of a trend that gathered momentum in Vents's late 

poetry: not exactly a demythologizing and rejccti on of the spir i tua 1 und 

the nationalistic ideal, but a setting of his mythologies ln relot ion ta 

his personal history, as masks for his own lives, relativising them, 

altering the arena of their truth-claims, tending to cast UWOl into the 

past tense, ta replace them with the sensuol elnjms of "Pol it ies" or 

"A Drunken Man' s Praise of Sobriety" or the Crazv Jane pnems. Th i 5 proceHS 

is most explicit in poems sueh as "Beautiful Lofty Things," "The Cireus 

Animal's Desertion," "The Man and the Echo." 

We had fed the heart on [antasles, 
The heart's grown brutal From the fan; 
More substance in our enmities 
Than ln our love; 0 honey-becs, 
Come build in the empty house of the stare. 

The heart of the Irish has been fed on what turned ouL Lo be fontosy, 

producing more enmlty than love) and a heart "grown brutaJ," J; nes wh j ch 

look forward ta 1931' s "Remorse for Intemperate Speech": "Out of ) reland 

have we come. / Great hatred, little room, / Mairned Ils at the start. / 1 

carry from my mother' s womb / A [ana tic heart." 

It is unclear to which "fantasl(~s" the speélker LS refel-ring, but the 

communal "we" would suggest they include Yeats's own ambitions for the 

country. It is ha rd to avoid the sensation that this represrnts a final 
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farewell to his dream of combining romantic and spiritual ideals with 

nationalism in Ireland, and the beginning of the increasing cynicism and 

spcradic nastiness on the subject in the late volumes. In Oclober of 1922 

he hoped Treland might learn "charity after mutual contempt. There is no 

10nger a Vl rtuous nation and the best of us live by candIe light" (L, 

691). On thi s stanza Thurley comments that it is "something of a shock 

lü be to1d now that not only had Ireland nourished a tendency to substitute 

fantasy for reality . but that this long history of illusion-making 

should have brutalized the Irish" (139). It has been ten manic 

years sineE' "September 1913." The death of "Romantic Ireland," and the 

advent of those wilUng to die for "Romantic Ireland" has made the yoking 

of romance with the national proper name a problematic husbandry. The 

advents of martyrdom and fanaticism have proven inextricable. PerhHps 

lhe mean spirited narrator of many late poems is more comprehensible if 

wc retlecl thal even more unnerving than the thwarting of one's ideals 

is the beholding of a nightmarist landscape that bears tao many resemblances 

to one's own utopia. 

3 Who is Jacques Molay? Referentiality, History, Dream 

"0 honey-bees," wc read. "Come bui Id in the empty hou se of the stare": 

and l hen read "-1 see Phan toms of Hatred and of the Heart' s Fullness and of 

the Comi ng Empli ness." The warming lyric p] ea vanishes. We are cast back 

into cold dream and the enervatlng inevitability of the gyres, accompanied 

hy t hose si !2,natures of the magus-Yeats: "unchangeable," "gli ttering, " 

"f rcnz i es," "rever ies. ""monstrous," "images," "vengalnce." The shift between 

sections is so abrupt tt i8 like being reminded, suddenly, that Samson's 
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riddle was also self-reflexive, that the "sweetness out of strength" query 

had, from the prototype of strength, a trick ending: 

She was so persistent that on the seventh day he told her 
the answer • . • • So on the seventh day, befor~ Samson 
entered the bridaI room, the men of the town sajd to hiM: 
"What is sweeter than honey, and what is st ronger thon a 
lion?" . . . Then the spirit of Yahweh seized on him. He 
went down to Ashkelan, killed thirty men there, look what 
they wore and gave the [estaI robes to those who had 
answered the riddle. (Jerusalem Bible, Judges 14) 

Yeats's plea that sweetness come out of bitterness j8 followed by a vision 

of madness and rage, and by a third central image for civil war, the 

avenging of the murder of Jacques Molay: 

Frenzies bewilder, reveries perturb the mine!; 
Monstrous familiar images swim to the mindls eye. 

"VengEBnœ upon the murderas," the cry goes up, 
"Vengeffice for Jacques Molay." In cloud-pale rags, or in lace, 
The rage-driven, rage-tormented, and rage-hungry Iroop, 
Trooper belabouring trooper, biting at arm or al [ace, 
Plunges toward nothing, .. and T, my wits astray 
Because of aIl that senseless tumull, aIl but cried 
For vengeance on the murderers of Jacques Molay." (II. 7-16) 

ThE' vision contains no hope. The moon LS a thin cresent, "Thnl seeOlS uni ike 

itself, that seems unchangeable" (1. 4), about to be b 1 ot Led out hy t hL' 

mechanical birds of the final, inhuman phase. As i s suggested hy "unrhnng('-

able." A Vision 1 s impJicit promise that this too sha 11 g j ve wny ton new 

era, the birth of the opposite, does not apply here. Agnin, Yeals ut i 1 izes 

the schema as much to confound expectatLon as conf i rm i t: even somdh 1 ng 

like belief in the grand cycles of lime does not ellminate lhe clarknec;s ()f 

onels own, murderous era, the circumstances of a 1 ife, of a minci. 

But why Jacques Molay? Answering the question is the same process 

as determining to what extent the vJsion of this sevenlh 

poem can be said to constHute a commentary on 
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Trelund's civil war. The reader can ignore neither the apocalyptic nature 

of the visions, .!!QI. that they are seen "in time of civil war," and follow 

lwo poems which refer explicitly to that confllct. There i8, 1 believe, 

no sutisfactory way of resolving how we should read the proper naille Jacques 

The confl j ct ] s f jrst referred ta d irectly in "The Raad at My Door," 

1 he narralor 1 s closest approach to the "outside, ,1 as he rneets the soldiers 

al bis door. The brief lyric conveys two princIpal impressions: an 

inilial lighlheartedness)reflecting both the attitudes of lhe soldiers 

[\11(1 some ùf Yeals' s letters from the perion, that turns somber in the 

1:18t stnnza; and an apnarent neutrality. The war, he lmplles, is not his 

bnl t 1 e, and he hopes the combat:' ants \~ill respect his desire to stand apart. 

An affable Trregular, 
A heaVl1y-bulll Falslaffian mail, 
Cornes crac!ung .Jokes of civil war 
As though to cl 1 e by gunshot were 
The flnesl play under the sun. 

JI. brown Lieutenant and his men, 
lIaI f dressed ln nat ional uniform, 
Stand al my daor 

Yeats cannat be unawaro of hls own frequent references to public events 

as il greal drnma: these ]1nes foreshadow the self-indictment implicit in 

'\~(' had fed the heart on fanatsies" in "The Stare's Nest by My Window." 

IIprc t I\l' h lory of s\lch drama 18 double-c:iged. ls the narrator indeed 

lll'lILrnl') The answer is never as clear in "Meditations in T1me of Civil 

\1'[11''' ,1S it \\'Dult! be a decade later in "Parnell's Funeral": "Had de Valéra 

patC'H l'arnell 's heart / No loose-lipped demagogue had won thE' day, / No 

civi 1 nlnCOllr torn the land apart II (11. )3-35). That is, the Republicans 

are primnr\lv la hl~me. ln lQ22. in an unpublished letter to Lady 
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Gregory, Yeats declared "both sides are responsible for this whirlpool of 

hatred.,,9 "The Road at My Door" probably shows in fnct a slight l('on in 

favour of the National Army. "Falstaffj an" skewers the' Repllbl i can on l he 

theatrical metaphor. As Harold Bloom puts it, thcse al~e "Iallghlng fll<,'n 01 

action who relieve their bitterness in the JOY of violence" ('~,)4), ilnd 

Falstaff was a notably unsavory warrior, most wi Il i ng tü prov j dc 01 hf'l"s 

as cannon fodder. "Irregula!" itselfwas the lahel or c!loi((' {or prn-

Government newspapers in preference to "Republ i can." Th0se (' 1 empnt H nn' 

perhaps jJartly balancecl by the vaguely uncompl imentary "A brown LiC'ult'ndnl" 
nat i onn 1 

and a possible gentJe mockingof the Frce ~:.tc in "holr drL'SSf'l! inf\lInironn." 

It 1S difficul t to Judge how Jacques Molay, and hi s I"ollowen; dressp<! 

in both rags and lace, fit lnto this equation. The most thorollgh sludy 

of the question is by Elizabeth Cullingford. As Yeats informs LIS in Itis 

note to the poem, Molay was Grand Master of Ihe Knights Tcmplar. Ill' was 

in fact the last Grand Muster, burned a t the stake in 1'3 J LI: 

The Templars had been accused of hercsy, b 1 uspllemy, élnd 
sodomYi but legend relates that even amld the' flames t1oloy 
proclaimed their innocence. . The guitl 01 the Templars 
has never been clearly establ j shed, and t hey r:(}n ens i 1 y he 
regarded as the \'lclims of on avanciolls monarr:h, who (Clveler! 
t.heir enormous weallh, and a weak pope, who 1 ('drc'd IIH' lhrc·nt 
they posed to orthodox aulhor i t y. 

("How Jacques f101ay Got Ur the Tower," 7()'1) 

Cullingford goes on to note that Templar rltps, pcrhaps Gnosl i( in origin, 

probably lnfluenced those of the Masons, and conslrlers i t rclcvenl lhat 

the ",ord "masonry" appears jn "The Stare's Ncst by My Wjndow." Pcrhaps. 

Yeats's uncle, George Pollexfen, was a Frcemason, and rlly:-;li( s()( ieties to 

which Yeats belonged, such as The Hermetic OrcIer oi the Golden lJnwn, user! 

quasi-Masonic riluais (766). 
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In hls note, Yeats writes that "A cry for vengeance because of the 

murder . seems ta me ht symbol for those who labour from hatred, 

and so for sterillLy of vanous kinds .. [It) fed class hatred. n This 

sLrengthens one's sense that Yeats is hereby commenting on the Irish 

si Luat 1 on. Cul] i ngford observes that the crowd of avengers cantains 

"hoth pau pers and ar lstocrats": "Tradi tional class enemies, therefore, 

are united in the ncg2.tlVe ernotion of hatred [W]e see that their 

fur y i S uLlua Il y di rected, not against the murderers of Jacques de Molay, 

hui agninsl each other: 'Trooper helabouring trooper, bJting at arm or 

al lace'" (76S). CcrtaJnly it 18 here that the poem 18 most Dantesque, 

rpmillrling one parliclIlarly of l..!lferno XXXII, where two trsltors, frozen 

10 in lhe nlnlh circ1e, gnawat each others' heads. Culllngford then 

makPH her centra 1 pOl nt; Mol ay serves as a substi tute for "Pearse": 

The slory of Jacqlles de Molay . . . provlded Yeats 
wll.h an eXélct parallel. Tn lt he round the same 
explosive confusIon of rel1g1on with politlCS, the 
SLlmc hCIOil lTIarlvrdom, and the sume horrifie quest 
for revcnge, III which the suffenng of the nriginal 
vlcl im becomes Irrelevent and the present reality 
of spll-gcnrI"Jt'llg v101ence lsall-collsumlng. (775) 

This IS III IlHHl\ \"üVS an ültrdcLLve reacl1ng, \dllch does enrich the stanza. 

BlIt 1 Ill'llcve that the identlllcation of Jacque3 Holay '"ith Pearse, 

or l"lth anvollc ('Ise, presl'l1ls a cOl1undrum for cntlcism. If we refusE' ta 

n'<1!1 ~lolay allegorlcally, rl:fuse to conslder the refenntlBlity flagged in 

t Ill' su i t l" S t i t 1 e, I"e are j n danger of rendering the poem gened c, of 

igl10rttlg llw Implicatlons of a proper narne, and of œ-historic:iz:ing a 

doculllent \\'lilch 18, r bellcve, a complex debate about the hlstory of a 

lhlt ion, thl' hislor~ of the mind, anu one's access to nnd/or lo\alt\' tO\vnrd 

1 hosl' po 1 es, )'et i t I,e do rendE'r NoL])' a 5\'mo01 or cuphcrn l<..:;m for 
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Pearse, so that we mentally substitute one for the other, we litera! Iy 

mis-read the poern, Slnce clearly Yeats has hi s reasons for not IIRi ng 

"Pearse" or "Parnell" (another plausible choice), Just as he hml fl'asons 

for using them in other poems. One th i ng i s c lem: Yeat s aU ri hut es the 

vjolence in the scene to revenge, and deplets thal violence us runnibal

lRtic. 

However, Cullingford's suggestIon that Molay is a substit\lte 101' 

Pearse does lead us, l heUeve, in the right direction. We sllollld 

though, rnake clear that It is a rl'acting whose logir directs mon' ni 

Yeats's venom toward the Repuhlicans. Tf a cry for vengeance against 

thE' murder of Molay constitutes a "fit symbol for those who (nhollr 

from hatred," and Molay is, in the Irish context, Pearse, Illen the 

rnurderers of Jacques Molay are clearly the British. Thuse who cont inlle 

to struggle for vengeance against the British are not tl1(' Dnll IlTlfler 

Cosgrave. They have made thei r peaee. however b i Uer t ast i ng i t l'las. 

The rage-hungry troop, in this reading, can only represent thp anli

Trearyl tes. Th is all rnakes a sarl of sense. If Jacques Mo 1 uy was n 

Templar, and Yeats had sympathy for Mason i cri tua l, Mo 1 ny' f, rnllrr(er, 1 i kt' 

the exeeution of Pearse and lhe other leaders of the Hislng, wuult! !Jotlt 

be events Yeats would be tempted lo avenge, as IS lhe !Ii1trat!}r: "Bp( élUS!' 

of a11 that tumult, [I] al1 buL cried 1 For vengeallce 011 tll(' IrIl1r'lr'rerH 

of Jacques Molay" (11. 15--16). Thus Yedls reslsls the [Jrg<' 10 SltrLlllllh 

to büterness and take up the Republ kan cause. 

Although l feel this readIng is ln lhis sense in keeping wdh ollIc.-r 

(slight) hInts in the poern thaL lhe narralor lays the pn:ponr!r:r:HlU! of 

the blame for continulng hatred and violente aL lhe feel (Jf the aut j-
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Treatyjtes, and 1 have little doubt that in a plebiscite Yeats, saon 

ta be a sendtor, would have voted for partition and the treaty (assuming, 

] ikc most others, that partitio. would be temporary), l flnd that the 

sLatements of Lhe preced1ng paragraphs have a certain prec1s1on of 

politicaI commentary, a baldness, that seems for particuJar reasons out 

of keeplng wllh lhe dialogue in WhICh the suite is engaged. The narrator 

resists bcing swe~t inlo the sort of exultant mob vIolence he feit 

atLrnclcd lo while accompanylng Maud Gonne Hl the anecdote l cite at the 

Ileginning of Chapter Three. Cullingford's readlng, if it leads us to 

luke seriously the proper name of Molay. and to speculate that Yeats 

mcans t hesc 1 1 nes Lü evoke as an image of Lhe ci vil war a nation drowning 

in fratrleidal biLLcrness after the death of a mystical or spir1tual 

sOlll-transforming heroic figure 1n wltich it had found its identity, has 

pcrform('d n valunble service. \ve must try, as best we can, to perform 

the dcllcatc montaI baianclng act of allowing Molay co relTlajn Jacques 

Molay VP! SimilI taneously resonate wlth simllarities ta the Irish 

contexts: Parnell, Pearse, Connolly, the Easter Martyrs as a group, 

a personifled rcvolution, a personified Ireland. 

We shoulJ also remomber that even the clear assertion that war is a 

product of rcvenge does not imply that the avengers are the Republicans: 

the cnUre civil war\ils, structurally. a long string of reprisaIs on 

both sides. And of course one need noL have been totally neutral tü 

have bpen appolJed by the actIons of both parties ta the conflict, and 

tu have been distressed hy the sLate of the nation and its prospects 

for t he future. 
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It must a1so be recognized that the vision of Port Seven Is not 

in fact a single apparition, but three: one of "IIûtred" (stanzfl t wo), 

one of "thE" Heart' s Fullness" (stanza three) ,lnd one of "the Comi ng 

Emptiness" (stanza four). The effect of these taken together casts 

a somewhat different llght back on Jacques Molay. 

The nightmare of the revengers of Jacques Ho)ay l'epresents tllP 

translation of the civil war's hatred--pictul'ed Ln "The Road dt ~ly 

Door" and "The Stare's Nest by My \.Jindow"--Into the vIsionclry l'calm, 

a realm Whlch 15 not, as A VIsion dCfllonstratcs, non-hlstorIenl, but 

instead pan-hlstorieal. Thc next stanza scems, similarly, li trnns-

lation of the decayed Ancestral hOllses of Indlfferpnt gnrdcn dClt ies 

and slippered ease onto that plane, out nt Lhe opposite' flnd of tlje 

plane' s lunar cycle: not ex ter lOrI ty 01' "pl imal'y"-IH'SS (10 llS(' Y('at fi' S 

term) that the war slgnifles, but the nlghtmarc of tllP fui 1 heilrt, of 

ease and perfect self-sufficlency. ln titIS vision the "Iadics t los(' 

their musing eyes. 

longing drowns under 

their mincis are but a poo 1 1 When' ('VPII 

Hs Qwn excess" (11. 1 C), 21-22). 'l'hi.., slnlli''' 

is further llnked ta thDt fourth stLlnza of "Ancestral lIollses" 111 Lltill 

Yeats repeats, wiLh vadat Jons, the Image ot the pealocl< tltal "st rays 

/Ihth delIcate feet upon old tprraces" ("Ancestral IIlJuse~." Il. L'l-

26). The magIesl unicorns bear the larllC:s on "legs loug, dl'licnte ilncl 

slender," the adjective the stsnzas hA.ve in comrnon higltl Ightillg tlte 

comparison. The preCIse slgnifiu:mce Intenrlcd lJy YPdL~ lor tl)l!sP 

delicate, slender legs--certdinly a striking lmage--I~ obsfuf(' tr) 111('. 
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Certainly lt occurs elsewhere, in the "long-legged moor-hens" of "Easter 

]916," and, most conspicuously, in that mysterious, chilling work, "Long-

1 egged FI y": 

Our master Caesar i8 in the tent 
Where the maps are spread, 
IIis eyes flxed upon nothlng, 
A hand under hIS head. 
Like a long-Iegged fIv upon the stream 
His mind moves upon sIlence. (11. 5-10) 

The image may not be unre 1 ated ta the slender ankles of fine harses. It 

scems to sugge3L the dlscombobulating fragIllty of the mind's relatianship 

wilh the world, or the m1nd's Bbdity ta move over the stream of history, 

delic<llely lotlching, wlthout 1mmerSlon, the surface of "reality." This 

rL'ntnÎns unclear, bllt Ycal",,'~ desire ta Ilnk these two stanzas daes not. 

'rhe women, eves closed, represent a pure narcjssism; the approach ta 

the fOllrteenth phase, where "The soul begins to tremble into stlllness, 1 

1'0 ,lie into the ln!JVrlllth of llself!" (A ViSIon, 60), the phase in which, 

<)ccordlng to A V1sIon, aIl respollsibllity is lost. Tt is Important to 

nol Îce lhat Just as the horrors of hatred (the approach ta the 28th phase) 

were> cnnnihalistlc, the mlnds that nre but a pool, dreams wlthout emblems 

or ndvprsitv, <Ire also self-consunung, but on an indIvidual level: "evf'n 

1 ong Î ng li l' 0\\'11 S • " 

Tht' fi na 1 st ani'd of the vi.si on, which describes neither present war 

n01 narcisslsm, but "the ConlJng EmpLIness," suggests more clearly than 

'-l1l\thÎng ln A Vision that the pure antlthetlcal and the pure 

prtmarv, pure Intenortly ,.lIlL! pLlre exteriority, pure war and pure contem-

pl,lt ion, Llpploach !>Plng ,) sl1lg1e state: 

The cloud-pelle unlcor-ns, tlte e_,PS of aquamanne, 
l'hl' qUÏ\'l'rlng half-clo::.eJ ('yel ids, the rags of cloud or of lace, 
Or crcs tlh1t rage has brightened, arms 1t has made lean, 
Cive place tü an indlfferent multitude, glve place 
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To brazen hawks. Nor sel f-delighting rcvefle, 
Nor hate of what's ta come, nor pit Y for ,,,hat's Rone, 
Nothing but gri p of c law, and the cye' s camp lacenc v, 
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The innumerable clanging \-/ings that have put oui th2moon. (Il. 2'1-'\2) 

Yeats is appalled by violence Hl "Me!!itéltIOIlS III Tlmp ot Civi 1 Har," 

not by conflict. HIS nightmare 18 not, dS Il mav Ilrst appP1H, Ihal 

the ancestral hou ses were founded by l he same furcps t hal 1l0W rage' 1 n 

war, but that the civil war may in fact be dl fferent, the presagp of ail 

era where swee t ness \'11] 1 not make i ts home Ln 1Ilf' C'lIlpt Y 1H'8t 01 Il i 11PI ness, 

an era devoid of conflict's tumulLuollS but IrucLlfying powL'r: lhe cYP's 

complacency of mechanlcal drowse and mCLhclnlcal slallghler. 

The v1.sions of the avengers of Jacques Mo 1 ay and the dreaming 

ladies are not prophecy but a Ycatsidn klnd or hisLory, an snalYf>is 

of the history-of-personality or alnma [!lundi prInciples IlndpI"lyillg 

current trends manlfesting themselvc~ ln Irish (\t!luIP in 1 hL' l(Jrllls 

of ciVll war and the rieL 1 ine of an nristOlrd( y now Imking the (01111 il ls 

of its founding. The fury of the avcngers is, hOWC>VPf, <llr('([('<1 

increaslngly not al Iheir enemIes, t1lP murderers of "Jilc.Cjlles Molay," 

but at themselves, beLoming a hl)fllflc parody of lhr <..;('lf-suffl(ipIHY 

of pure ContemplatIOll and fulfll1ed deslre. Yeats's dl'plcl Ion 01 

lhe politjcal strugglc of 1922-2') illvolvcs the suggestl<'n 1!H11 Il I~ 

losing Hs humanlzlng conf IILl. Yeats's cIvil wur IS noL porlray<,d 

as a SIte of vital conflict Ln parl, il must he admiltcrl, beri-luse tu' 

doesn't take the issues of lhe war seriollsly, Of nt Iea~l hl' does 1101 do 

sa ln hlS poetry. HIS version of Ireland's historical mOlllell1 III Ihf! /111111 

section necessjlates the suppression of thut aspect of hi,lory, IIIl1ch 1IS 
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.Jane Austen, for example, renders visible "ethical diseourse, rhetoric 

of charaeter, ritual of friendship," by exc1uding Eagleton-ian historical 

rnatcriahsrn" (Criticisrn and Ideology, 71). 

Denis Donoghlle has written that Yeats "feared peaee beeause he 

f careel j nert 1 a." Ile does not "mean that he was a propagandist for murder 

or lhéJl he condoned the CiVIl '.Jar; but he was a[raid his poetry would stop 

if conflict stoppcd wilhln himself" (We 1nsh, 188). And, l must add, 

élfraid lhe poelry of Trishness would'stop If Ireland's confliet ceased. 

Su 1 lis lha tIn "Med itat ions in Time of Ci v 11 War" Yeats can deplore 

IIIl1rdcr, lhe physieal soldler slain in hs blood, but deplore it as part 

or L1H' loss of gelllllne "spiritual" confllct. The poem encapsulates the 

art J st i C lIneasc 1 n lhe faet of an actual war in a poet who inereaslngly 

viewed uny lhrCélt lo civn arder as the ultimate treason,12 and who 

\Vas cqua Il y hon i rI cd by the eye' s comp1acency; who cou] d wnte ln 1933 

lhal "l he chance of being shol ls raising everybody's spirits enormously" 

(1.. Hl:l). The sectùrian use of pikes dnd sworàs is aetually, for Yeats, 

syl\1]ltomatlc of a lack of essential conflicl. The issues of the civil 

war--pùr i lIGn, the oath, Trish ports, and so on--are the inviSIble 

hislon' uf "Meùitallons ln Time of CivJl '''ar,'' Just as the deaths or 

l hos(' other lhan lhe expculed leaders Ivas lhe inviSIble history of 

"Edstl'I \(}1(J.·' 
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Conclusions: The Narrative Locus; Yeats if' the Tower 

"Ta be preaccupied with publie canduct i s to be pre
accupied wi th the ideas and emot ions wh ich the average 
man understands • and out a f the 1 deas anù emot ions 
of the average man you can make no hetter t hi ng thon ... 
rhetoric . " 

--Yeats, .!.!f, 1 T: 34 

"The land sustajning us seemed ta hold flrm 
anly when we embraced ln ln extremis. 
AlI l can believe that happened lhpll' \';<18 viSIon." 

--Seamus lIeaney, "The Dlsappearing Island" 
([rom The Haw Lantern) 

~he vision fled, the narrator turns aWElV as he has ear 1 i er, shuts the door, 

and returns ta the stairease, wonder 1 ng 

. how man) times l cou1d have proved mv wort h 
In something that a 11 others understand or shnrp; 
But 0: ambltious heart, hall sueh n proof drdwll forth 
A company of fnends, a conscience sel Jt (,dHP, 

It had but made us plne the more. The c1b8tr<l(t )oy. 
The haH-read \dsdom of daemonlc la1,'\!('S, 
Sufflce lhe agelllg llInll as once the growl ng boy. (II. '~4-Ll()) 

Given that Yeats "aE, worklng on A Vision with great pxcltemellt dlllillg Ihis 

period, we shouLd be careful not to rend lhe retreal into tho!'> .. ' "hnlf-rpnt! 

images" as necessarily defeatlst ln tone. "Suffite" is, 1 ikc so mllcil 

eise in the poem, tanta11/.lngly pOlsed on the IJOrcJer I!plw('(>n flillnesH anrl 

poverty. The poem'E, enrllng lills from mlldl)' pu<-;itlv(' 

ta mildly negative. from meaning "sallsfyjng" to menrllng "( ircllmsr ribt'd," 

from one readjng ta the next. [n this tentat ive munnpr, the poem is an 

assertion of freedom as set against th~ entanglcmenl of "NJllCtC(!n IIlIndrr'rI 

and Nineteen": therc IS space for indivirlual contemplation. But the> 

narratar is free wHhin limits; he is enclosed. Enclosurc' is, l wfmld 

argue, one of the commem "topographu"'s" of poernu wrltt.en ln a contexl ()f 
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( yjolence and social rlisintegration. 

This is not the place for a full scale foray into the astocndingly 

rich body of poetry produced in the past twenty years in Northern Ireland 

--8 communlty wlth about half the population of greater Montreal--by 

SeamllS /Jenney, John Montague, Derek Mahon, Michael Longley, Medbh McGuckian, 

Pnu 1 Mu 1 dûnn, Tom Pau li n . .. But an example or two might be illuminating. 

ScamllS Ifeancy i s, as l have suggested earlier, similar to Yeats in that he 

der i vcs il goûe! deal of the tension in hlS poet:ry from the way ln which he 

balh Insisl..; lhat poetry not become "a diagram of politienl attitudes" 

(PreoC( upatlOns, 2PJ) and also deals frequently and brilliantly with 

lhe imp~rt and roots of Ylolence in Ulster. The archetypal Heaney poem, 

, 
vis a vis pol ilical issues, 19 perhaps the Glanmore sonnet sequence in 

Field \.Jork: lhe poet moves 8\vay to escape the vlo1ence and bitterness, feels 

il scnsp of having betrayed his roots and hlS muse, but also realizes that 

hL' r<lllllOl, after aIl, escape Ulster no matler ",here he goes. His dominant 

po 1 il je,ll /poct Ir topography IS entang} ement. Beeause Heaney is also unlike 

Yeats in thal, normall)', he (eels no sense of belng able to choose his 

poet ie lucus, his position ln SOCIety, community, violence, the Yeats of 

"Edstpr llJlh" IS most Foreign to hlm. The mode of something like wbat 1 

havl' t'dlll'd enclosure is becom!ng, J suspect, more a part of Heaney's Ivork. 

'l'hL' clliegorics of lIis lQS7 volume The Ha", LantelIJ, so unhke his prevl0US 

pot'tn, ,,'orh. constanlly \"Ith the figure of the lsland, :] small space with 

the vlrtups of densltv and boundedness, the falling of suffocation, 

impl ISOllllll'nt. On the other hand, ln an awkward but te] llng poem, James 

Si mlllons. t1 IIlcmber of the "Protestant," i. e., non-Republican communi ty 

( (\dH'11 i t i s possi ble lo wri te of the North Wl thout using sttre-to-offend-



277 

l ....... someone categorizations, the TrahIes will be over), wri ti ng in the lntp 

1960s, describes meeting a crazed, Incomprehensible fellow in the lavatory. 

Closed in with him, claustrophobie, the narrator's nltempl t 0 he llnd('r-· 

standing sounds, now, intolerably eondesc€l1e1ing: "'Fi~hling solvt's Ilolhing. 

Tell me how r've annoyed you,' / l saiel ... T hacked O\'Pt l'nid slolle in ; 

a room that contaJ.ned and joined us" ("Experience," Poems 19 r)h-lQH6, 4'\). 

The narrator is clearly in a posi tion Lo reelress gn C'vancps, i H of Uw 

empowered cless. But what ean one do trapped in a small room witlt somo-

one who '-JOn't tell you what hf' wants? Stormcnt, of course, wnsn't lerrildy 

good at listening. 

In "Medjtations in Time of Civil \var," thl:.' poet live!:> in a landscnpe 

populated by soldlers symboUzing a social chaos lhat had clern(>lIts of hnlll 

the cornic and the grotesque, a chaos represcntlng a mechonlcnl slnvcry 10 

the opinions of others. FOI YeClts, rcvolullOn bpcornes n fonn of sprviltld(' 

ratherthanofJiberatlOn (a pOSltK:>n SllàlpllSlic but harclly n!Jsurd). Bill 

within thJS landscape the tower lS a refuge. 1l i8 n S!H1CC' of In·cllolll, il 

depolitlcjzed realm WhlCh, however llmlled, harbollrs mcrlilnl iOIl. Purl 

of the probJem lS not how to avo~d gettlng lllown IIp, hl'I lJow tn nvoid Lill' 

threat of war's opposite, the lellwrglL eornplacC'nry of IrJwilrdm'ss, 111(' 

self-rcflecting pool of closerl eyes. The nature of the rf'fugp is n prlJdllll 

of thi s need. 

l belleve that a major role of the secontl pocm, "My 1I0\l<')c'," is 10 

distinguish the tower from the SUll ject of "Anceslréll l/o1J<;es," j .P, .!!!.Y. 

house, the house of thls medilatlon, is not nn anc.estral house. This is 

not a poem apt to anse even [rom Coole, mueh less Irom lh(~ r!f>Uly('r!, U)IIII~i1(efit 

estate of "levelled lawns and gravelled ways." The tower has only a 
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discontinuous heritage: "Two men have founded here" (1. 21). Yeats has 

re-founded a home here, feeling kinship with the violent man who felt cast 

Ilwny "through 1 ong wars and sudden mght alarms," sa that after him his 

helrs might find '~o cxalt a lonely mind, / Befitting emblems of adversity." 

The impllcat ion 15 that the narrator has likewlse a lonely mind, has 

likewise found in the tower such "befitting embIems." As in "Ancestral 

/louses," the f ounù Ing has oeen fruit[ul. It has produced the "sweetness that a11 

long('d for" out of vlolence and bittE'rness. The narrator lS in part the 

hom'y hOl' nt lhe st.::rc's blank nest, in the nation's warring cipher of a 

homeland. Passlon'sdecay lnto "slippered6ontem}iation' and towardthenightmare 

of lassitude may be lnevitable, but it lies in the tower's future, not 

in the present of i ts founding. The pure antithetical is not extant at 

Lhe' fOlltldntlon, where Opposltes mingle. 

The lowcr is lhe Platonist's tower. Yeats installs himseIf, via 

a Il liS i 011, in the 1 1 ne of NIl ton and Hordsworth. This might suggest the 

\wrld cOfllC'mpInLcd l'rom wi thln the tower is reality, and thE' outer but 

n poor copy of the cternal forms. The poem's intimacy with A Vision 

strengtllf't1s lhat 1111preSSlon, \lntil we remember what an unclassifiable 

t l(',lt i sC" on bolh personalJty and history lt lS, and that its agents 

conlll1unllv \Varncd Ycats llgalnst abstractlon. The "dream" of the final 

visiun in lhe poem, after al1, contalns the historical proper name of 

~1()la\'! In A Vision the historlcal categonzing, \Hth dates and names, 

is not n fi 11 ing of ghostly paradlgms: the examples have equal ontological 

slalus wilh the phases. Th(' phases arE' nut real \dthout them. Similarly, 

"Nell i t at ions inTime of Ci vi 1 \~ar" contains the world outside the door, 

rcfprring to uniforms and dead soldiers and bad weather, and confo~nds 



A Vision by giving voice to the hope of "A Stare' s Nest by ~ty Window" t hat 

the empty, mechanical phase not come, and to the despair thnt immedintcly 

fo11ows it, a conjunction incongruous in a cyclica1 historiography. 

The road cornes to his door, the soldiers knock, "reminrling Yents of 

the active man he might have been," as one critic ,.,rites (llnterecker, IHO). 

Yes, but that particular mask reminds us of what an nctive man he in fnel 

was, making the poem a debate between Yeats's warrLng hulves as weIl OH 

Ire1and's. In "My House," we a1so see Yeats's sense of heing 11 L<lStUWI1Y 

in a wor1d where poetry Is growing more and more peripheral. This too iH 

th f 11 . R .. 13 e unease 0 a poetlc omantlclsms. The narra t i v(' d i g r('RS 1 on () r 

"The Stare's Nest," the lyric product of having gone ta the' door, tempornrily 

removes the tower's wall, readmitting the narralor inlo the firsl persun 

plural. "We are closed in" lS initiaUy principal1y in refeI'C'nce to Ycnls's 

family, but in the fo110wing stanzas this "we" expands to lmply the Irish 

people, a11 trapped in their uncertainty. The narralar seems t 0 aclm i t 

his own role in the "feeding upon fantasies" lhat he f('ols to Imve CfllISPcI 

the turmail. This is an imp1icit admission of Romantic nnt iOllu! ism's 

failure, the failure to fuse the spiritual (or l1f:sthetic) and pol ilÎCa! 

rea1ms. But unllke "Nineteen lIundred und Ninetcen," 1 hls ndmission does 

Ilot seem tü be the poem's conclusion in regard to this issue, but (mly 

one of its stopping places. 

The poet has chosen his location, and this Invo1ves sLuking his !oyalty 

within enclosure, wlthin hls tower but a]so in the (]jminlshed rea!rn of 

actual Free State rather lhan ideal Treland. The Lower (and, ! lh Ink, lhe 

nation) is ht home for the imagination because it contains within it tht' 

necessary, Yeatsian, emblems of adversi ty. Tt i s not the realm of 
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Ancestral Houses: that dream, "a wor1d (wri tes Archi ba1d on stanz8 one) 

of privileged enclosure, spatial and auditory .•• self-defininR and 

sustaim.ng fountain" (128), eventually turns into slippered contemplation. 

Yeats' s view of that space is here--ani onl y here ~ --remarkab 1 y li ke that 

of novelist Elizabeth Bowen in the 1940s: "Each of these f amn y hOllses. 

with i ts stable . and gardens • at the end 01 long avenues, is an 

is1and--and. like an is1and. a womb Each of thf!Se houses, within 

its intense, centripetal life, is isolated by something ... more last ing 

than the physical fact of space: the isolation is inate; it is an affair 

of origin. ,,14 

My outer nature was passive . but l knew my 
spiritual nature was passionate, even violent. (Mernoirs, 124) 

The tower, an exposed battlernent with cottages, j s neither landed el'itote 

nor "road," nei':her interiority nor exteriority. As "My HOURC" implics, 

a richness of thought seems possible there, where no long avenuc of 1 rces 

keeps soldiers from the door, that a greater degree or separai ion coul cl 

not achieve. l believe Seamus Heaney exaggerates the extenL ta which Yeats 

"emphasized and realized the otherness of art from 1 i fe • . . and rnoV(~rl 

within his mode of vision as within sorne •.. bullet-proof glass or the 

spirit" (Preoccupations, 99), although Yeats wou1ù, Ifl certain moods, app1allrl, 

But that is not the poet of "The Stare's Nest by My Window." Rather, as 

Whitaker has phrased it, "The breakjng of protective wall s. har! long 

been known to Yeats as a prerequisite of poetic vision" (179). r believc 

this inc1uded the wall between poetry and that wh i ch threatcned poelry. 

The topography of "Heditations in Time of Civil War" Jnvol ves a moverncnt. 

from meditation, out to the war at the downstairs door, then lo mcdilation 

about the war on the upper battlements. The jnneE. meditation is givcn its 
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subject matter at the door, and thus avoids the pool of closed eyes. Or, 

the poem moves from medi tation, to the context of meditation, to meditation 

upon context, a meditation from the privileged upper position. The tower 

LS enc]osed, but has a vertical dimension, the location of Yeatsian vision-

ary history. The text, unlike history, is radically open, because a text 

~ nothing wlthout the world as a ground of reference. The text is the 

poi nt from which one looks outward. The tower is not isolated from the 

ci vil war, but part~T to it: the locus of the narrator is at the door, on 

the battlement, and yes, sometirnes in the chamber, moving to and from the 

border between meditation and the public sphere, between what this poem 

calls freedom and servltude: 

Many times man lives and dies 
Between hi s two eterni ties, 
That of race and that of sou1 

Though grave-diggers' toil is long, 
Sharp their spades, their muscles strong, 
They but thrust their buried men 
Back in the human mind again. ("Under Ben Bulben," part 2) 

"Medi tations" does of course conclude with another "retreat" ta the 

laborious stoir of thought. At this point, at least, the persona feels 

his place is \Vith the "abstract joy" that sufficed in his youth--weariness 

ls the mood of the conclusion. By coincidence or not, it is Yeats's last 

historical1y speciflc political poem of any stature. The late works he 

does nllempt in the mode, "A Full Moon in March," "Parnell's Funeral," 

"Thrcc Sangs ta the One Burden," "The Statues," the Roger Casernent poems, 

the sqlli bs on the [util i ty of revollltion such as "The Great Day," the wildly 

uneven "Under Ben Bulben" (influenced by the eugenics of "On the Bailer"), 

are, wi th the partial exceptions of "The Statues" and the occasional line 

or phrase elsewhere, curios, which, for the first time in his career, tell 
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us about Yeats without telling us anything about the intellectual or 

emotional history of Ireland. 15 Do such weak poems diminish the achieve-

ment of a great poet who was, oceasionally, a great politieal poet? Yes, 

a litt1e. Their weakness illustrates, l think, that the ferU le llnd trouble-

sorne eombination of Romanticism and Nationalism within the crue i b le of 

history was no longer a central component nf his imagl.nation. His internaI 

debate on the relationship between poetry and Lhe politieal, his desite hoth 

to speak as all men speak and yet be above the crass mul tltudes, and il i s 

never resolved desires both for the conflict of the antinomies and for 

social peaee, provided h;m during the decade uf Ireland's founding as a 

political entity a mode through which to write about pu] ilical turmoi 1 

and the strugg1e for natlonal identity, and the struggle between Romnnt i c 

essentialism and the practical politics of the time. ln the stultifying 

atmosphere of the economically depressed and cleric domi naled posl-co Ion i u 1 

Free State, the Ireland of Yeats' s mind was too distant to operate as part 

of a creative tension. Writes Seamus Oeane, after 1922 "the sociely iLself 

made the discrepancy between mythologica l grandeurs and quot j ri i an pet t i rJeSH 

so severe i t beearne impossible to incorporate them . . . in fi c t ion" (A Short 

History, 202). 

This study' s view of Yeats rnight be descri bed as Deane and EII mnnn 

cornbining with Bloorn. Ellmann's insight that Yeats, as "a revolllLionary 

who puts spiritual ennoblement above politicnl or econornic gains," finrls 

hirnself, 'in later IHe, on the side of the Tories" (Yeats: The Mnn ancl 

the Masks, 179), and Oeane's that to Yeats Ireland shoulrl retain its 

culture by keeping awake its consciousness of rnetaphysic.al quaI lUes, that. 

"to be traditionalist in the modern worid was to be revolutionary" (Ce1tic 
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~evivals, 49), that he was, in short, a conservative revolutionary, are 

acute, but do not explain why for Yeats the Rising, and Pearse and Connolly's 

martyrdom, was profoundly troublesome as weIl as uplifttng. As a Romantic 

poet in orig1n, a youth in the aesthetic 90s, a lover of Spenser and Shelley, 

he never discarded the tdea that artistic isolation was essential to his 

work, and that the public (i.e, especially the demonized middle class) was 

a source of pollution for the overman. Thus the martyrs, stones in the 

~idst of a11 and ritual sacrifices for the people, yet elevators of the 

Irish sou], scandalously combine high and low culture. It is not surprising 

Lhat Yeats haci a very amblguous attitude toward Jesus Christ. 

Yeats ends "Meditations in Time of Ci vil War" with his retreat from 

the prophecy of coming emptiness, a sense of his mortality, and an insis

tence that abnLract joys and half-read demonic Images will suffice. After 

looking ouLward twice he will, in the presence of emblems of adversity, 

reLurn to med i taUon. But while gi ving voice to these feelings, Yeats 

then goes on to place the poem before "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" in 

The Tower. He ts an unorthodox Platonist indeed. The poem enacts a 

different sort of poetic than it professes in those final lines, a poetic 

not of escape from the outer through a vertical dImension which must 

"sufftce," but of the process (down and outward, up and outward again to 

vision) through ... ·hich that "escape" might be achieved. As George Steiner 

cOlltends, "the poli tica! message or critique . can be abstracted [from] 

the formaI aspects, metrical, documentary, dramatic, of the given 

text. It ts Just such instances which, however, fail to enact the compelling 

and €'nduring poetic of the political" (547). The poem depicts not contem

plation of the abstract jo~ but the difficult, encircled struggle toward 

it. The poem displays a motley of modes--an autobiographical encounter 
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with historically particular soldiers, an expression of the desirc for 

public life, apocalyptic vision, the nature-rooted lyric--which togethcr 

show the narrator on the border, facing Janus-like in two directions. 

He may profess the sufficiency of dream vision, but the poem neverthclPYR 

describea soldiersanduniformsand atrociUes, and illightly mockstl1C' HJlH'ifil' 

political groups involved, utilizes allegory to hint at blaming Repuhl ieans 

for the bitterness, pleads with the honey bee, observes the natural world 

beyond his doorway. The poem's narrative structure surns up a confl iet nt 

the core of Yeats's political verse: the profession of the necessily of 

Romantic contemplation, sensitivity, and the separateness of art; eontinuolly 

undermined by both his own actions outside poetry and by his poetry's 

historicizing and nationalizing of aesthetics and philosophy. Nol only 

does the poet go to the door to greet the sol d i ers, he wntcs a poprn ahout 

it. The hardly abstract images of the quotidian, of fourteen days of civi 1 

war, of the cracked masonry and the honey-bee, are not ernsed but Incllldpr! 

in his canon of "meditations." At the end of the poem he tells us thal 

abstract joy will suffice the aging man, that he turns inwar~ 1 ike a 

Wordsworth disillusjoœdby the French Revolutlon turning to The Prelude. 

But the next words, in the Colleeted Poems, are "Nincteen Hundrerl and 

Nineteen," a date. 

Abstraction does not suffice. History refuses tü remoin in the mind, 

and the mind refuses to stay out of histüry. The horse cornes from the roucl, 

and the hoof splashes. The poet, like the ancestral house, must h(~ re-foundpcl 

time and aga in , in adversi ty, in those powers greater than the will or the 

eraft. The poetie of Yeats finds its genlus in that it can never helieve 
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poetry to be self-contained and self-fulfilling. In Yeats's poetic, 

poetry is not the greatest good. 
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- Notes to Chapter One 

1 l was alerted to this dictum [rom Hegel's The Philosophy 01 lIistoly 

by Hayden White's essay "The Value of Narrativity in thE' Representat ion 01 

Rea 1 it Y ," p. 15 . 

2 As Seamus Deane deUneates this re1alionship, "AftN O'Crady, tllPII' 

was the reviv:al. Or, more accurately, there werp t\VO rl'vivals, one' 

literary and one pol i tieal. They managed to slay cl i sl 1 nc t, w 1 t hOllt t'ver' 

ceasing to be intimate. One kept appearing in the guise 01 the ollll'r" 

(A Short History of Irish Llterature, p. 86). l do not Iwlieve lhey cOllld 

be said to be"dü,tlnct') at a]1 pOl.nts, as suth 1 nst i tut i ons as the (:ne 1 ic 

League, founded in 1395, made eVldent. 

3 
Or, in the words of Richard EII mann, "Throughou t hi s 1 if f' he read 

personal prablems into national anes, and national ones inlo personal" 

(Yeats: The Man and the Mask, p. 288). 

4 
Of the lat ter two poems, Geoffrey Thur 1 ey asserts, "The two greélt 

poem-sequences of the early twenties ... altain a sllstained Inlensily 

which Yeats was never agaln ta equal" (p. 145). 

5 That is, in the controversial opinion of Ritharcl Flnneran. 1 lin"!! 

not the expertIse ta mecllate sueh a dlspule, lhüugh Finneran's decision lI) 

use this orderlng in hlS texL of YeaLs's poems seems Lo me regrettable. 

AIl that may be safely said is that Yeats never stopper! revising his !HJ('rns 

or their ordering. Thus, Slnte death catches us ail improperly prepaf(~d, 

no definitlve intention of "Yeats" can be salel tü eXlst. No c10ubl at 

certaIn times, in maods typIca1 of his Iater Ilfe, "Pol IlICS" is tlte 
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sort of poem Yeats wou] d have defiantly placerl to serve as his final full 

stop. See Finneran, Editing Yeats's Poems, pp. 64-66. Ronsley disagrees, 

and notœ that Senator Michael {eats, the poet' s son, "has assured me . . . 

that the alteration, placing 'Under Ben Bulben' at the end, was already 

set out by the poet himse] f before his death." See "Yeats as an Autobio-

grnphical Poet," p. 147 n. 14. 

6 Yeats, aged 24, was writing in reference ta "Cisin," in a letter 

to Katherine 'J'ynan, 6 Feb. 1889 (Letters, Ill). 

7 When reading Brown's The Poli tics of Irish Literature, one must 

remember that he belleves Yeats to have been "really" a fascist, who, 

when he was not expressing fascJst views, was conspirlng to deceive. 

Like aIl conspi racy theones, this leads to a good deal of dubious 

presumpt ions of gùi1t, and is impossible to dlsprove since any evidence 

agai nst il j s merely another sign of the conspiracy' s clever machinations. 

8 
Cited by Clark, p. 134, from Explorations. 

9 Hane adds, Yents "had long dreaded a revival of revolutionarv 

action in Ireland, in WhlCh Maud Gonne might risk her life" (146). It is 

pOSHi bl e to i nterprel Yeats' s actions as an attempt ta plpase Maud \',ithout 

compLetelv sacrificjng his own integrity. 

10 1'1' . . f E d . . k f h 118 cItatIon rom"n ymlon 1S ta en rom t e text given in 

Jack St i 11 inger' s edi t ion of the complete poems. 

Il Cited by Hass, p. 24. 

( 
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12 Cited by William Barnwell. p. 65. 

13 Cullingford goes on to say, in her fair minded if at til1lcS apologC'lic 

manner, "Here is the gerl1l of Yeats's poetic denigration 01 IIH' 1l1l'nhanl 

and the c1erk, who 'breathed on the world wlth timld hlcath.' ilIA (lu,1 ikt' 

of the middle class has been stlgmatlzed as snobbl'ry, hllt Il bcgan aH n 

revolutionary condemnatlon of cowardlce and matcriallsm, and il slcmml'd 

from the doctrines of Tone and O'Leary" (p. '). 

14 The date of thlS slatement (1897) should make liS wary of ascrihing 

increasing aristocrat1e tendencies to Yeats's old age. 

16 In Less Than One, Brodsky wrltes, "An arganic cntily, soc icly 

generates the forms of 1 ts organizat ion the way trees generate LI\(' i r 

distance from one another, and a pas~erby ca Il s thal 1:1 'f orest.' '1'1)(· 

concept of power, alias state control over the sOCIal fahrl(, IS il 

contradlctlon ln terms and reveals cl wood cutler" (p. HfJ). 

17 For Bloom's appralsal, see hlS Yeats. For C'xnmple, he wrilC's 1 liaI 

"sa much of ResponSlbllltles lS abortIve work that the ('venls of I l )1(,-17 

seem more and more fortunate,whenever the interrelation betWf'Cll Ypllls's 

life and poetry lS consHlered" (p. 172). 

18 "Meditatl0Tls"WéE written III 192'3, "Sai Ilng to Byzanllllm" 111 IIJiI7, 

but 1 mean the statement thematically rather than chronologirally; I.e., 

"MeditatIons in '.ï'ime of Civil War" is 5et by Yeats withln lhe thernal le 

context of the later poem. 

19 l 'f h f h cannat test1 y ta t e accuracy 0 l e paraphrase, being Ignorant 

of Donoghue's source. 
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1 ya . 

See, especial1y, Mi11er's The Linguistic Moment: From Wordsworth 

Ln Stevens. r will have occasion later ta argue with the assumptions of 

this vol lime, wlllch l consider (glven MI1ler's reputatlon) perhal1s the 

mm;t 11111 ort unat e t ravest y of a massl ve body of superb poetry l have ever 

erHoulltt'rpri. Surfice to sayat thlS pOlnl that despite Mll1er's rather 

( Ilchbd theoret Ical geslures loward deconstrllction ("Nincteen Hundred and 

Nllwtel'lI"'S "structllre Incorporates also ~ non-place ... a place that is 

hoth there and not lhere ... a certaln crossroads to which aIl roads 

1 ('ad lInd yel (an he rouched by no road," p. 316), l consider the readings 

to he proloundly redultive and normaLlve. (Mll1er wIll, of course, after 

<lssorl pd rl'pell t Ions concern 1 ng 1 anguage' sand poetry' s Indeterminacy, 

pn'( Isplv dPI Ille this crossroad for us, cHIng text as support.) The book 

IIIlght sprVl' dS il case sludy in how the clumsy appl icatlon of the too1s 

,lIld 1 l'rm i no 1 ogv of Dorr i da' s 1 nva111ubl e deconstruction of phenomeno10gy 

ilnd FOII(dIJlI's radIcal questIonlng of socIal structures can be not so 

1111)( lt dlsdsl rOlls dS sterile. 

2() ;-;pp Cu! Ilngfurd's dIscussion: "At the centre of discussion about 

Ypals's dttitlldo lo apocalypse, to b100dshed, and indeed ta fascism, 

slands t1](, popm' The Second Comlng.' \.Jas Yeats hornfied or delighted 

Il\' 1 Ill' ad V('l1t of 1 he rOllgh beast? The notes on the poem and the poem' s 

pl.lU' Il'ilhll1 tllp :.;truclure or A VISIon suggest lhdt he ought ta have been 

dl'lighll'd, S IHl' tlH' bpasl IS herald of the new, antithetlca1 dlspensaUon 

quotes lhe poem in A VIsion as an Illustration of his 

Ihl'orlcs Yeats's prose glass may appear to bear out a crI tic llke 

{ Yvor \~i nlers, who observes that 'we may flnd the beast terrifying, but 



- Yeats finds him satlsfying . . . Yeats approves of th i ski nd of hruta 1 il V. ' 

Yet the poem itself conveys not satisfaction but horror 1 n the 

poem's amblguous balance of terror and fascinat ion, terror seems upppr

most" (161-62). Cul1l1lgford also notes tlH.' condcmnat ion bv Fnlllk Kprmodl' 

(160). Hassett also cites Winters and disagrees wlth his aSSCSHIIIl'nt (14:2). 

Harold Bloom writes of the poem, "The greatest terror tG come. mny 

frighten the poet as it does us, but what I hear in the poell1 is f'xultnt iOIl 

on the speaker's part as he beholds his ViSIon, amI this exultai ion is Ilot 

only an intellectual one" (Yeats, 321). 

21 Ciled in Harper's, Januarv 1988 (Vol. 271, No. 16')2), p. 4. 

22 Cited by CulUngford [rom an 1899 article, "Trinit y College and 

the Literary Theatre" (41). 

22aThis poem, astonishingly, does not appear ln Finnernn's edilloll. 

23 Seamus Deane notes ln Celtic RevIvaIs that the cult of violl'ncl' 

and war as ritual, c]eansing thlngs was wIClpsprcacJ beforc Ivorlll Wélr Oi1P, é1lld 

that thiscult was largely destroyed, ln England, dt the SOlllrnp in I(H() ((Il). 

24 Quoted by Deane, Celtic R~vlvals, oH. 

25 
Culhngford suggests that the poem may heur the imprint of Malld 

Gonne's dissatisfactlon with "Easter 19l6"'s amhiguities, and her "fip[(" 

rejoicing," as weIl as the mark of the conscription CrlSIS and of l!J<' 

executlon of Roger Casemert (prohably the sixteenth deacJ man in "Sixtco('n 

Dead Men"). These events may have "helped to harden Yeats's antagonlsrn 

toward England, anù perhaps Lo evoke that traditiollHI celf'brat ion 1)1 bloOfI 

sacrifice, 'The Rose Tree'" (97). These seem to be possIble lnfluf'nces 
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lhough 1 wou 1 d aga1 n stress that there was sufficient attraction to blood 

socrifice within Yeats lo render them less than essential causes. 

26 So cal 1 cri hy Richard Lof tus in hlS National1sm in Modern Anglo-Irish 

LilPfalllrc: "The slyllzed fIgures of Pcarse and Connolly are certainly 

meant 10 represent acolytes. They are no longer polItieal leaders but 

(onsec filled pr1rst s perf ormi ng a l.1yStlCal rJ tuaI, that of ~xorcizlng the 

SnCf Pc! Hose Trce of the ln sh r.jce and nation with a lustral hquld--in 

this illstance thl'Ir own blood" (82-83). Yeats's use of the rose tree as 

<.'lIIblcm !loes Illcvltnbly ca,)l up such or slmilar figures, although l distrust 

the' !->pctil ie df'taJls ln Loftus's analysis--not as incorrect, but as 

1I1lvpr 1 r iable. 

'27 From Cclthaoir O'Braunain, et. aL, Poets of the Insurrection, p. 2. 

2H 
O'Brnonalll, p. 22. 

'.!.() 
Citcd in Cul1 ingford, p. 4~. 

'Hl 
Ellmann, Yeats: The ~1an iJnd the Masks, pp. 278, 317. Ellmann refers 

tll thl' phrase dS "u remark [Yeats] . made somewhat at random" in an 

"lIllpllhIIShC'd llotp among mss. of flrst edltion of A Vision." 

'n ()lIott'd by Ellmann ln Yeats: The Man and the Nasks, p. 278, from an 

1IIlp\lhllShl'tI lC'ttcr ta Ethel r-1annin in Apfll, 1936. 

~:2 
Citcd by Castello, p. 28. 

:n 
Quoled in Otto Bohlmann's Yeats and Nietzehe, p. 26 
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34 
l have speculated in an unpublished paper on Elizabethan 'neto-

drama, that a siJT1ilar structure informs plays sueh as The Maleo'!' ent by 

John Marston, and Kyd's The Spanish Tragedy, with their nesting spheres 

of plays-within-plays; "reality" is '_ound at the extreme ma'gin and nt the 

core, usually in a tableau at the centre of the i nnel .nost play. The 

conneetion between sueh a trope and t:le thought of Derdda might prove 

an intrresting subjeet for inquiry. 

35 Quasi-Jungian J although Yeats seems ta have inheri ted the lerm 

from elsewhere: "~:e knew this universal, or mythie memory most spee if ieu Il y 

as the Anima Mundi, described by the seventeenth-cenlllry neoplnton ie 

philosopher Henry More . . . . Yeats eoneei ves of the An i ma Muncl i as 

the eorporate imagination which ineludes a11 1ndividllUl Imaginntions 

and hence a11 things and ideas" (Ronsley, Yeats's Autobiography, 76). 

36 
Ela1ne Searry, "In jury and the Structure of War," Represcn t al ions, 

No. 10 (1985), p. 1. 

37 Cited in Cullingford, p. 31. 
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Notes to Chapter Two 

1 Quoted by Gerald Graffe, Professing Literature, 229. 

2 As 1isted in A New History of Ireland, Vol. 8, p. 390. 

3 A New Hist0tl lists 450 dead (8. 390), Coste110 600 (87). 

3a l am partially anticipated in this by C. K. Stead (35-36), although 

Stead focuses only on the genre of the poem itself. 

4 Reprinted in MeHugh, Dublin 1916, 51ff. 

5 See, for examp)e, the discussion in Stallybrass and White, pp. 27-

43. rL seems, from my non-expert perspective, that the festivals were not 

constiLuted by the authorities, but that the authorities of course tried to 

control them, and when they eould not, banned them. 

(. 6 
0" May 23, 1916, he wrote to John Quinn from London; on June 13 he 

wroLe ta Robert Briùges that he had "just returned from Dublin" (1, 614). 

7 Letters, 614. This mood is also no doubt behind the purchase of 

Thoor Ballylee, whieh he fina11zed that autumn. 

8 See William Barnwell, "Utopias and the New I11-Breeding," pp. 55-56. 

<) 
Th i sis one of man y instances ln which Jeffares in his Commentary 

gives autobiographiesl data as if he were thereby glossing the text of 

the poem. 

la 
Keane. "Revolutions French and Russian: Burke, Wordsworth, and the 

Genesis of Yeals's 'The Second Comlng'." Generality, l will argue (with 

man\' others). does not "liberate" a poem. Like similar articles on 
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"The Second Coming," Keane' s pieee is of two minds. As master of the 

manuscript-plundering sehool which says an item is significant because 
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it is included unless on the other hand it is telling beeause it wes left 

out, Keane wishes to deepen our reading of the poem by revealing specifie 

historieal referents "behind" it, whil€' simultaneously insisting Yeals 

strove for "a deliberat€' indefiniteness and vagueness" (51). Keane argues 

that the absent details somehow strengthen the poem: "But whi le lhe 

limiting, localized details may, quite properly, have dropped away, the 

characteristic Yeatsian rooting of mythology in the specific contributed 

substantially to the extraordinary power of the poem ... one feels thal, 

however transformed in the alembic of Yeats's own imagination, the spirit, 

and the {Jolitics, of Burke have survived virtually intact" (27). 1'0 say 

that Burke's politics have survived intact in the poem seems absurdo This 

is scholarship of a pecullarly self-indulgent sort, for if we accopt 

Keane's argu:ment, we must also conclude that Yeats's intentions have 

simultaneously been thwarted. Keane refuses ta read the poem Yeats wrote. 

But we might weIl ask why "The Second Coming" does affect us so 

strongly, more strongly, l believe, than many better poems. 1 would 

suggest that this is because of the history that follows Lhe poem, the 

apocalypses of WW II, the Holocaust, Stalin's purged millions, Mao's 

Cultural Revolutionary slaughters, the murderous Khmer Rouge cadeLs, and 

espectally the hovering possibility of nuclear annihilation. The pocm's 

lack of historical referents might someday--with more luck Lhan T'm able 

to believe in--make lt seem a some~hat melodramatlc artifacL, dsted and 

vague. It fits the consciousness of i ts (entury, as it would not lhat of 

Victorian England. It is, unfortunately, propheUc, not historical. 
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11 

White here is summarizing as weIl the views of Paul Ricoeur. 

12 Cited from Yeats's Diary in Ronsley, Yeats's Autobiography, p. 10. 

13 See Richard Ellmann' s Oscar Wilde: "As for Yeats himself, he wrote 

1ater, '1 have never doubted, even for an instant, that he made the right 

decjsion, and that he ow~ to that decision half his renown,n (442-3). 

Ellmann certainly admires Yeats (and his father) for ~upporting Wilde when 

most were busjly abandoning him, but he does insert a modulating note: 

"Others were keener than Yeats and Willie to save him from prison, howl~ver 

jt might spoil the drama" (442). One must remember though, that Yeats did 

not merely spout rhetoric; he went to see Wilde, bringing letters of support 

he had gathered, at a time when this was an act of considerable courage. 

Tt was not only. one of Filde's finest hours. 

14 Cited in Douglas Archibald, Yeats, p. 54. 

15 Geoffrey Thurley writes of Yeats's political poetry in a way that 

perhaps hints at the direction l pursue here: "Thus i the 'politi::al' poetry 

he wrote takes the theme of Irish emancipation, but subjects it to a 

process of mediatlon trom which it emerges transformed into something 

el se--that congress of themes associated with dream and obsession" (The 

Turbulent Dream: Passion and Politics in the Poetry of W.B. Yeats, p. 37). 

]6 See Carmel Jordan, A Terrible Beauty, p. 108. The poem suggests 

that the sentiment of the narrator in stanza one may have been a common one. 

17 From The Collected Poems, 1909-62, Il. 1-10. 

18 ~f. Harold Toliver's book, The Past that Poets Make, where he 

comments that from a sociological perspective, literature is a digression 

from the flow of affairs. Writers must clear a space, put other duties 

aside: "literature is to other social messages as a digression or paren-
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u thetieal statement is to a given line of statements" (19). In "Easter 

1916," whieh is integrated with unusual efficieney into history, we 

nevertheless have this inte:gration depieted in the poem, in the colons 

near the end of stanza one as a lead-in ta stanza two. 

19 Quoted by Hayden White in "The Question of Narrative in Contemporory 

Historieal Theory," p. 27. 

20 My attentl' on wa"'. drawn t th' t t' b R 1 i Y t 1 ~ a lS quo a Ion y ons ey n ea s s 

Autobiography, p. 10. 

21 See also Yeats's .Al!!"obiography: "Elabora te modern psyeholo~y soumIs 

egotistieal, 1 thought, when it speaks in the first person, but nol those 

simple emotions which resemble the more, the more powerful they arc, cvcry-

body's emotion, and 1 was saon ta write man y poems where an always personal 

emotion was woven into a general pattern of myth and symbol" (] 0 1 -2). 

22 Th . f . f h b F X M . 0 S A ere lS a lne summary a t ese events y . . arl1 n , ...., 

in his essay "The Origins of the Irish Rising of 1916," in Desmond Wi 11 ioms, 

ed., The Irish Struggle: 1916-1926, pp. 2-]7. 

23 Of course we can still not be certain, even to the extent that Il 

is imposAible to be sure if the Rising alone led to the Sinn Fein elcctoral 

landslide of 1918: nIt was obvio'lS from the general eleetion of ]9]8 that 

it was the execution of the 1916 leaders, and more particularly the threat 

of national conscription in 1Q18, which had caused a revulsion of popular 

feeling." F.X. Martin, in Williams, The Irish Strugg]e, p. 4. 

24 The term is Terry Eagleton's, although he uses it to rerer to a 

different aspect of the poem's oxymoronic nature, an aspect T fee1 he over-

states: "The oxymoronie double-vision of 'Easter 1916' revea} s well enough 
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Yeats's difficulties in trying to reconcile the Romantic heroism of the 

uprising with the despised ideology and social class of its leaders" 

(Cri tj ci sm and Ideology, 152). 

25 Carmel Jordan and Raymond Porter suggest Pearse's play An Ri, 

produced with Yeats's encouragement at the Abbey in 1913, as another 

like]y source. The hero, Ciolla na Naomph, goes to die for Ireland in 

answer ta the "terribl e, beautiful voice that cornes out of the heart of 

battle," a phrase repeated throughout the play. See Jordan, A Terrible 

Beauty, p. 41. 

26 CHed by Clark in "Yeats, Theatre, and Nationalism," p. 155. 

27 See Desmond Wilson, The Irish Struggle, 1916-1926, pp. 11-12. 

28 Eag1eton comments in Criticism and Ideology, "The oxymoronic 

double-vjsion of 'Easter 1916' reveals weIl enough Yeats's difficulties 

in trying to reconcile ... the despised ideology and social class of 

i ts leaders" (p. 152). 

29 See McHugh's Dublin 1916, pp. xi-xiii. 

30 " . by nature he was anything but violent. He abhorred violence 

and turned to armed rebellion only as a last resort" (Jordan, 63). 

31 Quoted by Jeffares in his Commentary on "A Prayer for My Daughter." 

32 Longley 1s interviewed by Dillon Johnson in the Irish Literary 

Supplement, Vol. 5, No. 2 (1986), p. 20. 

33 Dillon Johnson, p. 20. 

34 Peter Costello implies that Yeats's line have as partial source 

Pearse' s poem running "1 kissed th::y lips / 0 sweetness of sweetness / 
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And l hardened rny heart / For fear of my ruin" (104). There are more 

irnrnediate parallels in Yeats' s own work, but the conjunt t ion of hnrd('ncd 

heart and the repudiation of sweetness ("What V01C(' more sweet Lhfln 1ll'1 H
It

) 

makes this at least a remarkable coincidence. This link ls also rp!pvAnt 

in reading "ThE:. Stare's Nest By My Window" in "MeclItations in'l1mcof Civil WilL" 

35 As paraphrased by Terry Eagleton in "Marx i sm and LlH' Post," p. '277. 

36 Cf. Harold Bloom on Michael Robartes and the Dancer: "The VOIIlIllP'S 

unifying theme is hatred, political and sexual, hatred bei ng a pass i on t haL 

Yeats, like his persona Ribh ... studjeci with a great dl1 igenrc, bilL nlso 

with a certain saving wariness" (Yeats, 113). 

37 Heraclitus, Fragments 41, 42, trans. John BurneL, in The Greek 

Portable Reader, ed. W. H. Auden (New York: Viking, ]948). 

38 See my McGill University M.A. Thesis (1985) , "lIulllean Sn'pt ici Hill 

and the Stability of Identity in Joyce' s Ulysses." 

39 Cited by Jordan (96-97) from The 1916 Poel s, ed. Desmond J~yan. 

40 
See, for example, Galan, Historjcal StrucLures, introduction. 

40aCuilingford suggests that Yeats ls remembering Sllel ley's Poel, whose 

heart "\Vas slckened with excess of love" ('~ats and Women," '3H). 

41 Anyone who does not flnd this Lerm approprlélte might lurn t () the 

report by Samuel Dash, an Amerlcan lawyer, Justice Denlcd: A Cllallcl1!.f' 1o 

Lord Wldgery's Report on '13loody Sunday", New York: Defence and Erllltnlion )o'lInd 

of the InternatIonal League for the Rlghls of Man, 1971. 

42 As Conor Crulse O'Brien wntes, "To publlSh these poems hl this 

context was a political act, and a bold one: probably the bolc!esl of 
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Yeats's career" ("Passion and Cunning: An Essay on the Politics of W. B. 

Yeats," p. 239). 

43 Written in 1984, the play was produced at the Peacock in Dublin in 

Feb. 19H5 and published by Faber and Faber in 1986. 

44 Donoghue Goes on to say that, "disgusted by the consequences of a 

myth [O'Brien, Minister in the government of the time] ... admonishes 

us to live in a c lear air, humanist and secular, without complaint or 

nostalgia. His rhetoric offers us a life without passion, unless we are 

ready to develop a passion for mundane experience" (154-55). A similar 

sentiment 1s beginning to be expressed by a younger generation in Ireland. 

An editorial in a new Dublin journal, Graph, probably more in response 

lo Ri chard Kearney' s advocacy of a "post-modern" Irish cosmopolltanism 

than to O'Brien (who is tricky to pin down ln any event), muses that, 

"On an i sI and where confl ict has had such terrible consequences, pluralism 

wouLd appear to be a truth whose virtue lS self-evident. But is it? May 

il not simply turn out to be an articulate form of indifference, a well-

meaning liberal hegemony where everyone agrees to differ because nobody 

rares . 7 It ts particularly important that culturally we do nOL end 

up trading in the tolerance of open and trenchant dlsagreement for the 

potential Intolerance of a pan-European pluralism watched over by a 

National intelligentsia. . .. A culture needs the energy of antagonism 

if it is to escape the banalities of a secular ecumenism or the gentle 
, 

stranglehold of consensus. 

45 The play is considered to have been fini shed in August 1917. See 

Peter Ure's Yeats the Playwright, p. 84. 

46 Quoted from Estrangements by Richard Lof tus, Nationalism in Modern 
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Anglo-IriRh Lite!ature, p. 42. 

47 
Ellmann comments, acutely, that "in Yeats' s verse man is never Cl 

political animal, and almost never under economic pressure" (Yeats: The 

Man and the Masks, p. 292). 

48 Lof tus writes at length of this side of Yeats's treatment of Raster 

in his 'Veats and the Easter Rising: A Study in Ri tual":"In his \'erse, Yent s 

incorporated the Easter rebellion and the poet-warriors who brought i t 

into being into his national myth The rehel leaders reject 

by the nobility of their death the meanness ot modern 1 ife . Yeats 

elevates the insurrectionaries to a mytho1 ogjca 1 WN 1 d where the batt le 

is identical with the dance, where swords flash but never strike home, 

where every movement has symbolic meani ng. Within Lhl s fromework the 

Rising becomes a kind of national ritual" (171). 

49 
Grattan Freyer, ln W. B. Yeats and the Anti-DemacraLic Trüdil ion, 

feels that Yeats's question in reference to Cathleen ni lIolllih8n IS a 

reasonable one, noting that Stephen Gwynn recorded thal nfter secing 

the play he asked himself "if such plays shou] d be producc(1 un 1 eSf! onp 

was prepared to go and and to shoot and be shot," and lhat Conslancf' 

Markiewicz once said, "It was a sort of gospel ta us" (f>(») , William 

Irwin Thompson agrees, al though he adds, "many ':.hings had pl aeed t hem in 

a frame of mi'1d to be sent out" (The Imaglnallon of an Insurrection: J)llbl ln 

Easter 1916, viii, 233). F.X. Martln concurs, descrilnng Yeats's infl1Jen((~ 

on the events of 1916 as "indirect but real" (in Desmond WI Il iarn1, cri. TIIf! 

Irish Struggle: 1916-1926, p. 5). Lof tus malntalns both that "then' if! 

surely ground for maintaining that j t prodded th(~ marI y r!'>," anrl t hal Yeal s 

did not intend this (Nationalism in Modern Anglo-Irish I.ilcralurc, p. 41). 

50 See especially Jordan's discussion in A TerrIble Beauly, chapter 2. 
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51 Quoted by Toliver, p. 49. 

52 Quentin Bell, Virginia Woolf: A Biography, Vol. 1, p. 170. 

53 As summarized by Hayden White in "The Question of Narrative in 

COIltemporary Historical Theory," pp. 28-29. 

54 Yeats, noles ta The Resurrection, Variorum Plays, 935. 

55 Cited by Cairns Craig, Yeats Eliot, Pound and the Po1itics of 

Poetry, p. 1)3. 

56 Cr. Willlam Barnwell in reference to "That is heaven' s part" and 

following: "dictating the limits of public 'sacrifice' is no longer the 

poel's province; the stability of perfect public order now seems out of 

hi s hands . . . Celebration of the public sacrificial deed in poetic 

'public speech' alone remains to the poet: ' 1 write it out in a verse'"(62). 

')7 
Eagleton has beautlfully expressed his to me slightly exaggerated 

sense of Yeals's aeslhetlcization of his heroes: "for Yeats the present 

is olready 0 klnd of myth in itself, and so potentially _ terms with a 

heroised past: his own task as poet--'Easter 1916' is a signal example--

is to galher the present Into the artifice of eternity, 'write it out in 

a verse,' so thal his contemporary heroes (Robert Gregory for instance) 

seem ta have attained the aesthetic purity of death even when they were 

olive" (Marxism and the Past," p. 239). 

58 Y . 1 . 1· f h· 1 E . . eats ln tle poem seems to slmp l y lS actua pre- aster oplnlon 

of those he commemorates. Yeats referred to MacBride as a clown in an 

earlier, unpuhlished poem (Memoirs, 145). On the other hand, he describes 

( 
two meetings with MacDonagh and has mostly good things to say about him 

(177-H, 198). 
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Eagleton powerfully refutes wholesale historical relativisrn in 

"Marxism and the Past": "If by denying that we can ever know the post 

as it was we mean that no kind of reasonably certain trulh claims con 

ever be advanced about an historical event, then it IS djfficult to see 

why anybody should want to hold such a self-evidently absurd position. 

If what l had for breakfast yesterday mornlng counts as an 'historicnl 

event, , thea l can certainly be said to know it. If, on the other hond, 

what is rneant by rejecting the notion of 'the past as it was' ls n 

rejction of the assumption that we can ever know sorne historicn1 events 

other than in sorne sort of context and that there is no 'past as 

it was' in the sense of sorne context of contexts which would secure Il 

single total meaning of the past for a11 Ume, then it i s el if fi cul t t () 

see why anybody should not want ta hold thts eminently reasonnhle posil ion. 

The past, in a litprary text, is unknowable 'in Itself' not becouse il 

secretes a noumenal core of truth forever foreclosed ta our Incvilably 

partial courses, but because there Is no 'in itsel[' ta be known. Wc 

cannat know the past 'in itself' as we cannot know 'what IS going lo 

happen' because there are no sueh objects of knowledge. To say thnt wc 

can never know a literary text 'in ltself' is to say thnt we can never 

drawa boundary around it WhlCh would contain everything there was abolit 

it ta be known. The same, surely, ls true of our knowledgc of thr pnsl" (2HI). 

l would only add that sorne elements of hislory arc more delermin(~d by 

context than others. Events of the purely physlcal (the number of people 

killed in a bomb explosion, say), in a speclflc time anel place, are nol 

altered by the context, though their "slgnl[icanee" ls. 

60 "It is a simple solipsism, the view thal the world is generated in 
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the angry vision of W. B. Yeats. Solipsism is the content, too, of 

his oracle that 'man can embody truth but he cannot know it,' which 

interpreted means •.. that history js not records but revelations" 

('~62) . 

61 As Donoghue apt]y phrases it,"many current Irish readers of 
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Yeats r~sent his appea] to Irishness and his assertion that he knows the 

quality when he rneets lt" (66). Or, as Ellmann puts it, "\Hth a11 the 

vagueness of his intentjons, he was ~ure of one thing, that Irish 

litürature must not fall prey to mere shibboleths, to what he Iater 

IIsed to CR1 1 the Shamrock and the Pepperpot. He was tormented by the 

fear that 'delJcate qualjties of mjnd' might be destroyed in a mob 

movement . . .. Tf any generalized statement of his lntentlons during 

the carly stages of the movement may be made, it is that he wanted art 

10 he dedicated to the service of heroic dreams, and that in Treland the 

dreams must be Irish ones" (Yeats: The Nan and the Masks, pp. 104-5). 

()2 
"Changed into bath heroes and corpses." Cf. Eagleton, "History 

and My th in Yeats's 'Easter 1916' ," p. 258. 

6'~ 
Ellmann, The Identity of Yeats, p. 57. 
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Notes to Chapter Three 

1 Quoted in James D. Wilson, The Romantic Her('dc Ideal, p. 4. The 

translation 1 give is that of Wilson, slightly modified. 

2 See Brown's discussion of Yeats's "scheme" ta obscure the "natural 

referents" of the poem, pp. 170 ff. Brown's interpretation helongs to tht:' 

"conspiraey theory" of literary creation: since Yeats erossed out 1 Ines 

in his manuscript, he must have had something to hide. 

3 C. A. Hayers-McCoy, "The Conduct of the Ang1o-Irish \var," in Desmond 

Williams, p. 59. See also, for example, the aceount by Henn in The Lonely 

Tower. Henn is bath a Yeats scholar and an eyewjtness to thr events in 

question: "But the fight dragged on into the aimless hrutal warfare of lll(' 

Black and Tans, and that in turn into the [lght b~tween the Free-Stuters 

and the Republicans; at the end, political i deolog les scemed to count ror 

very little. In 1919 •. in my own county, three known murderers Li ved 

within a short distance • . atrocitles were frequent, and on hotl~ sidl's. 

The night raids, the digging of a grave on the 1 awn, whether fo; IIS(' ()r 

as a warn~ng ... were normal preludes ta the burning of the 'big houses.' 

When the Auxil a ries and the Black and Tans appear ed, they were i L 1-

disciplined, badly off~cered, and wilhout clear orders (17). 

4 
Not everyone thinks so. John Unterecker, in a text wh j t Il Illy 

library' s copy ind icates i s very \.; j de1 y usee!, wr i tes these ast on j sh i ng 

words about the poem: '''Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen' ls an pffort 10 

justify the ~solat ion he has accepter! at the end of 'Mec! 1 latl ons in TI me 

of Civil V/ar.' Having assumed the 'gh08 t ]y solitude' of his prophetlc rolp 

[Unterecker has neglected the read the next 1ine, 1.4] J, he I~ able to 

face with a kind of equanimity [~!] the destruction both of fami) iar 
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(. socjal institutions and the great art products of the past" (A Reader's 

Guide to W. B. Yeats, 181). 

5 B J oom writes, "he retre~ ts into self-mockery, which in him is always 

a sure gate to poetic splendor. There are many poets who go wrong when they 

turn upon themselves, but Yeats élways prospers by it" (356). 

6 "As the h f hl' If b poem progres5es t e now 0 t e poem revea s 1tse to e not 

the hlstoricnl nowof 1919 but a perpetuaI now in which the dance of history 

111'3 aJways n1ready occurred •.. " (Hillis Miller, 325). This is surely a 

b1inding glimpse of the obvious. Of course history has already 

occurred. 

7 In asking why other more benign contests cannot be substitul:!d for 

war, Scary pOLnts out that the answer is not that the injuring function 

carries with it the power of its own enforcement, since in fact the 

"losing" side is rarely physically incapable of continuing. War "works" 

b,~catlse the power of enforcement "is believed to be at work" (38). Tne 

next questlul1 lS, of course, why do populations believe in the power-of 

pnforcpmcnt prlnciple? Perhaps because, having injured the bodies of 

other humans, they have demonstrated thelr belief in H, and thus are 

bount! to the princlple to avoid the scandaI of "crime"? 

H Cf. \vhitaker: "When historical flux is seen as artistic form, then 

. change may be accepted and fate may be creativply danced. But 

though this speaker entertalns such a possibility, for hint the sense of 

cONcion bv the whirllng dragon is still dominant" (226). 

( 9 
l am here dlsagreeing \oJith Harold Bloorn. "Where Yeats's personal 

prejudlces, and his theories of history obscure his vision 
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four years later in "Meditations •.. " Yeats is remnoobly free here. The 

cause may lie in the very different disturbances from whieh the poems riS0. 

The Civil War necessarlly embittered Yeats an:! his contempornries, no 

matter which side the y took, in a way that went beyond the c leaner hi t t l'r-

neS9 of ... 1919" (356). Mowever, if Bloom means by his odd phrnsp 

"cleaner bitterness" a more profound bitterness, we are not completcly nt 

odds. "Clean bitterness" is, in fact, a very Yeatsian ronCl'pt, or rlPHirl'. 

The poem lS what Hayden White calls an applied syllogism, which "contnins 

an enthymemic element consisting of nothing but the ~edSion to move 

from the plane of universal propositions (themselves extended synecdoches) 

to that of singular existential statements (these being extcnded metonymieH)." 

Addiag the date as title cemented that deri sion. (Trop i cs of Di SCOII rse, '3) 

10 Cf. Archibald: "Innocence must be karned, a strenllOlls cl i sc i Il 1 i IIP 

that helps to redeem • . the burden" (Yeats, p. 8). 

11 Seamus Deane describes the context of this proeE'ss wi th h ls usual 

concision: "the confrontation between mythologiea] energy nncl (ontemporary 

penury of spirit ... was rewritten many times but it eoulcl not endure 

the disappearance of heroie ideal s, \vhich the new Cathol ie-b01lrgeo 1 H st ilt p 

so quickly and efficiently dispelled .... Nationalism had (crt<llnly 

helped to create a new idea of Ireland, WhlCh had grent ancl 1 ibpraf ing 

consequences. But it also created a version of Tri shness--compouncled of 

whi Isy, romantic populism, Celtic natlvlty heroism, and n bel ier in 

the salience of the artist in politiea1 as weIl as cultural affairs--

which was as restricting and as subJect ta caricature as the nId Lo1onial-

ism had been. This Wc1<; not sur prising si nee the na t ] ona 1 i sm was" 



response to the colonialsim and since it had been led by the Anglo

Irish section of the people, the colonials themselvts. The long and 

lingering death of this nationalism became thp. aggrieved theme of much 

Tri sh writing" CA Short History of Irish Literature, 202-03). 
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My personal short answer to the intractabJe and already somewhat 

infamous questi on of "Was Yeats a fascist?" is that we should in general 

reserve the use of the copula--in either a positive or negative desig

nation--to those caseS where 3n individual's own declaration of al1egience 

to a certain politial philosophy is on record. The copula's pretense of 

summing up the essence of a personality, its all-or-nothing air, makes 

It too blunt a tool jn Many cases~ of which the case of Yeats is a 

singular example. 

12 
As To]iver puts it, the last lines represent "perhaps Yeats's 

gloomiest descent into the senselessness of cyclical change and the 

spinning of history out of inhuman powers" (91). 
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Notes to Chapter Four 

1 
The Poems of John Mil ton, ed. John Carey and Alastai r Fowl er. 

2 In his introduction to his selection of Spenser' s poetry, Yeats 

goes on ta add, with considerable insight, "Like an hystericat patient he 

drew a complicated web of inhuman logic out of the bowels of an jnsufl icicnt 

premise--there was no right. no law, but that of Elizaheth, and nI L that 

opposed her opposed themselves to Goù, to civilisation" (xix-xx). 

3 The word "genocide" is Ian Sowton's. See his introduction 1.0 

Edmund Spenser: A Selection of His Works: "The threat of sysrematic 

genocide is not far beneath the surface of his prose" (x i). Anyone who 

has waded the caustlc waters of View of the Present State of Ire] and will 

be apt ta agree. Ian Paisley is a moderate in comparison with Spem:;pr. 

4 Cited by Bennett in The Black and Tans, 178. 

5 From Heaney's fine essay, "Yeats As an Example?", in which he sees 

the "high-stepping tread" as one aspect of Yeats' s work, an aspec t oppos i t l! 

ta that he sees in "The Stare' s Nest By My Window," where "the ma t('fna 1 

is apprehended, intimated, and warmly cherished" (Preoccupations, ]]2). 

6 Y ,. .. . h . 1 l' 1 A 1 eats s lnsensltlvlty ta t e SOCla structures upon WIIIC.1 s((!nc ency 

privilege was founded was thorough. As Seamus Oeane pOl nts out, he hnd 

nothing of Edmund Burke's recognitlon, a eentury earlier, thal the hislory 

of the ascendency had nothing ta do wilh "an Influence obtalnerl by virtue, 

by love, or even by artifice and seduc! ion," but was clevotec! slmp 1 y "t 0 

keeping a dominion over the rest by reduci ng them to absol ute sI avery unr/(!f 

a military power ... ta divide the i-lub]jck estate ... soley amoTt 

themselves," even though he claimed Burke as a predecessor (ecIlie Hevivals, 2·~). 
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A 1910 poem, "The se are the Clouds," illustrates Yeats's attitude: 

The weak lay hand on what the strong has done, 
Till that be tumbled that was lifted high 
And discord follow upon unison, 
And a11 things at one ccmmon level lie. (Il. 3-6) 
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1f the weak are weak, how can they pull down strength? If there was "unison," 

where did the weak come from, and why are they discordant? Only a decade 

before Yeats' s birth, Engels wrote of Ireland that "The land is an utter 

desert . . . Eng] ish liberty based on colonial oppression, the country 

seat of lhe landowners 'surrounded by enormous, wonderfully beautiful 

parks, but aIl around is waste land "' (Deane, A Short History, 79). Yeats 

demonstrates no inkling of the connection between the se estates, the land 

question, and the revolutionary process of which the civil war was the 

f j na] phase. 

7 Boltighejmer notes that the famine led to a larger (if still small) 

land holding, the "f amily f armer, [who] even if he was a tenant rather than 

fi freeho] der, posed a slightly different problem for the Protestant 

flscendency • . . He was a man with a stake in the land, rather than a 

cowed dependent, and multi':::'plied thousands of times over, he provided 

lhe beginni ng of a Catholic rural middle class which aspired to ownership" (181). 

8 
Donald Torchiana suggests another antecedent for the bee: "The call 

is for clari ty, lhe sweetness and light Yeats always associated with 

Swi ft' s The Battle of the Books (315). 

9 Ciled in Cu11ingford, "How Jacques Holay Got Up the Tower," 775. 

10 
A scene, coi ncidentally, translated by Seamus Heaney in Field ~.Jork, 

his co llection most preoccupied wi th the Troubles: 

\.Je had already lE:'ft him. l walked the ice 
And saw two soldered in a frozen hale 
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On top of other, ane's skul1 capping the other's, 
Gnawing at him where the neck and he ad 
Are grafted ta the sweet fruit of the brain. 
Like a famine victim at a 10af of bread. ("llgolino") 

The trans1ated lines are Inferno XXXII, l? ... ff. "Famine v:i ctirn" LS a 
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politically pungent, Irish version of "e corne '1 pan fame si rnanduca." 

Il Readers rnight be interested in another poe~ charged with the 

terrible 10veliness of the unicorn, "The Days of the Unicorn," by the 

superb, and underrated Canadian poet, Phyllis Webb, in her volume 

Wilson' s Bowl (Toronto: Coach House Press, ] 982). 

12 So much so in sorne letters that Geoffrey Thur]ey could wri te that 

"Eliot is the poet of anomie, ennui, pointlessness. These thi ngs do noL 

appear to have worried Yeats much at any time. For him, the cnemy ta 

civilization was violence" (127). This seems ta me the precise opposi t(, 

of the truth. 

13 Cf. Eag1eton: ". . • a crucial contradict ion in edrl y Romantic i sm--

the poet 1 s need to claim centrally 'rcpresentati ve 1 status as pree i se 1 y 

the point where he is being reJegated to an historically pedpheral role" 

(Criticism and Ideology, 53). 

14 Quoted by Terence Brown in Ire1and: A Social and Cultural IIistory, 

1922-1985, 112. 

15 T.S. Eliot once said of Yeats that he was one of the few poelfl 

"who se history is the history of theü own t irne; who are part of t h0 

consciousness of an age" (Whitaker, 3). l don't feel this to be truc, 

very often t after 1926 or sa. 
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