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William Butler Yeats was born at Sand~nount, Dublin, on 

the 13th of June, 18'65. He was the eldest son of Jaok B. Yeats, R.H.A., 

the well-known artist, and the grandson of W'illium Butler Yeats, M.A., 

Reotor o~ Tul1yl1sh, County Dmvn. On his mother's side he was descended 

from respeotable merchants and ship-owners, his maternal grandfather, 

Willlam Pollexfen, having some little reputation in Sligo and the 

surrounding oounties as a bold seaman and a shrgwd business rfian. The 

ink of oommeroe did not, however, flow in the veins of all the Pollaxfens: 

George, the unole of Yr. Yeats, hav1ng been seoured an adequate inoome 

by the aOwnen and industry o~ his father, devoted himself in youth to the 

pleasures of the stable and hunting field, and in middle age to the more 

intelleotual delights o~ astrology and the praotioe of magio. It was 

his influenoe that later ()ontributed something to turn Mr. Yeats' mind 

in the direotion of a praot1oal mystio1sm and set him dreaming of a 

sacred order praotising a secret and anoient ritual in a deserted oastle 

on one of the many lake isles o~ whioh Innisfree is typioal. In one of 

the later poems Mr. Yeats has drawn his unolets portra1t, indioating a 

ohange similar to that whioh some oritios have oonside~ed to have 

oocurred also in his own mind. 

"And then I think of old George Pollexfen, 
In musoul: ... r ·youth well-known to Mayo man 
For horsemanship at meets and race courses, 
That could have shown h •• purebred horses 
And solid men, for all their passion, live 
But as the outrageous stars inoline 
By opposition, square ~~d trine; 
Having grown sluggish and oontemplative." (1) 

(1) kater Poems, In Memory of Major Robert Gregory 



The poet"s mother had some of this mlxtur-3 of robustness 

and dreaminess, oombining with a good deal of praotioal ability an 

intuitive understanding that made her an ideal mate for one 80 

sinoerely and intolerantly an artist as Jaok B. Yeats. That the 

o~fspring of. the pair should be a great poet might be explained, though 

it oould scarcely have been predioted,. by anyone oonversant wi th the 

laws o~ heredity. 

Both art and nature oontributed to foster and develop the 

poe~LY ~tioulties inherent in the mdnd and heart of the young Willi~~ 

But19r. At the home o~ his father, in Ireland and la~er at London, 

·he was in an atmosphere where art and literature was a oonstant, if not 

the sole, subJeot of oonversation. His father leotured him: first on 

the beauties of the Pre-Raphaelites and the evils of realism and 

Viotorian art and literatume in general; late~, on lnora modern sohools 

of painting, and always with violent but clearly reasoned diatribes 

against the plush and horsehair of the aooepted Viotorian masters whether 

of the brush or the pen. 

Extremely sensitive to naturs, Mr. Yeats was fortunate in 

the desolate beauty and grey splendour of the oountry in whioh he 

spent the most ir~res8ionable years of his youth. His grandparents 

lived in Sligo, and it was in the Sligo oountry that he passed his long 

holidays from the Erasmus Smith school in Dublin. Here by Lough Gill 

with its lake isle o~ Innlsfree, in the haunted region of Drumeliffe 

and Rosses, is the oountry that forms the baokground of al~ his early 

work in prose and verse. Here he wandered, dreaming and drinking in 



the bea.uty of' Nature, until sometimes a strang'9 and mystioal 8xperieno,3 

would seem to bring him, not into a state o~ at-one-ness with natur~, 

but into a oondition of loneliness when all nature seamed to ha7e 

fallen away from him as the flesh from the spirit at death. "Sometimes 

on grey days on the Galway shore when a faint mist has hung over the 

grey sea and the ~rey stones (I f~lt ) as i~ the world might suddenly 

vanish and leave nothing behind, not even a little dustT{ 1) This is 

the testimony of one who lives the inner life intensely and who dwells 

on the oorder of tranoe so that the monotony of gray and the sound of 

the breakers and the wind and the waters serves that purpose for whioh 

Mr. Yeats has designed the rhythnl of verse - "to prolong the mom$nt of 

~ontempla\ion, the moment when we are both asleep and awake, whioh is 

the one moment of creation."(2) 

It is the testlmony,too, ·of one whose mind is peculiarly 

sensitive and reoeptive to the influence of popular folk-lore and 

legend. Indeed the tales of faeries and ghosts and gods and fighting 

men whioh Mr. Yeats heard as a boy in the haunted region of Drumcliffe 

and Rosses have had a profound influenoe upon his life and work, 

giving to both that speoial colour whioh the texture of his mind was 

most fitted to reoeive, and if not aotually making him a poet, at 

least making him the partioular kind of poet which he afterwards beoame. 

In the oountryside of Sligo and Galway the people of the 

invisible world eXist, and in the idnds of the peasants the relations 

between the natural and the supernatural are so intimate that ~ to 

have seen a ghost, or to have been deaf to the Singing of the Sldhe 

( 1) Essays, 
( ? ) EssaYs, 

p. 118' 
p. 195 
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was the mark of one partiou1arly gross and almost inexplicably earthy. (1) 

Often, in faot, ghost s be oame a nui sanoe, as to the man who exclaimed: 

"By the cross of Jesus l how shrill I go? I~ I -pass by th~ hill of 

Dunboy old Captain Burney may look out on me. If I go round by the 

water, and up by th~ steps, th9re ls the headless one and another on 

the quays, and a new one under the old churchyard wall. If I go round 

the other way, Mrs. Stewart is anpear1ng at Hillside Gate, and tte 

devil himself is in the hospital lane." (?) Old Pagan beliefs persist 

along wi th the Christian mythology of the ohurch. "To the wi se peasant", 

suys Mr. Yeats in the Celtio Twilight, "the green hills and woods round 

him are full of never fading mystery. When the aged oountrywoman stands 

at her door in the evening, and, in het own words, 'looks at the mountains 

and thinks of the goodness of God', God Is all the nearer because the 

pagan powers are not far: beoause northward in Ban Bulben, famous for 

hawks, the white square door swings· open at sundown, and those Wild, 

unohristian ri0ers rush forth upon the fields, while southward the 

White Lady, who is doubtless Maeve herself, wanders under the broad oloud 

nightoap of Knooknarea. How may she eoubt these things, even though the 

priest shakes his head at her? Did not a herd boy no long while sinoe 

see the White Lady? She pFlssed so close that the skirt oi' her dress 

touohed him. 'He fell down, and mas dead three days.'" (3) 

(l) Only the other duy I clipped this item from the Montreal Gazette: 
"London, ~arch ??.- The horns of El~land hav~ been heard blowing recent~y 
near Milltown, Ireland, and hundr:3ds of people have bean travelling daily 
to a clump of buSh, reoently out dovm, whgnce the unearthly musio is said 
to prooeed. While none oould be ~ound who olaimed to have seen 'the litts 
folk', or fairies, many deolared they oould hear strange, haunting melodies. 

A().l)o.ding to one story, a tiny figure dressed in red has -Jean seen 
mounted on fi horse near the bush. The old filks say Ireland never has seen 
good times sinoe the fairies departed, and now that they have returned, 
Jrighter days may be expeoted." 

(?) Early Poems and Stories: lhe Celtic Twilight p. 1,1 

(3) Ea~ly Poams and Stories: The Celtic Twilight p. ~q9 
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It was in this re&ion that the abduotion ooourred which has 

been recorded by an earlier Irish poet in that magical poem beginning 

"Up the airy mountain, down the rushy glen". William Allingham, too, 

had wandered through this haunted oountry as a boy, and his account of 

how the faeries·stole little Bridget "for seven years long" is but the 

re-telling of one out of a countless many of such incidents. The airy 

mountain is Ban Bulban, and the rushy glen where none dare go a-hunting 

"for fear of li ttle men" is the valley of Drwncliffe lying at the foot 

of ths mOlmtain. These are plaoe-names that ooour many times in the 

writings of Mr. Yeats. Often while staying with his grandparents as a 

lad he rambled through the rushy glen and climbed the "vapour-turbaned 

steep". And here he found himeelf influenoed not altogelher by a 

oommunicating spirit in nature, but by "something far more dee-ply 

interfused" whose dwelling was deep in the ndnd of primitive man- a 

firm belief in the real existence of the invisible world. "Drumoliff 

and Rosses were, are, and ever shall be, please Heavenl" he writes, 

"places of unearthly resort. Drumol i ff is a wic.e, green valley, lying 

at the foot of Ben Bulben, wherean the great St. Calumba himself, the 

builder of many of the old ruins in the valley, climbed one day to get 

near Heaven with his ~rayers. Rosses is a little, sea-dividing, sandy 

plain oovered with short grass like a green tablecloth, and lying in 

the foam midway between the round, oairn-headed Knooknarea and 'Ben 
(1 ) 

Bu1 ben, famous for hawks' r,. 

It was an ideal oountry for poetic youth, and ~,ovlded the 

perfect environment for Mr. Yeats. The spiritual quality of the Sligo 

(1) Early Poems and Stories: The C el t i 0 1"~:rl1ight p. ?47 
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landsoape, the indefinite greys and tvatery blues, bare hills and 

misty steeps, ~the length of the yellow sands and Llsadell far off 

and its leafy ways" ~4d the sound of the wind that was like the 

ory of the Banshee appealed to one whose natural Celtic t~nperament 

had been made more refined and sensitive by a delioate aestheticism, 

partly an inheritanoe from his father and partly due to the 

influenoe of his home. 

~nother influenoe was that of books. As a boy, Mr. Yeats 

tells us, he had loved poetry, and had always longed to hear poems 

spoken to a harp_ He read Ipenser and Shelley attentively, so 

attentively, indeed, that later he had deliberately to fight against 

their influenoe upon his verse. Before he was twenty, however, he 

had tried to mix their styles together in a pastoral play; While 

frometheus Unbouns he regarded as· among the saored books of the world. 

He was moved deeply,too, by the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelite sohool, 

more perhaps by th~r subject matter than their technique. A passage 

from one of the easays in The Cutting of an Agate recalls vividly a 

moment of youthful rapture: 

"Two days ago I was at the Tate Galleries to see the early Millais's, 

and before his 'Ophelia' as before the 'Mary Magdalene t and tlaary 

of Galiles' of Rossetti that hung near, I had raoovered an old emotion. 

I saw these piotures as I had seen piotures in my childhood. I 

forgot the art oriticism o~ friends and saw wonderful, sad, hap~y 

people, mo~;ing through the soenery of my dreams. The painting of the 

hair, the way it was smoothed from its oentr.al parting, something in 

the oval of the peaoeful fanes, oalled up memories of sketbhes of 



my ~atherls on the margins of the first Shelley I had read, while 

the strong oolours made me half remember studio oonversations, praise 

of the primary oolours, heard, it may be, us I sat over my toys or a 

ohild's story book. " (1) 

It is these swne wonderful, sad, happy people, moving through the 

soenery of dreams that ma-ke so muoh of Mr. Yeats' poetry seem like 

the memory of an old ohildish indefinable amotion whioh defies oriticism 

as water oheats a sieve. The influenoe of the pre-Raphaelites is 

apparent not only in the subjeot matter of so muoh of the early poetry 

but in an oooasional delioate minuteness of detail and turn of phrase 

reoalling Rossetti whioh may be found in one or two of the earliest lyrios. 

Suoh a poem, for example, is th9 exquisite sonnet, She who dwelt among the 

~yoamores, which, unfortunately, has never been reprinted sinoe it was 

inoluded in T11e Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems in 1999. This volume 

has long been out of print and many of the shorter poems it contained 

have never been re-publ ished in a~:y subsequent adi tion. For its rari ty, 

? 

then, as well as on aooount of its own peouliar beauty and as an illustration 

of the pre-Raphaellte influenoe, I will quote ~he poem whioh I havg 

b$en able to find nowhere but in Mr. Forest Rsid's exoellent, but 

outdated, study of Yeats: 

.tA li ttle boy outside the syoamore wood 
Saw on the wood's edge gleam an ash grey feather; 
A kid, held by one soft white ear for tether, 

Trotted beside him in a playful mood. -

( 1 -, Essays J p. 1f?9 



A little boy inside the syo[llnore wood 
Followed a ringiova's ash-grey gleam of feather. 
Noon wrapt the trees in veils of violet weather, 

And on tiptoe the winds a-whispering stood. 

Deep in the woodland paused they, the six feet 
Lapped in the lemon daffoc~ils; a bee 

I.n the long grass- four eyes droop low- a seat 
Of moss, a maiden weaving. Singeth she: 

'1 am lone Lady Quietness, my sweet, 
And on this loom 1 weave thy destiny.t " 

Eohoes of other singers ooour here and there in the early 

poems. The ]'alling of the Leaves , with 1 ts firs't line 

"Autumn Is over the long leaves that love us tf 

and its last line 

"Wi th a kiss and a tear on thy drooping brow". 

reoalls Tom Moora. In this case, haw~verJ the similarity is due to 

the faot that Mr. Yeats wrote this poem "to some trad! tlonal air", 

less consoiously, perhaps, but in muoh the same manner as Moore utilized 

old Irish melodies. 

A lover of Spenser and Shelley, of Keats, the early Tennyson 

and Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites, Yeats might have said of all these 

poets, as Cowley was oompelled by the acoident of time to say of the 

first of th~ alone: (I) "was infinitely delighted with the stories 

of the knights, and giants, and monsters, and brave houses whioh I 

found everywhere there (though my understanding had little to do with 

all this); and, by degrees, with the ttakling of the rime and danoe of 

the numbers; so that •••• I •• '<: was made a -poet as naturally as a ohi Id ls 

taught to speak." (1) 

(1) Abraham Cowley, Of Myself 
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But muoh as the reading of these English poets may have 

oontributed towards the perfecting of Mr Yeats' art and the turning 

of his mind in youth toward romantio poetry one is never allowed to 

forget that he is an Irishman. A far greater influenoe upun the 

.thought and the art of the young poet was exerted by the wri tten 

and spoken traditions of his own ooun~ry. As a boy and young man 

in Dublin and among Irishmen in London he disoussed avidly everything 

that was known about Ireland, espeoially Irish literature and Irish 

history. "I oould have told you ai that time", he says, "the dates 

of the birth and death, and quoted the ohief poems of. men whose names 

you have not heard, and perhaps of some whose names I have forgotten." 

"I do not think Shel1ey or Spenser ever moved me as did these 

poets", he adds, inoluding in the generalization uhe vast number of 

ballad poets who r'lled the Irish newspapers with popular sentimental 

and patriotio verse. He knew that most of them wrote badly, but drewned 

that if somebody oould make a style that was not an English style and 

yet musioal and full of the oolour of the Irish landsoape that a great 

sohool of ballad poetry would arise in Ireland whioh would move everyone 

as it moved him. So definitely and so vividly did this idea ~resent 

itself to the mind of the young Irishman that he tells us how perfeotly 

( 1) he oan remember the day on whioh the thought first oame to him. Then, 

with a deliberateness whioh ha deolares is suill a souroe of surprise, 

he set to work to find a style and a subjeot matter, and sought to make 

his verses hold as in a mirror the oolour of his own Irish climate 

and soenery and in their right proportion. He made, too, a oonscious 

effort to remove from his poetry the reds and yellows whioh Shelley 

( 1 ) E ss ays : p. lJ. 



had gathered in Italy, and tried to make his rhythms faint and 

nervous and to fill his images with a oertain coldness and wintry 

wildness. 

It is apparent from all this that Mr. Yeats t patriotism 
• 

was not- nor, indeed, has it ever been- in any sense a narrow politioal 

pride. He was oonoernedmore for the intelleotual and artistic 

freedom of his country than for its politioal !~dependence. He had 
. 

studied at the Slade Sohool in London, had read Ruskin attentively, 

had come under the direot personal influenoe of William Morris, and 

hated England for the Phll1istinism of the mlddla· ... olass Bri tisher. 

He saw in Ireland a race of people mora primitive, more sensitive to 

beauty and the imaginative appeal, cherishing with the two mythologies 

of Christianity and Paganism, a oertain love of wildness and oareless 

vigour for its own sake, a race whioh must be kept at all oosts from 

the oontamination of successful, pushing, oornmeroial England where 

frugality, temperanoe, and sound oommon-sense were the oardinal virtues, 

and, in the words of Stevenson, "never to forget your umbrella through 

a long life would seem a higher and wiser flight of aohievement than to 

90 sridling to the stake". (1) 

In the Essay on Poetry and Tradition inoluded in The Cutting 

Q,f an Agate, llr. Yaats has outlined the intelleotually patriotio 

purposes with thioh he and Lional Johnson and Katherine Tynan began 

to reform Irish poetry_ "We sought", he writes, "to make a more subtle 

rhythm, a more organio form, than that of the older Irish poets who 

wrote in English, but always to remember oertain ar'ent ideas and high 

(1) R. L. Stevenson, Virginlbus Puerisque, ~~~obed Age and Yo~th 
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altitudes of mind which were the nation itself, to our belIef, as 

far as a nation aan be sumrnarlsed in the intelleot ••• Lional Johnson 

was able to take up i!lto his art ona portion of that tradition that 

I could not, for he had a gift of speaking politioal thought in fine 

verse that I have always laaked. I, on the other hand, was more 

preoooupied with Ireland (for he had other interests), and took from 

Allinghruu and Walsh their passion for oountry spirltlsm, and from 

Ferguson his pleasure in heroio legend, and while seeing all in the 

light of Eu.ropean I1teratur.e found my symbols of expression in Ireland. 

One thought often possessed me very strongly. New trom the influenoe, 

mainly the personal influenoe, of William Mor~ist I dreamed of 

enlarging Irish hats, till we had coma to hate with a passion of 

patriotism what Morris and Ruskin ha~ed... Rus~in and Morris had 

spent themselves in vain beoause they had found no passion to harness 

to their thought, but here were unwasted passion and preoedents in the 

popular memory for every needed thought and aotion*.~ We were to forge 

in Ireland a n~~ sword on our old traditional anvil for that great battle 

that must in the and re-RstaJlish the old, oonfident, joyous 'Horld." 

ThIs "paSSion ~nd preoedent in the popular memory for every 

needed thought and aotion" was the heroic mythology of the Celtio ~ods 

and heroes, a baokground of legend and heroism which has been a souroe 

o~ inspiration to Irish bards sinoe the days of Oisin. 
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Irish legendary literature divides itself into three oyol~s-

the divine, the Conorian, and the Fanian. The firs~ deals with the 

exploits of the Tuatha de Danaan- the Celtia gods; the seoond with 

Cuohulain and the heroes of King Conohubor's oourt; and the last with 

Finn and the heroes of the Fianna. most prominent among Whom is Finn's 

son Oisin. Aooodding to this mythology the original inhabitants of 

Ireland were the Fomorians and the Firbolgs, "a dark race of strong 

fighters", whose desoent has been traoed in popular traditlon to the 

sons of Noah. These at some undetArmined early date were oonquered by 

the Tuatha de Danaan, or the tribes of the goddess Danu, \vho finally 

defea.ted the Fomorians aft9r four days of terrifio oOLL1bat in which "furies, 

monstars, and hags of doom took part". The invaders granted the pro"Iinoa 

of Connaught to the vanquished, and subsequently a good deal of mixture 

and intermarriage took plaoe between them. The Tuatha de Danaan was a 

divine race, and the gods of Celtio Ireland were all desoendad from Danu. 

Just as the Fomorians were driven ou~ by the Sidhe, as the Dana~~ tribes 

were known anmng the Irish peasantry, 80 were they in their turn driven 

to the mounds and woods by the Milssians, the raoe from which the Irish 

are desoended. This Is represented as being a raoe of heroes and 

fighting men, beooming semi-divine by union with the Danaans. Indeed, 

the two races, the godlike and tha heroio, lived in the olosest proximity, 

freely mixing in one anotherts quarrels, forlning varying and temporary 

allianoes, and engaging in a good deal of prolmsouous philandering that 

very soon had the result of endowing the heroes with superhuman powers 



properly assooia~ed with gods, and of diluting the godlike qualities 

of the Tuatha de Danaan with soma very human oharaoteristias. 

Sometimes, sinoe the Danaan people had the power of beoOlning invls1 ble 

or of changing thsmselv9s or anyone else into the likeness of an 

animal a strange and oonrplioated state of af~airs arose. For example, 

Bran and Sgeolan, the hounds of the hero Finn were nephews of his 

own "for Illan married Finnts wife'S sister whom his fasry mistress 

transformed into a wolf-hound whi ch gave birth to these f'a.n10US dogs." (l) 

In all of the heroes of note was the blood of some god or goddess. 

while the love of Aengus for Edaln, fla daughter of a king of Ireland" 

is one of the lOOS t famous stori ea. "There Is not a king's son or a 

prinoe, or a leader of the Fi~nna of Ireland, without having a wife 

O~ a mother or a foster-mother or a sweetheart of the Tuatha de 

Danaan", says an old Gaelic poem translated by Lady Gregory in 

qods and Fighting Men. Cuohulaln, indeed, was a son of the god Lugh~ 

Ther·3 is some doubt as to whether the Cochulain stari es 

or those of the Fianna is the older oyale. Yaats oonsiders the Osstanie 

to be the older. (?) How muoh all these stories are mixed with 

history and folk-lore and how indelibly they are engra.ved UDon 

(1) The Mythology of All Rqoe§; (Boston, Ma.rsha11 Jones & Co. 1919) 
Vol III Celtio .MythologX, John Arnott Maooollooh. p. 169 

(?) Note: To avoid oonfusion it should be remembered that the words 
"Conorian" "Coohulaln" "Red Branoh" refer to one of the two heroic 
oyoles, while "Fenian "OBsianto" "Fianna" refer to the other. 
Conohubor (pronounled Conoohar) was the Red Branoh "Klng of Kings"; 
Coohulain (pronounoed Coohoolan) the ohi9f ohampion mnong his 
warriors. Ushean or 01sin was the son of Finn, chief of the Flanna 
or Fenians. 
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the imagination of the Irish peasantry is made olear in the following 

passage from Mr. Yeats' introduoti:ln to a book whioh he has deolared 

worthy to set beside Le Mort9 d'Arthur - Lady Gregoryta Gods and 

Fighting Men. These legends, he wrl.es, "are known in one form or 

another to every Gaalio speaking oountryman in Ireland or the 

highlands of Scotland. Sometimes a labourer digging near a oromleoh 

or Bed of Diarmuid and Granla, as it is oalled, will tell one a 

tradition that seams oldsr and more barbaric than any desoription 

of their adventures or o~ themse17es in '~rri tten text or story that 

has taken ~or!fi in the mouths of the professed story tellers. Finn 

and the Fianna found weloome among the oourt poets later than did 

Cochulain; and one finds memories of Danish invasions and standing 

armies mixed with the imaginations of hunters and solitary fighters 

among great woods. One never hea:'s)r Coohtll-ii!\" ti.,1~gh"tin6 "in t(l~ hunt 

or in woodland things; and one imagines that the story teller would 

have thought it unworthy in so great a man, who lived a well-ordered 

elaborate life, and had his ohariot and his chariot driver and his 

bnr19Y fed horses to delight in. If he 1s in the woods before dawn 

one is not told that he oannot know the leaves of the hazel from 

the leav9s of the oak; and when Emer laments him no wild oreature 

oomes into her thoughts but the cuckoo that aries over oultivated 

fields. His story must have come out of a time when the wild wood 

was giving way to pasture and tillage, and men had" no longer a 

reason to oonsider every ory of the birds or ohanges of the night. 
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Finn, ,vho was always in the woods, whose battles were bu~ hours 

amid years of hunting, delighted in the 'Jackling of tuoks from the 

Lake of the Three Narrows; the scolding talk of the blackbird of 

Doire an Cairn; the whistle of the eagle from the Valley of Victories 

or from the rough branohes of the Ridge of the Stream; the grouse 

of the heather of Cruaohanj the oall of the otter of Drulm re Colr.' " 

The men of the Fianna were not only closer to the natural; 

they were also oloser to the supernatural. "Although," continues 

Mr. Y9ats, "the gods come to Coohulaln, and although ha Is the son 

of one of the greatest of them, their oOQntry ~~d his are far apart, 

and they oome to him as god to mortal; but Finn is their equal. He 

is continually in their houses; he meets with Bodb Dearr, and Aengus 

and Manannan, now as friend with friend, now as with an enemy ha overoomes 

in battle. When the Fianna are broken up at last, after hundreds of 

years of hunting, it ls doub~ful if he dies at all, and certain that 

he aomes again in some other shape, and Oisin, his son, ls made king 

over a divine aountry. The birds and beasts that oross his path in 

the woods have been fighting men or great enchanters or fair women, 

and in a moment OM take some beautiful or terrible shape." 

Mr. Yaats' conoeption of these legendary heroes and the 

old Celtio gods Is an interesting one inasmuoh as he views them 

with the imagination of a mystio, and sees their persistenoe in the 

mind of the Irish peasantry as an evidenoe of that co~~nity of mind, 

or Anima Mundi whiah, following Henry Yore and the neo-Platonists, ha 

15 



has deduoed also from personal vlsionarj experlsnoes. Ha thinks of 

the Fianna "as great-bodied men wi th large movements, that seem, as 

1 t ware, flowing out o~' some deep below the narrmv stream of' personal 

impulse.. that are a portion of the strength of things. They are 

hardly so muoh individual men as portions of universal nature, like 

the olouds that shape themselves and re-sh-ape themselves momentari ly, 

or like a bird between two boughs, or like the gods that ha";e glv)n 

the apples and the nuts; and yet this but brings the~il the nearer to 

us, for we oan remake them in our image when we will, and the woods 

( 1 ) 
are the more beautiful for the thought." 

(1) Qods and Fighting Men, arranged andput into English by Lady 
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Gregory. With a pref'a·}s by W. B. Yeats. (N.Y. Soribner's 1901t) p. XIII 



III 

It was of the haroes of the Fianna and the gods of Tuatha 

de Danaan that Yeats' first long poem of any oonsequenoe deals. This 

is The Wanderings of Ushean (1), a narrative poem in three books, 

whioh form·3d the title pieoe of his first published volume of lyrics, whioh 

made its appearanoe in 1~~9. The oharaoteristio features of the 

plot of the poem are oomnon enough in folk lore and balladry and are 
\ 

not confined by ill1Y means to the legends of the Celts. It Is the tale 

of a mortal who Is wooed by a. faery, and oarried by her to the faery 

oountry where he lives in all manner of -)li8S until after "three oenturi'3s 

of dallianoe with a demon thing" he yearas for a sight of his own 

land once more. The poem opens with a dialogue between St. Patrick 

and Ushean, now old and blind and ~onely, for he has disobeyed-the faery 

injunotion not to touch the earth (another corrunon inoident in ~olk tales 

of this desoription) and the weight of his three hundred years has 

fallen upon him and the old oareless ha~py world of the heroes and 

hunters has wlther3d away lsavlng in its stead the strange and ugly 

realm of Christendom. Sadly the old warrior begins the tale of his life, 

invoking in the first few lines of Yeats' magical poetry 

tf The swi f't innumeru·ol e spears, 
The horsemen with their floating hair, 
And bowls of barley, honey and wine, 
And feet of maidens danoing in tune •••• " 

He tells how when the ohieftains of the Fianna were hunting the deer, they 

(1) 'Usheen' is a variant for 'Oisin', now favoured by Mr. Yeats 



"found In the dove-grey edge o~ the sea 
A pearl-pale, high .. :!)orn lady, who rode 
Ofi a horse with bridle of findrinny; 
And like a sunset were her lips, 
A stormw sunset on doomed ships; 
A oitron oolour gloomed in her hair, 
And dO\VTI to her ~eet white vestures flowed, 
And with the glimmering orimson glowed" 
Of many a fIgured embroidery." 

It was Niamh (1), daughter or Aengus and EdaIn, who had left the 

Country of the Young for love o~ Usheen. At her invitation, and 

following a glowing aocount of Tir n'an Og and the happy townland 

of the young, Usheen mounted behind her and rode into the land of 

faery. Here he dwelt for three hQ~drad years first in the Island 

of Danolng, then in the Isl~~d of Viotories and finally in the 

Island of Forgetfulness until "at the heel of a oentury" he awoke 

and was overoome by a great longing to see once mora the beard of 

Finn and all the men of the. Fianna in battle array. Full of 

foreboding, Niwnh oonsents to let him return, on the oondition, 

however, that he shall not touoh tha earth. ShouJd he do so, she warns 

him, old age will full UDon him and the happy Fenian times will orumble 

away like a rotten leaf. On his return to Ireland ha sa'''.' some men 

struggling to 11ft a heavy sod, and with all a strong f'ight?r's soorn 

of their weakness, ha stooped. from the sacidle and hurled it five yards. 

At onoe the ~ull weight of his three hundred years fell upon hiln, and 

ha was left "to be shaken with ooughing and broken with old age and 

pain, without laughter, a show unto ohildren, alone with remembranoe 

and fear". 

(1) pronounoed Nee-av 
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The first edition of The Wanderings of Usheen differs 

materially from the version published in the volume of Poems, 18'95-

The latter, though a few slight changes have be9n made in later 

editions, is substantially the version that has appeared in Earlier 

Poems and Stories, published in 19?5- In its present form the poem 

is undoubtedly one of the greatest Anglo-Irish poems in existence. 

Its superiority to the narrative poerns of predeoessors llke Mangan, 

Ferguson, and Todhunter 11es in the faot that while they are oertainly 

fruniliar enough with the legends of ireland, thuy ara not able t~ 

infuse enough warmth into th9ir retelling of the stories. They seem 

to come to them in muoh t~e sarae manner as they would to the myths 

of Greeoa or Rome, while Yeats has ~aen able from the ~lrst to create 

an impression of intimate harmony between himself and his sub.jeot, 

triumphantly vindicating, at least- in his thttd book, his t~eories 

o~ a sty~e as a mirror of the Irish landsoape. 

The remarkable fid91i ty oi' the poem to its old Irish sourae, 

and at the same time the elevation of what is undou~tedly poetry, to 

a poetry of another and higher sort, oan be seen by a comparison of 
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The Wanderings of Ushe~ with Lady Gregory's translation Bf the Gaelia tale. 

Mr. Yeats, himself, it should be borns in mind, is among the few Irish 

writers who know no Gaelic_ 

Here Is Lady Gre6ory's aoo~unt of Niamh's description of 

the Country of the Young and her oall to Usheen: 



"It is the oountry is most delightful of all that are under 
the sun; the trees are stooping down with fruit and with leaves a~d 
v1.th blossom. 

"Honey anci wine a~~ ple~tiful there, and everything the eye 
has ever seen; no wasting will come on you with th~ wasting away of 
time; you will never see death or lesseniY16 .. 

"You will get feasts, playing and drinking; you will get 
sweet musio on t~e strings; you will get silver and gold and many jewels. 

"You will get, and no lie ~!'it1. i'c, a hundred swords; a 
hundred oloaks, of the dearest silk; a hundred horses, the quiokest in 
battle; a hundred willing hounds. . 

"A hundred coats of armour and shirts of satin; a hundred 
cows and a hundred oalves; a hundred sheep having g01den fleeoes; 
a hundred jewels that are not of this world. ' 

"A hundred glad young girls shlnincs like the sun, their 
voioes sweeter that the singing of birds; a hundred armed men stror~ 
in battle, apt at feats, wui ting on you, if you will aome wi tI"- me to 
the Country of the Young. . 

"You wiil get everything tLat I have said to you, and delights 
beyond the1u, that I have no lea78 :0 tell; you will ge~ beauty, strength 
and power, and I myself ~,iil1 be v:i th you as El wife." 

Here is what Niamh says in Air Yeats I T),Jem: 

"0 Usheen, mount by me and ride 
To shores by the wash of the tremulous tide, 
Where men have heaped no burial mounds, 
And the days pass by li~e a wayw'ard tune, 
WherA the broken faith has never been known, 
And the ~lushes of first love never have flown; 
.And there I will give you a hundred hounds; 
No mightier oreatures bay at the moon; 
And a hundred robes of murmuring silk, 
And a hundred oalves and a hundred sheep 
Whose long wool whiter than sea froth flaws, 
And a hundred spears and a hundred bows, 
And oi 1 and 'wine and honey and mt lk, 
.. a_nd always never-anxious sleep; 
While a hundred youths, mighty of limb, 
But knowing nor tumult nor hate nor strife, 
And a hundred maidens merry as birds, 
Who when they danoe to a fi tful measure 
Have a speed lika the speed of the salmon herds, 
Shall follow your horn and obey your whim, 
And you shall know the Danaan leisure, 
And Niamh be wi tb. you for a v\'ife. f' 



Then follows a passage more exalted and lovely than anything in 

the Gaelio original: 

"Then she sighed gently, 'It grows late, 
l;usic and love and sleep awni t 
Where I woulti oe when the white moon olimbs, 
The red sun falls and the world grows dim. t 

"And then I mounted and she )ound me 
With her triumphing arms around me, 
And whispering to herself enwound mea" 

The greater nart oftha poem, indeed, 1s wholly the creation 

of Mr. Yeats' poetic lr~inatlon, as the strange adventures that befell 

Usheen during his three hundred years in the land of fiery are not 

desoribed in the Gaelio souroes. In the poem the hero tells of his 

journey to the Oountry of the Young: 

"We galloped over the glossy sea: 
I know not if days passed or hours, 
And Nlamh sani continually 
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Danaan songs; and their dewy showers 
O~ pensive laughter, unhuman sound, 
Lulled weariness, and sof.tly round 
My hUmaJl sorrow ~~r "rili t e arms v.round." 

They oome to the Island o~ Dancing where the trees seemed to trel~lble 

beoause of the myriad of song-birds which were flying and hovering 

abOU-0 their le!fy tons; and where the land and ooean meet they tie 

the horse to a leafy olump. Then 

"from the woods rushed out a band 
Of men and maidens hand in hand." 

Here a hundred years are spent in Singing and danoing and hunting 

and fishing and love. At one moment a maiden gave Usheen a harp, 

but when he sang of huma.'1 joy, "a sorrow wrapped eaoh merry faoe", 



and all wept. The song v-i th which Aengus Og answ'ered Usheen's human 

singing is worth quoting not only for its beauty and beoause it is 

typioal of Mr. Yeats' earlier style, but beoause it expresses as 

olearly as possible the faith in whioh he consciously beoame 

preoooupied with Celtio mythology. 

"Joy drowns the twilight in the dew 
And fills with stars night's purple oup, 
And wakes the sluggard seeds of corn, 
And stirs the young kid's budding horn 
And r::akes the infant ferns unwrap, 
And for the peewit paints his oap, 
P.nd roils along the unwelldy sun, 
And makes th3 little planets run: 
And if joy were not aA the earth, 
There were an end of ohange and birth, 
Anc. earth and heaven and hell would die, 
And in some gloomy barrow lie 
Folced like a frozen fIle; 
Then mook at Death and Time with glanoes 
And waver'ing arms and wanderir..g danoes. 

I'Men's hearts o~ old mere drops of fl8lIIle 
That from the saffron morning came, 
Or drops of silver joy that fell 
Out of' the moon's pale twisted shell; 
But now hearts ory that hearts are slaves, 
And toss and turn iT- narrow caves; 
But here there Is nor law nor rule, 
Nor have hands held a weary tool; 
And here there is nor change and death, 
But only kind and merry ;,)reatL, 
For joy is God and God is joy." 

At last at the turn of the century, Usheen comes upon a broken spear-

shaft and an olu memory overoomes him. He is like an ole man vmo 

stirs the fire to a blaze in the home of a friend or a brother, 

dreaming of battle and love "and the cry of the hounds on the hills 

of old." 



him of 

Again with Nlamh he fares over the sea, and she sings to 

"Wars shadowy, vast, exultant; faeries of old 
Who wedded men wl ti.l. rings of DruiC: gold; 
Anc:. how those lovel's never turn t:~eir eyes 
Upon the life that fades ane fliokers and dies, 
But love and kiss on dim shores far away." 

But "the fall of tears troubled her song", and after a tranoe-like, 

indefinite time that may have been days or Xours the horse of 

faery sQream~d and shivered. The travellers had Qome to the Isle of 

Uany rears. Hare amid soenery that might have pro~ided a setting 

for some adventure in The Faery Queena , Usheen sets free the Maiden 

chained to two eagles "bald and blind", and fights with the Demon 

who held her oaptive. 

The desoription o~ the fight is exoellently done. Yeats 

can clash the shield as well as ~luck a plaintive string. With the 

mlgic award given him by the sea-god, Mananan mao Lir, Usheen 

confronts the monster. The beast 

ff slowly turned: 
A demon's leisure: eyes, first white, now burned 
Like wings of kingfishers; and he arose 
Barking. We trampled up and down with blows 
Of sword and brazen battle-axe, while day 
Gave to high noon, and n·Jon to night gave way; 
A.lld when he knew the sword of lI1ananan 
Amid the shapes of night, he ohanged and ran 
Through many shapes; I lunged at the smooth throat 
Of a great eel; it ohanged, and I but smote 
A fir tree roari~~ in its leafless tup; 
And thereupon I draw the livifr ohop 
Of a drowned dripping body to my breast; 
Horror from horror grew; but when the west 
Had surged UP in a plumy fire, I drave 
Through heart and spine; an~ oast him in the wave." 



Every fourth day the den~n aomes tu life again, and the battle is 

prolonged. For a hundred years there is war and the feasting without 

dreams or fears, langupr or fatigue, "an endless feast, an endless war". 

Again at the end of the century he is assailed by the 

memory of Finn and the heroes, and is overoome by a longing for change. 

Sorrowfully Niamhtakes him to the Isle of Forgetfulness. 

Hare in the third book Mr. Yeats, dafinitely and triumphant1l 

finds himself. The desoription of the drowsy island and its iiant 

sleepers is worthy to be ranked among the highest. flights of English 

poetry. NOVi we are, as in Hli'Osrion, 

"Deep in the shady sadness of a vale 
Far sunken from the healthy breath of morn, 
Far from the fiery noon, and eve's one star ••• " 

Usheen and Niarnh push on: 

"But the trees grew taller and closer, immense in 
their wrinkling bark; 

Dropping; a murmurous druppin6; old silenoe 
and that one sound; 

For no live oreatures lived there, no weasels 
moved in hhe dark: 

Long sighs arose lr our spirits, beneath ds bubbled 
the ground. 

"And the ears of the horse went sinking away 
in the hollow night, 

For as drift from a sailor slow drowning the 
gleams of the world and the sun 

Ceased on our hands and our faoes, on hazel and 
oak leaf the light, 

And the stars were blotted above us, and the Whole 
of the world was one." 

In a deep valley, they see, 



"Under the starlight and shadow, a monstrous 
sluufoerlng folk, 

Th1ir naked and gleaming bodies poured out and 
he~ped in the way. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

"So long were they sleeping, the owls had 
bullded their nests in their locks, 

Fi lling the fi ·:)rous dimness wl th long generations 
of eyes. tf 

"Nevefl",says Usheen, "Have faoes alive with suoh beauty been known 

to the salt eye of man", Hare in the roots o~ the grasses and sarrels, 

he sinks into dreams and slumber wi th the V7hi te body of Nlamh in his .-

arms, ',vh,ile years ure heaped upon years t and the leaves of the ivy 

move over them, binding them down to their rest. 

But when the hundred years are at an end the hero wakes 

again. He longs, if ou~ for a day, to see once more the ~aces of 

his oomrades and to hunt Vitith them through the valleys of Ireland. 

Sorrowfully Niamh oonsents to his departur9, !or she knows that if 

his foot "brush lightly as hayrnouse earth's pebbles" he will come no 

more to the Country of the Young. 

He returns to Ireland which he had lef -G in the heroio Pagan 

times to find that the Fianna are dead and the country degenerate 

under the penanoe and prayer of the new religion. Lonely and sad 

he seeks to return to NlrulID, but in a moment of forgetfulness he 

breaks the spell,and a withered old man is left to hurl defiance 

at a proselytising St. Pat~iok. 

It is hard to overestimate the importanoe of The Wanderings 

~f Usheen. It was the first poem of any length dealing Wholly with 
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Irish legend and Irish ideals, and at the same time of an intrinsio 

merit worthy of being plaoed beside the great poetry of England. 

It marked the advent of a new poet, an Irishman, who at the age 

of twenty-seven had essayed the epic and had produoed poetry that 

oould ahallenge oomparison with Coleridge or Keats. The poem is 

dominated by a drea:.!y and magioal mood. These lines open magic 

oasements, and are filled wi th romantic and wild beauty that is 

at onoe delicate and full of oolour. The writing reveals a 

temperament that is oompletely and utterly poetic, and is the work 

of a mind that opens itself, as a flower to the sun, to reverie, 

dream, and the spell of a Pagan enohantment. There is music and 

oolour in th~ poetry, but little to suggest that feeling for form 

, ~ 

which has beoome an increasingly important faotor i~ the teohnique 

of the poet's later work. I run referring here to the imagery in 

the lines; not to the structure of' the poem. The form of the 

whole oould not be bettered. It 1s unfolded with luoidity and 

ooherenoe, and the narrative 'Purpose is ne",sr for .a moment lost 

sight of. 'l:ne e"!feot of the poetry, howe7er, unlike that of the 

oomplete poem, is not one of form; it is of oolout- and music-

as though the colours whioh come 'tlef.o.re the eyes nf the mind when 

we listen to a Chopin nooturne had,·together with the music, been 

imprisoned in the page to be released at our will. 

A different form of verse is emploved ia. ea,]!.. of the 

three books, and the variety thus obtained pre~/8r.ts the whole from 



having that monotony whioh one sometimes finds in a poem of this 

length. Of the three parts, the last is undoubtedly the best. 

In this, the imagery beoomes less that of an indefinite faeryland, 

and more that of the Sligo landscape. Oooas1onally here from the 

splash of colour a form will protrude, gaunt and grey, as in this 

pioture of trees.as Mr. -'eats must have seen them on some wet 

windy day on the Sligo coast: 

"And we rode on the plains of the sea's edge; 
the sea's edge barren and grey, 

Grey sand on the green of the grasses and over 
the dri~ping trees, 

Dripping and douoling landward, as though they 
would hasten away 

Like an army of old men longing for rest 
from the moan of the seas." 

In its present version there is a sense of oompleteness 

and Inevi tableness about the w~ole poem a.s though it had sp'rung 

white-hot from the ~oet~s rrdnd. ThiS, of course, is not the oase. 

The first two books have been almost entirely rewritten sinoe their 

first appearance. 

The improvement has been lrnrnense. Traoes of Shelley 

and Keats have been removed, oonscious arohaisms out out, and lines 

that might have been oonsidered guilty of mere "prettiness" 

trans~ormed from pleasant verss intv what is undeniably poetry, 

while the unity of the whole has not only been preserved, but 

it has 8een materially strengthened. It now has that sense of 

inevitableness about it that is perhaus the final test of poetry. 

It surprises, aooording to the axiom of Keats, not by singularity, 

but by a fine exoess, and appears almost like a remembranoe. Not, 



however, beoause it strikes one as the wording of his own highest 

though ts, but beoause it is the recasting of our dreams. The 

poem, indeed, makes. its appeal an emotional one, not an intelleotual 

one. It is a dream of youth and beauty and impossible hope; a 

denial of the world of reality and hard faots "where youth grows 

pale and speotre.-thin, and dies; where but to think is to be full 

of sorrow." If the objeotion be made that reality and faot 

oannot be denied, I can only point to The Wanderings of Usheen 

and its world "where one listens to a sweet music, where one has 

spring flowers in one's hair~ It has, frankly, nothlr~ to of~er 

save its beauty- and that of a Pagan, sensuous kind- its muSic 

and its evooation of a mood. It is in poems like The Eve of St. Agnes, 

Ihe Lotus Eaters, The Fa9ry Queens that the Wanderings of Usheen 

finds a kindred mood and a similar. art. 



IV 

The shorter poems published in 1~g9with the first edition 

of The Wanderings of Usheen are, with a few notable exoeptions, the 

tokens of promise, not of aOhievement. The teohnique of many of 

them is as .et unoertain, and the form often oonventional or 

derivative. rn some of them the soene Is laid in oertain far-away 

lands; India in the golden age, Aroadia, or some dim region that 

might be anywhere, -and is nowhere; but though all of these oontain 

passages of beauty, and here and th~re a delioate image, it is 

onlY in the Irish poems, s_oh as The Stolen Child, The Madness of 

King Goll, The ga.lley Gardens, that the poet really begins to find 

himself, and to suooeed in reflecting as in a mirror the dim in'efinite 

greys and blues of the Irish landscape. Indeed, he found the 

subject-matter of all his most suocessful youthful poems, either in 

an evooation of the Simple, homely life of the Irish peasantry 

or in a retelling of the Celtio legendary lore. Many of the finest 

poems- some of them among the most famous he has ever written- in 

his second colleotion whioh appeared in 18'93, deal with one or other 

of these twin themes, though hare the poetry of ideal love becomes 

i.noreaslngly important. 

Mr. Yeats was at this time an art student in London, and 

the s8-paratlon from the Irish scene was ha-;ing the not unusual affeot 

of awaking in the mind of the exile a passionate feeling of nostalgia 

that spent itself in a ra-oreation in poetry of the Sligooountry 

of the poet's boyhood. His most famous lyrio- the perfeoz Lake Isle 



of Innisfree - was suggested by the sight of a fountain in the 

window of a ~lorist in Fleet Street whioh senC the !iund of the 

young poet baok to the 0001 waters and the lakes in the vioinity 

of Dr~~oliff and Rosses, reoalling the days when as a boy under 

the first influence of Thoreauts Walden , he had planned to live 

in solitude on the islann of Innisfree in the middle of Lough Gll1.(1) 

The poem in its original version- not as it was published, but as 

it was sent in a letter to Katherine T,ynan- differs vastly from 

the perfeotion that it now possesses. "Here are two verses I made 

the other day", he writes: 

"I will arise and go now and -=~u to the island of Innlsfree, 
And live in a dwelling of wattles, of woven wattles and 

wood-work made, 
Nine bean rows will I have there, a yellow hive for the 

honey-bee, 
And this old oare shall fada. 

There from the dawn aJQve me peace w.ill come down, 
dropping slow, 

Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the 
househ61d orioket Sings, 

And noontide there be all a glimmer, and midnight be a 
purple glow, (~) 

And evening full of the linnet's wings." -

Lengthened to three stanzas, with the lines somewhat oloser 

knit and the rhythm more even flowing, more delioately responsive to 

the mood, and with the wonderful ohiming of vowel sounds that gives 

the poem its rare and haunting musio, the lyrio was inoluded with 

those that were '1ubll shed wi th The Counteas Kathleea in 18'93. 

(I) Reveries over Childhood and youth p. 8'3 

_(?) Katherlne Tynan, Twenty Five Years 
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In this, his seconci oolleotion of short lyrios, )(r. Yeats 

is already a great poet. It oontains two or three ballads, among 

them the simple and m9ving Ballad of Father Gilligan; two or 

three short heroio poems in whioh same tale of fight·ing or death 

out of the old legends is lifted to the heights of passionate poetry; 

that magioal poem Ta. Man ~o Dreamed of Faeryland, whioh W.E. Henley 

enolosed in an enthusiastio letter to a friend v~th the oamnent, 

"See .hat a fine thing one of my lads has done"; and, most important 

o~ all, the first few of those short, eostatio, mystioal love poems 

whioh he is later in The Wind among the Reeds to make so distinotively 

his own- lyrios from whioh everything whioh Is not the purest poetry 

has been ruthlessly -removed so that what remains 1s sheer essenoe, 

as it were a spiritual flame playing with a passionate intensity 

about some simple emotion. 

In the ballads and legendary poems and lyrios of the Irish 

oountryside, the grey and mournful mountains, sedge-enoiroled lakes 

aDd faery glens are mdrrored with an aoouraoy and absenoe of blurring 

that is· a triumphant vindiaation of the poet's theories. We read 

of "the pale waters in their wintry raoe under the passing stars", 

and hear "lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore". The"bold 

and vapour-turbaned steep" and "the glea.ming and hurmning sands where 

windy surges wend~ are oalled u~ to the eye of the rrdnd by an 

lrrsslstable magl0. There runs through all of these poaas - as, indeed, 

through the best of those in the earlier oolleotion- a kind ot 

natural oharm and delioacy, an essentially youthful quality. They 
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deal with all aspeots of the oountryside, nor '0 they forget the 

wild and pitiful oreatures of the woods and streams; there is in 

them a kind of tender understanding for weasels and herons, "drowsy 

water rats", oalves lowing on the warm hillsides, {nioe that bob 

ttround and round the oatmeal ohest", Ifslumbering trout" ttin pools 

among the rushas that aoaroe oould bathe a star", ~~d the oormorants 

shivering on their rooks. There is a sympathy in them fa:' the 

very young and for the very old: The Stolen Child tells h'ow the 

faeries oarried away a little boy, "the solemn-eyed", to the 

waters and the wild where the faerias danoe in the moonlight on the 

sands and among the pools and rushes. "Come wNay" is the refnain 

they sing, 

"Come away, 0 human childl 
To the wai:iers and th~ wild 
With a ~aery, hand in hand, 
For the world's more ~ull o~ weeping tti~~ 

;Vou oan understand. tt 

The Medttation q~ the Old Fisherman is poignant in its fidelity 

and beauty to the musio of Irish folk song and to a universal emotion, 

"The herrin~ are not in the tids as they ~ere of old; 
My sorrow! for many a oreak gave the creel in the cart 
That oarried t~le take to Sligo town to be sold, 
When I was a b0Y wi t:n never a orack in my hear~ ~" 

Both of these examples have been taken from the earli9r 

colleotion. Although thiJ vein was amplified in the poems published 

with The C,oqntass Kathleen a 1 t was overshadowed to soma extent by 

the love poe:'lS and by an inoreasing preo'30upation with mystioisrn. 

Love and mystioism were the themes that 1eoame inoreasingly important 
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in Mr. Yeats' seoond 701ur:1a. They ware the sole preoooupatitjn 

of the third oolleot iOll 07" poems, The Wind among th~ .Reeds, ''',hi oh 

made 1 ts appearanoe in 18'99. In examining the charaot9ris~i'Js of 

this early lyrioism in its full development it will be well to 

consider the oolleotions of 1993 and 1~99 together. In the later 

volume there is teohnioal lmprOv9illent :U1tJ. a more oonsoious 

oonoentration upon a deliberate and studiei HlllSio, '9ut the 

de~elopment oonsists in all respeots only in a deepening of the 

grooves. There is no lateral deviation in the lyrics of The Win~ 

~moM the .Reed~ from the matter or rnanner of thos a in the Countess 

Ka~hlaan volume. Wh~t ware hints and the first breaklngs of a new - -
path in the earlier book '0ecome in the later a deep ohannel of 

aohievement, but in the same direction. It is progress but not ohange. 

Here, to tak9 oonoret e~X"L11) 1'33 t ':ire tw..) lyri os, kindred 

in su)ject-matt~r and mood: from an exaraina"Gion of their teohnique 

and the treatment of the theme I will try to m~ke o13urer th9 di~!9rence 

and similarity of the tv/o volumes f"r.)m wh1()h tLey are drawn. This 

is The Pi ty of Lov~, a poeln thSit represents the high wat9r mark of 

teohnioal aahiavement in the COunt.9SS Kathlaen volume: 

A pity beyond all telling 
Is hid in the heart of love: 
The folk who are')uying and selling, 
The olouds od their journey above, 
The cold wet w'inds eve:-- blowing, 
And the 'shadow'y hazel grove 
"'here mouse-gray waters are flowing, 
Threaten the head. that I love. 

33 



And here Is The Fisherman from The Wind among ~~e Reeds: 

Although you hide in the ebb and flow 
Of the pale 'tide when the moon has set, 
The people of ooming days will know 
About the casting out of my.net, 
And how you have leaped times out of r~nd 
Over the little Silver oords, 
And think that- you were hard and unkind, 
And blame you with many bitter words. (1) 

Both of these poems are essentially of the same kind. Their music 

is unique, unlike tha.t of any other Ellglish lyrio and peculiarly 

the possession of their author, but it is the same music. It is 

basad upon the Skilful manipulation of vowel sounds throughout the 

interior of the line.s, upon the use of an une~eotad rhYl1le or 

ra. ther half-rhyme (" love" - whi oh ooours twi oe- in the firs t postn; 

"words" in the seoond) and most ,of all upon the simplioi ty of the 

phrasing. Both of the poems might ha-iS been called by the tl tIe of 

the first, Su simdlar is the mood of eaoh, a-simdlarity whioh Is 

in no way disturoed beoause the emotion arises from a different 

aause in eaoh onsa. In the former, the l~ver represents all natura 

as ooming between himself and his lovs, who Is - at least there ls 

no Indioation to the oontrary- prepared to return in full measure 

.the love whloh he gives her; while in the latter, it ls the luved 

one herself who is oomplaln9d of. ThiS, however, is of little 

importanoe; what matters is the mood which the poet evokes, and in 

both oases it is the same- the sense of an overpowering sadness, of 

tears in the heart of things. And yet there is a differenoe- a 

(1) The theme and styl~ of this poem Shows soma indebtedness to the 
poetry o~ Ronsard, and should be added to the muah quoted. When Yo~ 
are Old as an exam1>le of the In~luencl3 of the P la1a"de upon llr. Yeats t 
ear 1y work. 
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d i fi'er·~noe not of kind, 'out of intensi ty. Tr~ere is about The Fisherman 

a strange and haunting magio that after a few readings Sin6s in your 

head like an inoantation, reiterating and deepening its evoked emotion 

without the slightest re~erenoe to any inoreased understanding or fuller 

grasp of meaning. The reason for thls Is seen not in any Ql~rerenoe 

in the outward form of the two poems, but in the inner treatment of 

the theme. The earlier poe',J Is defini ta, direot and o~)norete in its 

imag~ry. It still deals with the "folk", with the simple aspeots 

of na~ure and wi th the landsoap9 of the Irish cOQl1tryside, th~ olouds t 

the .old wet winds, the shadowy hazels and gray wa~ers all are there. 

Compared, however, with the earliest poems, it represents a mOiTS 

in the direotion towards th~ wavering rh~thm, indefinite oolouring 

and strangeness ,,~rhioh are the notioeaole features of the poems in 

.Iha Wind arno11g the R~eds. It is th~ intsl1ser possession of suoh 

quali ties that contri bute to the greater appeal of The Fishermall-

The direot referenoe to oountry things in the Pity of Love has been 

transfused in our later example to a magioal, half-hidden imagery. 

lhe Fisherman is one of those poems that keep half t~~ meaning to 

themselves and lull the reader into a reoeptive mood, whiohmay perhaps 

be half tranoe. Then the mind beoomes oapa':1le of understanding the,t the 

"ebb and flow of the pale tic.d", the moon, "the li ttle Silver cords" 

and the fish whioh has esoaped tit irnes out o~ mind ft are symbols whioh 

imprison in their inner meaning the story o~ anaternal quest. 

That this was then the purpose of Hr Yeats' art is attested 

to by a passage in the Ideas of Good and Evil from whioh I have quoted 

a few phrases, and whioh now must be examined in soma detail for its 

olear light upon a theory of poetry whioh has had a remarkable 



influence upon Mr. Yeats' work- the th~ory OD symbolism. 

"The purpos e of rhythm, it has always seemed to me" he 

says, "is to prolong the moment of contemplation, the moment when 

we are both asleep and Qwake, whioh is the one moment of ore~tion, 

by hushing us with an alluring monotony, whil~ it holds us waking 

by variety, to keep *8 in that state of perhaps real tranoe in 

whioh the mind liberated from the presenoe of the will is unfolded 

( 1 ) 
in symbols. tt 

This is a.n extremely important state~'Jent, important '.:>oth 

for its implioations and fQr the definiteness with whioh tney are 

put !orward. This passage oan be applied to the lyrios in The Wind. 

JP~ong the Reeds (whioh were written at praotioally the same time) 

as evidenoe that the very effeot Whioh the poems do have upon the 

mind of the sensi tive reader is that whioh the artist oonsoiously 

designed them to have. It implies the necessity of a oertain 

peouliar musioal q~ality, a rhythm, hush~d and saved from over monotony 

Jnly by subtle and not too frequent variations. This is, indeed, 

the musl0 of Mr. Y''3ats' poems o-P this time. They ha'l9 a rhythm whioh 

was as new to English poetry as was the music of Swinburne, and 

whioh was strongest where Swinourne's was weakest, ha7ing nothing 

emphatio or surgIng about it with a great roaring of rhyme like an 

ocean wave, but ri'~)pling delioately, qui ~tly, twisting and turning, 

like a brook flowing over grey stones and through tall osiers. But 

in spite o! the subtlety of his rhythms, Mr Y~ats has n~ver been 

guilty as Swinburne and Tennyson have o! allowing the musio to gain 

the advantage of the sense. He has saorifleed less to rhythm than 

(1) Essays pp. 195-196 



37 

perhaps any other post. Nev9r does h~ i~press the superfluous 

adjeotive to swell out the metre or ~ill .p a gap. Read his 

poetry for the sensa and you cannot fail to get the utmost from 

the rhythm and musio, the aooent falling naturally o~ those syllables 

whioh must be stressed to bring out at once the tune and the sense. 

In other words, Mr. Ysats' prosoc;y is based upon what Mr. Robert 

Bridges has oa~lad "true speeoh-strass ff ; his poems are made to be 

read aloud, and only thus oan the delioate dreaminess of the musio 

whioh harmonizes so exactly wi th the rnood and feeling of the poems 

be heard with all the variations upon monotony that have been designed 

to bring abou1i that liberation of the mind from the will when "the 

inner meaning of sym"Jols,r is to be made apparent. 

This belief that in tranoe and vision and the brooding upon 

oertain magioal symbols the mind oould beoome awars of some oooult 

and spqoial wisdom had been growing upon tke poet for soma tiill6a In 

the first plaoe, he had a mind and temperament peouliarly reaeptive 

tu suah a system of ideas; while th~ impressionistio years of his 

boyhood spent among the superstitious Irish country people had not 

been without its ef~eat upon him. Many Of his friends also were 

• believers tJ~·~ tthe oooult. Edwin Ellis, wi th whom he was to undertake 

a long and elaborate study of the mysti oal philosophy of Blake, 

llacgregor )lathers, author of The Kabbala Unveiled, '."Iho oould attraot 

sheep by imagining himself a ram (l) and oontrol the mental .images 

of oertain reoeptive friends by means of magioal s~nbols, the great 

Madam Blavatsky herself- these were among Mr. Yeats ftiends and 

( l) !b.! Trembling Qf. tha Veil, p. 71 



acquaintanoes during the Nineties, and it is' Iittls wonder that 

on9 whose mind was so naturally tuned to mystical oonoepts and 

oooul t suggestions should soon find himself equally a'ole to oontrol 

tranoe and oall visions out o'! the vasty deep. He beoame, indeed, 

as one who had put the matter to th3 -proof, a ·'Jeliever. "I had 

soon mastered Math-ers' symbolio system", he says, "and d1sIJovered 

that for a oonsiderable minorlty- whom I oould seleot by oertain 

unanalysable oharaot~ristios- the viSible world would oompletely 

vanish, and that wor Id J sUITIl:loned by the symbol t take its place". ( 1 ) 

This belief, reinforoed for the poet by many instamoas 

and praotioal exrunples, o~stallised gradually into a vary de~inita 

oredo, so that in 1901 he oould writa in an essay on magio '~ion 

appeared in Ideas of Good and Evil, "I believe in the praotioe 

and philosophy of what we hav-9 agreed to oall magi 0 , in what I must 

oall the evocation of spirits, though I do not know what they are, 

in the power o~ oreating magical illusio~s, in the visions of truth 

in the depths o~ the mind whenth~ ~yes ar~ closed; and I believe 

in three doctrines, whioh hav~, as I think, been handed down from 

early times, and been the ~oundat1on o~ nearly all magioal practioes. 

These oootrines ara-

"(1) That the bord~~s of our mind are ever sh1f"ting, and 

that many minds oan flow into une another, as it were, and oreate or 

reveal a single mind, a single energy. 

"(?) ~hat the borders o~ our memories are as shifting, and 

that our memories are a part o~ one great memory, the memory o~ Natura 

h.erself. 

(1) The Trembling of the Veil p. 1? - ----
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( "(3) That this great mind and great memory oan be ~voked 

by symbols." (1) 

Before going on to a disoussion of symbolism in general 

and Mr. Yeats t U8·9 of symbols in partioular, it must be -painted out 

that this preooaupation with an occult mystioism does not represent 

in anyway a break frola-tha subjeot matter of Irish legend and the 

poetry of the f~lk. Indeed, it was Mr. Yeats' interest in beliefs 

found in the 01' folk tales and heroio legends, and whioh are 

inherent in th3 mdnd of a primdtive raoe that led him direotly to 

symbolism. "I learned", he writes, "from the people themselves •••••• 

that they cannot separate the idea of an art or a or~ft from the 

idea of a oult with anoient teohnioalities and mysteries. They 

oan hardly separate mere learning from witonoraft, and are ~ond of 

words and verses that keep half th3ir seoret to themselves." (?) 

"Verses that keep half their seoret to themselves": 

this might be a description of the lyrios in The Wind among ~ Reeds, 

and mora than half the book, in th~ early adi tiors was oocupied 

by notes whioh unlooked some of th9 mystery ooncealed in the 

symbolism o~ the poems. The subjeots are taken in most oases from 

the legends of the Celtic gods, and the symbols, when they are 

not some universally understood SYmbol. such as ths moon for weariness, 

or the rose for 10""le or beauty, are taken from the symbolism of the 

anoient legends, in whioh lIse i'8~·mad·e ~.rof suoh oomplex figures as a 

"whi te dear with no horns" and "a hound wi th one red ear" to symbolise 

"the desire of man for woman" and of woman for that desire. 

( 1) Essays p. 33 
( ? ) ]ssays p. 12, 



Nuw, having seen Mr. Y'3ats' own temperament, his interest 

in the filklore and mythology of Ireland, his study of Blate, and 

his preoooupation with magl0 had all oontributed something towards 

turning his mind towards Symbolism, we must pa •• e to ask What is 

Symbolism? Where does it differ from Allegory? What lnfluenoes 

did earlier symoollsts have upon t.ha work of Yeats? Only when these 

questions have been answ3red will we b~ in a posl tion to a-p-preoiate 

the symbollsm of The Wind Among the Reeds, and be ready to understand 

the even more delioate symbolism of the later poems. 
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It is in its earliest beginnings, Mr. J~thur Symons 

deOlares,{l) that we oan see preoisely what symbolism in literature 

really is:- "A form of expression, at the best but approxin~te, 

essentially but arbitrary, until it has obtained the foroe of a 

oonvention , for_an unsean reali ty apprehended by tlt.,e. oonsqj. OU_sll.ess". 
-.:azc 

In this definition Mr. Symons stresses the importanoe of tB8 

time-element in the oreation of a symbol, and implies the existenoe 

of traditional bonds, the very strength and firmness of whioh give 

to the symbolist poet a freedom of expression that can be obtained 

in no other way. Though a symbol, he holds, may at first have been 

arbitrarily ohosen, long assooiation has oreated a hidden oorrespondence 

and traditional usage has endowed it with a mystioal significance, 

ohanging what was once but an approximate expression tu an a~prehension 

of the unsee~ reality for which it stands. 

S'.~mbolis"-.i may b9 more olearly and easily explainsd by 

the use of exampl?s and by analogy 'l,"ri t.L simile and metaphor. P-

simile states a resemblanoe, a.s Love is like a rose". A metaphor 

states an idanti ty: tf Love is Cl rose". The symbol, however, assumes, 

but does not state the identity, and instead of writing "love" the 

symbolist 'Poet will write "rose" and the symbolist !l8inter ,,-riil 

embroider roses upon the gown of a maiden to show that she is in love. 

Synmolism as a distinct art arose beoause of the deSire 

on the part of ancient writ~rs to make oertain that only the initiated 

(1) Arthur Symons: The Sy::,,:,:oJJ.:2t l:uv~m-3nt in L1 t~raturelt 
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would be aole to discover their meaning. It was an assuranoe 

that one would be intelligible only to an intalleotual aristocra.oy. 

Aooording to Iambllous, the mode of teaohir~ through symbols was 

oonside~ed by Pythagoras as most neoessary, and symbolism as a 

form of erudi tion was oultivated by nearly all the Greaks "as being 

most anoient". In- the Apologie ~or Poetris, Sir Phllip Sidney 

wrote, "There are many mysteries oontained in Poetrie, whioh of 

purpos e were wri tten darkely, least by prophane wi ts, it 1!houlci be 

abused~. Blake, most oonsoious of symbolists, eohoed this and some 

of the ideas of SWedenborg, when he wrote in a letter to a literalist 

who had objeoted that truthoannot be to~d too plainly; "You say 

that I want somebody to eluoidate my ideas. But you oUght 

know that what Is Grand is neoessarily obsoure to Weak roen. That 

whioh oan be made e~lioit to the Ideot Is not worth my oare. 

The 'visest of the Anoients oonsidered what is not too Explioit as 

the fittest for Instruotion, b~oause it rouzes the faoultiesto aot. 

I name Moses, Solomon,t€so~, Homer, Plato." 

But s~nbolism is something more than a mere devioe for 

making one's reader use his intelleot in order to deoipher a oode. 

This it perhaps beoame among the Alchemists, but as used by the 
, 

nosts, it is a development of tha very nature of Poetry. It is an 

attempt to express the lnexpressible, to "hold infinity in the palm 

of your hand, and eternity in an hour". It Is the language or Mystioism, 

which, ever tending toward a more tenuous ~b'~ety, seeks to give 

an outward form of expression to emottons, intuitions, half-thoughts 



and gleams whioh are as shad-owy and elusive as a rare perfume or 

a ohord of musio. "A Symbol", Mr. Yeats has ~fri tten in an essay 

o~ William Blake,<l) "is the only possible expression of some 

invisible essence, a transparent lamp about an invisible flame". 

Shelley was writing of symbols and symbolism when he tells how the 

imprisoned Cythna beoame wise through subjeotive oontem:olatiori, and 

wrote upon the sands in "signs" that were "olear elemental shapes 

whose smallest ohange" made a "subtler language wi thlr.. language". 

This mystioal significanoe of symbolism was aoknow19dged 

by Carlyle, who points out that in the S~1mol proper there is always, 

more or less distinotly and direotly, an embodiment and revelation 

of the Inf'~nite. "In a symbol",he says, "the Infinite is made to 

blend wtaslf With the Finite, to stand visible, and as it wer~, 

attainable there". It is by means of symbols alone that the soul 

can give some embodiment to the apprehended wisdom that waits upon 

loneliness, reverie, soli tude. "Th9re Is a soli tude of space", wrote 
. 

Emily Dickinson: 

"Ther~ is a solitude of space, 
A solitude of sea, 
A solitude of death, jut these 
Society shall be, 
Compared with that profounder Site, 
That polar privaoy, 
A soul admitted to Itself; 
Finite Infinitv." 

It is of this intense subjeotivity, this inner solitude, 

that Symbolism is the interpreter. Th~ element of mystery, indeed, 

( 1) lJssayS p. 14?. 



44 

is one that is ever present. There is a sense ,)'f' far horizons, of 

an undisoovered oount~y, of a beauty we oan only signify, not desoribe. 

A symbol has, in faot", been characterized as "a representat ion 

which does not aim at being a r·eproduotion". This is true in a muoh 
" 

more speoial sense of symbolism than i: is of art i~ general, though 

of course, all art" but the most photographio realism oan also be 

so oharacterized. A symbol, however, is a conorete object which is 

made to signify an abstraot idea or emotion, and oannot, therefore, 

in any sense be a reproduotion. Where the ordinary poet would say, 

"My heart is ~illed with longing", the symbolist 'rould perhaps writs 

"The rose Is torn by the wind". The former is muoh nearer being a 

reproduction than the latter. 

Originally, the word "Symbol" was used by the Greeks to 

denote the two halves of the tablet whioh they divided 8ll10ng themselves 

as a pledge of hospitality_ Later it was used for every sign or 

rite by which those initiated in a mystery made themselves known to 

eaoh other; gradually, however, the word extended its signifioanoe 

until it came to~~ean the representatioa of idea by form, of the 

unseen by the visible, of the Infinite by the finite. "In a s~nbol," 

to quote Sartor Resartus again, "there is ooncealment yet revela~lon: 

henoe, therefore, by Silenoe and by Speeoh eating together, oomes 

a double signifioanoe". A oertain amount of o~sourity, evooation, 

and suggest ion is impli~d in all symbolist -poetry. "The essential 

oharaoteristio of symbolist art", says Jean Horeas, leonsists in 



never going 80 far as the conoeptio n of the idea in itself". The 

reader or hearer thus beoomes a partner in the poet t s. task. He 

must bring with him Some gift of interpretation, sometimes of 

divination, and is allowed by the poet "the delicious joy of believing 

he oreates". 

A. representation, then, rather than a reproduotion, and 

mingling in its speeoh something of silenoe, a Symbol is the ritual 

of a mystery. 

This element of sug:::estion rather than direot state~'i:ent 

is, perhaps, the ohi.r oharaoteristio of the S~nbollst poets 

who arose in Franoe at the olose of the last oentury, and whose 

methods and ideals undoubtedly influenoed the poetic technique of 

jhe Wind AmOng the Reeds. In Yeats, symbolism is a definite 

repudiation of the spirit of his age, a rejection of the scientific 

materialisl"ll, the bleak morality and the easy objeotivity of muah 

of the literature of the later nineteenth oentury. "The scientific 

movement", he wri tes, "brought wi th ita li terattire which was H.lways 

tending to lose itself in externalities of all kinds, in opinion, 

in declawation, in pioturesque writing, in word-painting ••••••• " 

A reaotion was inevitable, however, "and now", he oontinues, "writers 

have begun to dwell upon the element of evocation, of suggestion, upon 

what we call the SYmbolism of great wri ters." (1) 

Ohe of the earliest and best expOSitions of this 

Symbolist teohnique i. found in VerlainE'S Art PoetiQu~. "Be la 

( 1) Essays p. 191 
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musique avant toute ohose", aries this ~"1ost musioal of the aymbo listes, 
, , 

"It ~our aela prefers l'Impair 
Plus vague et plus soluble dans I'air, , 
Sans rien en lui qui pese ou qui pose." 

The &mphasis upon suggestion and evooation is strong: "Rien de 

plus oher que. la ohanson· grise Ou Itlndeois au Preois se JOint" 

The image or idea is likened to "des beaux yeux derrl~re des voiles." 

There ~s to be no ~phasis on oolour: "Pas laoouleur, rien que 

la nuance." The importanoe of rhyme, greatly o'flerestirnated by 

the Romantios and Parnassians alike, is to be reduoed to its more 

appropriate level. Verlninets musio lies not only in his very 

subtle use of rhyme, the plaoing Jf ua9mphatio words in the rhYme 

position and the use of assonanoe and half rhymes, but in the 

harmonious variation of the vowel sounds withtn the line, and 

the frequent use of an internal rhyme. The result was, in the 

I words of Cpppee, a poetry, "at once naive and subtle, made lip 

of fine shades, evoking the most delioate vibrations of the 

nerves, the most fleeting impressions of the heart ••• 

poetry in whioh the verse, still verse, and exquisite verse, is 

already musio". This might almost be a desoription of the 

oritioal rules Whioh Yeats set before himself in writing the 

lyrios of The_Wind Among the Re~ds, and, in the words of 

/ Coppee, of the music whioh resulted. 

The question of the exaot dif!erenoe between Allegory 

and Symbolism is an important one beoause in England the value 
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of the Faery Q,ueene and The Pilgrim's Progress had for a long 

time oaused the latter to be overshadowed by the former, and, 

indeed, in the Eighteenth Century to o90ome confused with it. The 

definition ir.. Johnson's DiJtionary for a Symbol is tfThat which 

oomprehends in its figure a representation of something else"; and 

for an Allegory, 'fA figurative disoourse in which something other 

Is intended than Is oontained in the words llterally taken", by 

whioh it would seem that an Allegory were an integration of Symbols, 

whereas many Allegories make no use of Symbols at all. Bunyan's 

is one of these. Mush of The Faery Queene, on the other hand, Is 

symbolical, but in no sense is the symbol but an isolated oontinge~·~t 

nart of the Allegory_ 

Wllliam BIake was the first modern who seems to have 

realised a differenoe between what .we now understand by the words 

"Allegory" and "Symbol". His testimony, however, is apt to be 
-

somewhat confusing because his use of the word "allegory" is not 

always conSistent either to our present-day meanir~ or to his own 

at different times. "Vision or Imagination", he has written, "is 

a representation of what actually eXists, really or unohangeably. 

Fable or Alleg)ry is formed by The Daughters of Memory_" Hare 

"Allegory" is used in the same sense as it is used to-day, as 

I am using it for the purpose of this distinotion; while what has 

been contrast~d wi thi t, under the name of "vision or imagination"· 

is exaotly what is meant by modern critics ~len they speak of 

SymbolisLl. Suosti tute ffSymbo Iism" for "imagination" and the defini tion 
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might be by Mr. A2thur Symons. Amothar strikingly modern definition 

of symbolism has also oeen given by Blake, but owing to a ohanged 

use of words he nO'N oalls it "Allegory": "All~gory addressed to 

the intelleotual powers, while it is altogether hidden from the 

Corporeal understanding, is my definition of the most sublime poetry." 

Beoause Blake wrote "Allegory" where we would wri te "Symbolism" 

is no indioation that he oonfused the two things, but merely that 

he used the word inaocuratgly. In this seoond quotation "Allegory" 

oannot possibly be the same thing as it is in Blake's remark about 

The Daughters of Memory. For there the use of the word is identioal 

with our's to-day. But in his definition of the "most sublime 

poetry" Blake e.xpressly states that 1'& is "al together hidden from 

the Corporeal understanding". Now this Is the very fundamental 

distinotion between Symb6lism and Allegory as ~ use the words. 

Allegory oanAal be hidden from the 8orporeal *nderstanding without 
• 

destroying the moral power which Is its exouse for being, and 

oeasing to be allegory and becomir..g Symbol; while Symbols as they 

are defined by us are defined exactly also by Blake's desoription 

of the most sublime "Poetry, as well as by that of "vision and 

imagination tf. 

Symbolism, in other words, says things that oannot be 

said so perf~ctly in any other way, and needs but a right instinot 

for its understanding; While Allegory says things whioh oould be 



said as well, or better, in another way, and needs a right knowledge 

for its understanding. These "other words" 
( 1 ) 

are those of Yr. Yeats. 

Mr. Yeats as we have seen was led to symbolism partly 

beoause he had found that an understanding of symbol had grown up 

in th~ mind of the people ~ed upon legend and folk lore, partly 

becuase he had come to believe in magical dootrine, the natural 

expression of whioh was by means of symbols, but mostly beoause 

he was by nature a ~ystio and as such driven to make use of symbols 

as the sole way in which he could translate the ineffable into 

terms of the mundane. He has, as might be expeoted, very definite 

ideas upon the nature and purpose of symbolism. Some have already 

been embodied in my aocount of symbolism in general, others yet 

remain to be discussed. He draws. oarefully the distinotion 

between symbolism and allegory, and points to the former as the 

language of the mystiC, while the latter is too often but the 

oloak of the moralist. He sees as the substanoe of all style in 

literature a "oontinuous indefinable symbolism", but reoognizes 

beyond this emotional symbolism a def 1ni te inte1leotual stnoolism 

which evokes ideas alone or ideas mingled with emotions. As an 

example of the emotional symbolism that is at the basis of al.l 

great style, he quotes the following lines from Burns: 

The whi te moon Is set ting behind the wh1 te wave, . 
And time is setting wi th me, 0 L 

"These lines", he says, "are perfeot ly symbolioal. Take from them 

( 1) Essays p. l~l 
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)he whiteness o:P th-e moon and o~ the waves, whose relation to 

the s*tting of Time lstoo subtle ~or the intelleot, and you 

take from them their beauty. But when all are together, moon 

and wave an' whiteness and setting Time and the last melanoholy 

ory, they evoke an emotion Which oannot be evoked by any other 

arrangement of colours and sounds and for::ls. 

trAIl sounds, all oolours, all forms, either beoause 

of their pre-ordained energies or beoause of long association, 

evoke indefinlble, and yet precise emotions. • • • and when sound 

and colour and form are in a musical relation to one another, they 
• 

beoome as it were one sound, one oolour, one form and evoke an 

emotion that 1s made out of their distinot avooations, and yet 

Is one emotion". (1) 

Intelle"ctual sY::lools are what are more ordinarily known 

as symbols. A oathedral as a syrnJol of Christianity, a polioarnan's 

truncheon as a symbol of the law ar~ intelleotual symbols. 

Mr Yeats explains the differenoe b9tween the two sorts very 

clearly, "If I say 'white' or 'purple' in an ordinary line of 

poetry, they e~ioke emotions so exclusi7ely that I cannot say why 

th" move me; but if I bring them into the same senteno9 with 

suoh obvious intelleotual symbols as a oross or a crown of thorns, 

I think of purity and sovereignty." 

(-1 ) Essays pp. 191, 192-.i93 



VI 

The lyrios in whioh Mr. Yeats ls, to the most complete 

extent, oonsciously a Sym'~list are those in The Wind Among the Reeds. 

In its first adi tlon this was a slim grey volume containing sixty-

two pages 0, poems and forty-six pages of notes explaining them. 

It was published in the last year of the eentury, and represents 

the pure gold of the poetry of Yeats. In it his genius oomes to 

its full and brightest flower. No other volune before or sinoe 

has reaohed suoh a high degree of perfeotion and maintained it 

throughout. It oon~alns unaouOtettlY tne greatest numoer or lea~s' 

most perfect lyrics. and expressed in all of them a lofty rapture, 

a single eostaoy, that gives the book itself a unity rarely 

attained by a oollection of short poems. 

What is most remarkab le about these lyrics, as about 

some of the most perfect in the earlieT oolleotions, is their 

absolute originality. Here once again was an authentio individual 

voice, as unrrUstakeably reoognizable as that whioh- sounded in 

Poems and Ballads. But no great-er oontrast, as I have already 

painted out, oould be imagined to S*1nburne's violent surges than 

these del10ate rhythms. Sometimes they have a slow trailing 

splendour as of stars across the deep sky, sometimes their faint 

olear oandour -is suggestive of the pale waters of some woodland pool; 



never is there any hulting or any violence or over-emphasis. The 

ohange and flow of the beQt is varied and exquisi tely rnoduli.;tted 

into patterns of sound that are as subtle as those of any other 

mUSician whose medium has been words. One or two of Shelley's 

songs, a madrigal by Campion or one IJr another:)f the ~lizabethans, 

some things of Poe, of Rossettl, a good deal of Verlalne-

these alone have that metrioal felicity that chimes pure music 

from the alphaoetj and it Is with them that one must .plaoe the 

poetry of iha WinO. Among the Reeds • But Mr Yeats' work Is 

absolutely distinotive, with its own peculiaroa~ence, whioh though 

1 t has had imi tatQ,rs!l ) sinoe, was a new sound in English poetry. 

It Is a sounQ that is indioated by the title of the ~olwne, a 

sound that the poet seems to have oaught from the very lips of 

Nature when she murmurs to herself on some grey day by the Galway 

shore so that her words are half-heard -

"in winds on the hill, 
In shaken boughs, in tide on the shore." (?) 

Save that the vary music of the lines seems to oall up 

some image of the Irish countryside, to translate, as it were, 

into rhythm the very spirit of the p1aoe, the wavering. unoertain, 

grey "moidered tf air of Sligo and th.s ploughed lands and the bar'e 

(1) Vide The Crling of the Waters,. by Mr. Arthur Symons 
(?) The Wind ~aong the Reeds, the Everlasting Voioes 
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roads, the earlier preoooupa"tion with p98sant themes has given 

plaoe to a brooding upon ~old ~orgotten far-o~~ things and battles 

long ago" and to a spiri tual passion tllat '-1ak~s this one if 

the great volumes of love poetry in the English language. There 

are one or two exoeptions, of Qourse, such as the well-known 

Fiddler of' _ Doona;i., and sometimes incidentally we hear-

"The ory of a ohild by the roadway, 
ofa lumbering oart, 

The heavy st~ps of the ploughman, 
t he wintry mould tf -

the creak 

s-plashing 
(1) 

but 1':1 the main the twin themes of the volume are the heroio 

Irish legends and spiritual love. The two themes are often 

united in a single poeu, the figures and inoidents of the 

legendary tai-3s ba'~Qming sym-Jols whioh are used to express some 

sujtle or intrioat9 asp90t o~ Eros. 

It is in the treatment of 10\1'a tha.t Yeats' poems show 

most 31early the peculiar 'o9auty of his genius. The passion in 

them is rooted in a spirt tual intensi ty til9.'t reoalls Dante. They 

are a perfect union of spiritual and 9arthly .,assion, of saored 

and profane love, a mar-riage of Heaven and Hell. Sometimes it 

is of a living mistress ha Sings, sometimes of "the divine beauty, 

pure and olaarand unalloyad, not ologged with the polutions of 

~O~lltY", (?) most often it is diffioult to tell of whioh, beaause 

ths poem oould be laid at the Shrine of either. Soma again 

(1) ,Iha Wind Among t.h~ R93ds, Aadh Tells, of ttt.e Rose .in hL~ Ji~art 
(?) Plato, Symposiurn (Jowett' s trans.) 
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have a white flame of rapture in whioh all that i3 of the earth 

Is r,~f'ined <lS in a.n alcrLsmis11s f'urnace, 'lntil pure spirl t alone 

remalns. 

He ~inds in the kindness of his mistress a beauty that 

h')s not been in th~ wurld since the time of th~ queens and heroes 

of old Ireland-

"lfhen my arms vvrap you round I press 
My heart upon the lov~liness 
That has long faded from the world" (1) 

Love is transforrood by the imagina~lon until it is something out 

of time and plaoe 

"0 hiding hair and dewy eyes 
I am no more wi tn lifa and death" (?) 

No gifts ar~ too preoious to lay ar, the beloved's feet; yet in 

the and it is his dre~ wilioh the poet brings- the most preoious 

gi~t o!' all: 

"Had I the heaven~ t emoroider3d cloths, 
Envrrought wi th golden and Silver light, 
The blue and the dim and the dark oloths 
Of night and light and the half-light, 
I would spr~ad the cloths under your ~eet: 
But I being poor hav~ only my dreams; 
I ha-v··3 s-pread my dreams under your feet; 
Tread softly beoause you tread on my dr~ams ff (3) 
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( 1) The Wind A1110ng the Reed~!.. 
(?) The Wind Among th:~ Reeds: 
(3) The Wind ~on~_the Reeds: 

~1c~ael Robartes Dramasof Fozgotten Beauty 
The Heart o~ the WOlnan -- . 
Aedh wishes for the Cloths of Hea~en 



Dreams, however, turn to sad:r~essJ and ther3 is the oertainty' 

thav time will bring ahrulge and sapar~tlon. Only in a spi~itual 

love is a sure re~uge ~or the heart. He wishes that his beloved 

were deac- "ware but lying cold and dead, And lights were paling 

our of the 1~r9st". For the spi=-i t would know a kindness and 

tenderness alien to the flesh. 

"And you would murmur t9nder ',vords, 
Forgiving me beoause you were dead: 
Nor would you rise and hasten away 
Though YiJa have the will of th9 wild birds J 

But know your hair was bound and ',·,~ou..nd 

A:)out the stars and moon and sun. ff ( 1 ) 

The symbulism of these poem~s is of both the more g9ne~al 

poetiC elrlotional variety and the arbi trary inta_~leouual type. Here 

for instance Nature beoomes for Mr Yeats nothing but a series 

of emotional s~~bols. His ooncept:on of it; is altogether rnystioal 

and subjeoti7e. The world as we find it here is a world that 

has passed through th9 poet's mind and is wrapped in the twilight 

that is there. It is a world that seems a.lways at the "motu-hour of eve" 

when "moth-like stars are fliokering out" and "owls are beginning 

to oall". Nature is neV9r 10V30. for her own sake as by \'rordsworth. 

The cry of a,ourlew beoomes the symbol of love seeking a lost love. 

It is an everlasting VOice, a symool of- the cry in the P03t t s heart 

that eohoes in birds, "in wind on the hill t in shaken "Joughs t in 
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t lde 011 the shore". "Come heart", he ori es-

"Come heart, where hill is hea;Jed upon hill: 
For there the mystical brotherhood 
Of sun and moon and hollow and wood 
And river and stream work out their ,vill." (1 ) 

The wind is a sY~2bol of a disturbing beauty, of the 

desires and longings that:)low through the heart from nobody knows 

wh ~ra "or l.nc"-: i n~ l r, J\ t!'? in di so ont en t and. uneasiness and the desi re 

of the moth for the star. The faary people who ourry mortals 

away ride in the wind- "Sidhe'f, indeed, is G·aelic for wind. The 

wind is a symbol for loneliness, ~or desolation and for sorrow. 

"There is enough evil in th9 orying of Wind." "Desolate winds" 

ory "over the vrandering sea", and "beat the doors of Heaven and 

beat the doors of Hell." Everywhere is the "fluttering sadness 

of earth." 

Water is so~etime6 as Mr. Forest R~id points out (2) 

"the symbol of the passing of mortal oeuuty, and of the paSSing of 

time," so th~it men's souls "waver and g1 vs plaoe like the pale 

waters in their wintry raoe under the paSSing stars." More often 

howsver it is a symbol of life and abundanoe, in aocordanoe with 

the old belief that the generation of all things was through water. 

It is the watsrs of Hart Lake that set O'Driscol1 dreaming ~f the 

long dim hair of Bridget, his bride, 'f and 1 t is in the heart of 

London that the poet heq~s as a oall to renewed life the ory of the 

( 1 ) Th~ y{1nd Among tha leads: I.nto th~ Tw1:.11glU. 
(?) W. B'. Yeats (by Forest Raid) (Martin secl~e:-, 1915) p. 5"? 
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waters- "lalce-water lapping witil low sounds by the sh,)re." 

It oannot be denied, however , that the 'loioes of the 

waters and of the wind are nearly always the messengers of sadness. 

The wind crying in the sedge by a "desolate lake" is telling of 

the hopelessness of love. The sea suggests bitterness. The "dim 

tides are hurled upon the wharves o~ sorrow." It is "the 11ttar 

tide". Regardless of man's sorrow -the "dim sea" cries her old 

ory still. The moon, as in Sh~lley, Is a symbol of weariness. 

She is "worn" like a pale shell. The poet speaks of being f'As 

weary hearted as that }follow nll)On". The stars are a symbol of the 

heaven's unooncern with man's sorrow. 

These are emotional symbols, and they are all used ion 

a way that is qui te nat°.ll'al to any i:na.gina~ive person and in an 

essentially similar manner to t:na t in wniJh sym':)ols are used by 

Shel1ay (1) though in sume eases (~.g. the wind) the emotions 

for which the same s~bols stand are different in the mind of eaoh. 

BeSide these emotional symJols, however, many poems in 

Th 9 Wind Among the Raads as well as soma j)n other ear 1y volumes 

oQntain a good deal of the arbitrary int311aatual s~n~olism, the 

charaoteristics of whi~h have already been desor1bed. Some of 

these are derived ~rom the early Gaelio stories, others from Mediaeval 

wri tars, others again from the tradi tions of the _~o1ohemi sts, or 

~rom the mind o~ the poet. It is of these more arbitrary symbols 

( I) Wi th Shel1ey the wind, as in the Ode to the West Wind t is a 
symbol of. life and energy as~c)ntra8ted with Yeats oonoeption of tha wind 
as a messenger of sadness. Tlleir sy;n')olism of' the moon and of fountains 
and towers are very similar. 



that we need the explanation that Is ~urnished in the exquisite 

(and often irrelevant and rru~bling) notas tu the early editions 

of The Wind Among the Reeds, but whioh have not been reprinted 

in the oolleoted works. 

The most obvious intelleotua.l sYln)ol, however, and the 

one which runs consistently through not only this one volume, out 

through all of those oontaining his early poetry, is that of the 

rose. It is oalled by many nrunes- the rose, the seoret rose, 

tha rose of battle, Rosa Alchemioa, "the rose upon the rood of 

time" , the rose of pea.oe, tl'!9 ros~ of tlm world. These are the 

ti tIes of St'lffi9 of the early noams and stories; and despi te the 

diversity of images evoked it is in all oases the same fragrant 

blossom that is hymned, for this rose is neither the symbol of 
'h e.i+hV\, 

peace no~ of war, A of the world nnr of secreoy, nor of tLne 

nor of eternity- but of all these, beaause it transoends them all, 

being, indeed the symJol of 

"Eternal Beauty 'wandering on her way." 

Like Plato, Spenssl', the you,ng I1Itan and Shelley it 

is of spiri tual beauty that the "sage and serious" poet drea.I!ls .. 

To Mr. Yeats this "beauty was an aver-present real! ty.. He saw 

her HlOlfements in the old heroio tales of kings and heroes and noble 

women of ~he Celtic dawn, and knew that she was still living 
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beoause he saw her wal~ing in the grey of the twilight on the 

hills of Cualan. This beauty is kinder ~han any earthly loveliness 

in that it has no tryst witH the dust,-, 

"Who dreamed thaij "Jeauty passes lik9 a dream 
For these red lips wi th all their :!1ournful -pric.s j 

Mournful that no new wonder may betide, 
Tro),passed a\vuy in one high funeral gleam, 
And Usna t S ohildren di ad. ff ( 1 ) 

The ol~ h~roio tales o~ long ago are one with the red lips o~ the 

poa~ts mistress, who, however, is no tranSient earthly lover 

'Jut a personifioation of that bea~J.ty, before WhOS1 wandering feet 

Goc~ made the world to oe a grassy road. 

This beauty is sought after by those-

"Who h~ive sought morA than is 
Or in the sun and moon, or on 
Or sighs runid the wandering, 
Or aomes in laughter from the 

in rain or dew 
th 9 ecu-th, 
starry mirtH, 
sea's sad lips." (?) 

It 1s "beauty grown sad wi th its eterni ty" ; and it :)lossoms as a 

rose in the deeps of the poet's heart so thav he hungers to build 

the whol~ world anew, "and sit on a green knoll apart, With the 

earth and the sky and the water remade." Now, as in suoh a poem 

as the beautiful The Secret Rose the poet is lifted int0 a sort of 

mystioal eostacy-

(1) Early Po~rns and Stor~es: 
(?) Early POP3rDS and Stories: 

The Rose o~ the World 
The Rose of· Battle 



"Far off, mos~ saore~, and inviolate Rose, 
En-!old me in my hour of hours, ·wher-a those 
i'.'ho sought thee in the Holy Sepulohre, 
Or in the 'yinA vat, dwell beyond the stir 
And tumult of cel'ated draaills; and deep 
Among pale eyelids, heavy with the sleep 
lean have nruned beauty_" -

and waits expectant for 

the "great wind of love and hate" to blow the stars about the 

In taking th9 Ros~ as a s~~bol o-! spiritual love and 

supreme beauty, Yeats was departing in no way from the most 

veneraole tradittons of sym-)ollsm. It was onoe a sym~ol of the 

sun, itself a sign of the di;lne nature an:::l. the sY:J.oolio heart of 

the universe. The red rose, again, has always been assooiated 

'Hith 10i 7e, espeoially with an eternal, or oontinually resurreoted 

love. Indeed a3cording to the ancient Inyths its oolour is attributed 

to the goddess of love: Aphrodlte hastening to the wounded AdoniS, 

trod on a bush of white roses, the thorns tore her tender flesh 

and her sacred blood dyed the white roses for ever red. (1) 

In the Irish poets the rose is sometimes found as a religious s~nbol, 

or as a symool of woman's beauty as tn-the Gaelic poem Rossen Dubh 

from whioh Yangan derived MY Dark Rosaleen in wnioh the rose as 

a symbol of the highest beauty is identified with Ireland. In 

this way, too, the rose is a symbol Joth of beauty and of Ireland 

(1) Sir J. G. Frazer: Tr.~ Golden Bough (Abridged Ed. 19?4) p. 336 
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in Aubrey de Vere·s Ths Little Black Rose. It is interesting 

to note that Mr. Yeats als·J has used the Rose as a symbol of his 

country, The Poem, lhe Rose Tr9~, ia his last volume, Yiohael 

liobartes and the Danoer (19?l), deals with the DUblin Re'~el1ion, 

and symbolises Ireland as a rose bush watered by the blood o~ 

Conolly and Pearse. Unlike Yangan and DeVere, however, Mr Yeats 

has never been able to symbolise oontemporary Iral~nd and divine 

beauty at the same time, and the Rose in the early poems is always 

that perfect ~)eailty transoendine; time and filllrtali ty beoause its 

hajitation is the spirit. 

The intrin8i8 value of poetry such as this oannever 

be estimated in cold prose, and sil!)jected to the examination of 

pure reas~)n. It must be judged by the note of sinceri-ty in the 

verse. Is this poetry moving? Is it that thing of beauty which 

seems to give promis9 of an endless joy? Is it- and this is a 

hard thing tha: 1s demanded of genius- written in the very heartts 

blood? If we can truthfully and oonfidently answer these questions 

in the affirmative, then we may be oertain that we are in the 

presenae of great poetry_ And o~ the poems of The Wind AmOng the 

~eeds and the best of the earlier lyrios we are ruvare that their 

wrl tar aoh1e",es greatness- a. greatness, we may feel to whioh 

nothing is added by the poet's theorising, but whioh Is evident in 

the poetry iisalf. 
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VII 

The poetry of Yeats falls olearly into two distinot 

groups: the early poems and the later poems: with, 'Perhaps a 

short transitional period represented by the volume of lyrios 

which followed The Wind Ammgg the Reeds. This was In the 

~even Woods, - published in 1903. At this period, however, the 

poetts interest was turning towards the stage. Beginning with 

the lyrioal dramas, The Countess Kath~een, 1~9?, The Land of 

Heart's Des~~ 1~9~, and The Shadowy Waters, 1900, Mr. Yeats 

gradually oeorune more -and mora absorbed in his dreaw of giving 

a national theatre to Ireland, and a poetic tradition to Irish 

playwrights. Between th9 pu~liaatlon of In the Seven Woods 
- - .= ------

and of the next volwne of poems he wrote The King's Threshold, 

The Hour Glass, On Baile's Strand, Deldre and one or two other 

pla.ys. In prose he was writing the Stories of Red Hanrahan . 
and oooasional essays, while his earlier lyrical plays underwent 

a thor\.)ugh, 8...nd not wholly suooessful,ravislon. It was not until 

1910 that the poet turned to non-dramatio poetry, publishing with 

his play, The Gre:311 Helmet, his firs t oollect ion of' lyrios in 

seven years. 

In the Seven Woods ls by no means the least worthy o~ 

Yeats' oolleotions of lyrios. Muoh o-! the old musio Is retained, 

while there are none of the adjeotival exoesses o~ "dream-heavy", 



"pearl-pala", "dove-grey" whioh marred some of th~ earliest poems. 

One or tw,) lyrios, suoh as The Witherin6 o~ the Buughs and 

Red Hanrahan's SOng seam to "')9 a part of th3 spiri t which fashioned 

~h'9 T~~nd Aciong the Reedft, while in what Is perhaps tee lovaliest 

poem in the book- th~ Jeautiful The Folly of Being Comforted-

th'1 old style is caught in the very act of -P8.ssing into t~19 later, 

and possesses a beauty that makes one almost feel th~ heat and 

light o~ that exquisite line-

"TLe Fir~ that stir3 a'oou"t; har t wh~n she stirs." 

In Adam's Curse the taahnlqua of the firs: part o! the poem is 

tha~ of the later lyrios, whila it soft9nfi to a )saatiful and subdued 

close in the older ~~ner. 

In the Seven Woods, indeed, Is not;·:(;.> le for this, that it 

contains poems in both Yaats' earlier and later styles, and some 

In which the two manners are fused tu s. strange perfection. It has 

poems which are b·~au.tirlll in two distinoc ways p and none in which 

the defects of .. 1 the~ sty-le make thelusel ves evident 

The Green Iielmet was soaroely so suooessfult The :poems 

in "th1s volume were written ~n a period of disJouraganent ~~d 

unoertainty. With a few notable exoeptions, they are laoklng in 

spontaneity and.are filled with the gloom of the passing·.r youth. 

Nevartheless they are remarkabl-3 as representing 8 Jomplete break _ 

most :Jlearly of all, with the style and teohnique of the early poeds, 
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but also to some extant with their subJeot-matter and symbolism. 

In 191~ came Responsl'ilities, and three years later The Wild 

SWans at Cools. In these two volumes the recovery from what 

seemed like faltering is complete. They oontain poems that are 

worthy to rank with the very best o~ Yeats· early work. though 

they aOhieve their suocess by reason o~ a different- appeal. They 

oontinua and oarry to perfeotion the method that made its first 

shy appearanoe InlbThe Seven Woods. and its first definite 

appearanoe in The Green Helmet. 

What are the oharaoteristics of' this lutar poet.r~~ J and 

how do they differ from those of the earlier poemse 

The later lyrios are entirely free from "embroidery". 

~hey have none of the rioh, dream-heavy, almost sensuous qualities 

that are a part of the beauty of The Wind Among the Beeds. Instead 

of the vague indefinite evooation of a mood oy means of a supple 

and varying musio we have the emphasis shifted to form: in place 

of a suggested nuance the image is brought sharply into foous; 

abstraction ls whittled away, and generalities pounded into the 

partioular. It is as though in his early poetry Mr. Yeats had dressed 

a tall queen in a shimmering robe made out of eome fine ooloured 

oloth deoked with jewels-and roses worked in gold, and had set 

upon her head a golden orown and strapped riohly-worked shoes over 

her feet, and had bi£ all men to bow before her, giving pra1se 

to one who adght be Vanus or the Mother of God. In h1s later ~oetry 
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he has undressed har and bid her stand upon a rock, her hair 

tossed in the cold wind and her feet washed by the grey tide and 

her body ,bathed in the olear sunlight. There is no oolour in 

this poetry now save grey. It is always some soene o~ grey ruok, 

grey 'sea, . grey mist that is oonjured up before the eye of the mind. 

The dominant symbol is the hawk, proud and lonely high~flyer, 

winging over the grey Irish shore and the lonely forest. 

"Now I have learnt to be proud 
Hovering over the wood 
In the broken mist 
Or tumbling oloud." (1) 

ThiS, the"yellow-eyed hawk of the mind" Is the symbol that we 
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mUAt ()ontrast to the Seoret Rose- "Beauty grown sad wi th its eterni ty" (?)-

of the early poetry. The poet's nymbolism has, indeed, in all respeots 

ohanged from that of ths earlier poetry. He announoes his ... ention to-

"Hurl helmets, orm~s, and awords into the pit." (3) 

The beauty whioh he worships now is no mystioal Lady Loveliness 

with a "rose-embroidered hem", but "beauty like a tightened bow •• t 

Being high and soli tary and roost stern". (if.) There is a marked 

'falling-off in th e poet's int erest in subj eot-mat t er from Iri sh 1 egend , 

and though it stIll oooupies his attention in suoh fine poems as 

the Two Kings and lhe Grey Rook, and gives him a certain number 

of his symbols, 1 t plays nothing like lio' exolusive a part in his 

( 1) 
( p. ) 
( 3) 
( 1+) 

The Wild Swans at Coo1e: -Early Poems and Stories: 
The Green Helmet: 
The Green Helmet: 

The Hawk . 
The Rose o~ Battle 
Reo ono i 11 at ion 

No Second Tray; 



later poetry as in the earlier. His interest in it is now chiefly 

beouase the woman whom he loves has a beauty and a mind that seems 

to him proud and solitary like a queen out of the old stories, a 

loveliness "that is not natural in an age like thiS". (1) The Old 

Age of Queen Mneve, written in 1903, gives the first hint of this 

attitude towards the old stories, where Haeve is praised in these 

lines, which suddenly the poet realizes are applioa·o1.e to h's own 

mistress·~ 

"She had been beautiful in that old way 
That's all but gone; for the proud heart is gone, 
And the fool heart of the oounti~~ house fears all 
But s:.)ft beauty and indolent desire. 
She oould have called over the rim of the world 
Whatever woman's lover had hit her fancy, 
And yet had been great bodied and great limbed, 
Fashioned to be the mother of strong ohildren; 
And she'd had luoky eyes and a high heart, 
And wisdom that oaught fire like the dried flax, 
At need, and made her beautiful and ~ierce, 
Sudden and laughing. 

o unquiet heart, 
Why do you praise another, praising her, 
As i~ there were no tale but your own tale 
Worth knitting to a measure of sweet sound?" 

The idea expressed in this passage from a poem whioh is oertainly 

one of the later poems aome to birth before its time is echoe4 

in half a dozen of the lyrics in lhe Green Helmet. The ohange is 

fundamentally one of from youth to age. This is no longe~ the poetry 

of young love. "0 heart, we ':.;re old J tt he sings, If The 11 ving 

beauty is for younger men, We oannot pay its tribute of wild tears." (?) 

(1) 
(?) 

The Green Helmet: 
La t er Poe_: -

No Seoond Tray 
The Living Beauty 



The mood la steadily becoming one -.~ retrospeat. The be,st has 

happened, and already 11es behind. "When I was young" Is the 

te,note of many of the songs: 

tt,For she had. ,fi'ery blood 
'Wh en I' was young" 
And trod 80 sweetly proud 
As 'twere UPOl'l a oloud, 
A woman Homer sung, 
That lite and,.: letters. t,s.eem 
But an herCl:e .'dream. tt (1) 

In poem atter Doem ha recorda t:q:.8 bOeauty of body and mind whiah 

was his love's portion in her yont'b. ,.In His Phoenix, from 

.:rba Wild Swam at Ooole, he names the ',noted beauties of the day­

Gabl-and Ruth St. Den1s and Pavlowa and a "player in the states" 

famous for her beautiful interpretation of Juliet- and other less 

famous beauties. oomparing them bitterly .to his own mdstress: 

"There's Margaret and Karjorie and Dorothy and'Nan, 
A Daphn~ and a Kary who live in privaoYi 
One t s had her fill of lovers', another's had b'L\t one, 
Another boasts, elpiok and ohoose and have but two or three.' 

If head and limb have beauty and the instep' $ high ana. light 
They oan spread out what sail theypleas8 for all I have to say, 
Be· but breake~s ot ments hearts or engines of delight: 
! knew a' Phoenlx ln mY youth so let them have their-waY. 

~ , 

It is' all remembered beauty, a lookil1g baok on passion t not;' 

passion, itself, tor now: 

"There ls grey in your hair. 
Young men ho longer 'suddenly ca tob. 

their brea1ih 
When you are passing. • 

( 1) The Green.t1e~meli: A woman Homer t;Ul'li 



Your beauty oan but leave wnong us 
Vague me~ries, nothing but memories." 

Be Beeks oonsolation in dreams and a pagan faith In a life after 

death: 

"Vague memories, nothing but memories, 
But in the grave all, all shall be renewed. 
The oertainty that I shall_see that lady 
L eanlng or standing or walking 
In the first loveliness _ of-- womanhood, 
And w1 th the

J 
fe_rvour of- my youthful eyes, 

Has set-me muttering like a fool R • (1) 

It Is the old theme of the passing of beauty, of the inevitable 

toll of the years, the dimming of the:. eye and the failing of strength. 

Even -worse. the heart itself' grows old. ttI thought no more was. 

needed", arias the poet: 

"I tbought no more was needed 
Youth to prolong 
Than dumb-bell and foil 
To keep the body young. 
Oh, who oould have foretold 
Ihat the heart grows ol~? 

ttThough I have many words, 
What woman's satisfied, 
I am no longer-faint 
Beoause at heralde? 
Oh, ~o oould have foretold 
That the heart grows .~4Y 

RI have not lost desire 
But the he~t I had; 
I thought 'twould burn my body 
Laid on the death-bed, 
For who oould have fa-retold 
That the heart grows oldyn 

( 1.~ The Wild Swans 8. t 0001e: Broken Dreams 
(?) The Wild SWans at Ooole: AiSopg 
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This, however, is but the expression of one of many moods. Regret 

tor the passing of youth and the aging of the heart must be a oommon 

and frequently'reourring emotion ut) ~eryone after aoertain time, 

but it 1s -rarely the domdnant one. Mr. Yeats, indeed, though he has 

his moments of -re-grato and sometimes of despair. is oonfident that 

age has brougnt him a wijdom that hlsyouth had laoked and revealed 

a truth Whioh he was unfitted to peroeive before. Four lines in 

fheGreen Helmet, volume express . this thought, though still, it 

must be ad.rni tted, with a note very like oynioisrn: 

"Though leaves are many, the root is- one: 
Through all the lying days of my youth 
I swayed my leaves and flowers in the sun; 
Now I may wither into the truth." (1) 

The$e lines afford a very definite repudiation of some of the 

earliest poems. Oonsider, for example, _ -The Song of the Happy Shepherd, 

whlohwas inoluded with The Wandering8 of Usheen in the poet's first 

volume, w1 th its oontrast between the golden age when "the world on 

dreamins; fed" and the present when "Grey truth 1s nON her painted toy", 

and note what a flowery dre~ has ~1thered into truth. 

To "wither into truth": so ,aoourate and so perfeot a 

phrase has something about 1 t ,of the, wildest poetry, tor in three 

words we seem to aee all the maet brightly ooloured dreams shrivelling 

into something grey and cold -and hard. But, mtraoleof mlraai"es 1 

Phoenix-like out of ·the dust of that ohange, a new loveliness takes 

( 1) The Gr.en Helmet: The Coming of' Wisdom w1 th Time 



shape and form, and Intelleotual Beauty is born. This ls what 

happens before our startled eyes as we turn from Ir. Yeats t earlier 

poetry-to his later •. The emphasis of the former was upon Emotion. 

"I tried after the publioation of The Wanderings of Usheen", he 

says in the dedioatlon of his Early Poems and Stories, "to write 

of nothing but emotion." In- the later work he has turned against 

abs-traotion and the evooation of feeling alone. Even in the latest 

edi tion o~ the early wo.rks (19?5) he has Undertaken oonsiderable 

revision "outting out or altering ~assages that are sentimental 

trom laok ofthought" •. _ (1) The style, aooordingly, of the later 

poems, is no longer fluid, easy-flowing, variable, like a. pleae 

of music or a nooturne by Whistler; lt is aold and hard. trans~arent 

and shinlng as a mirror: Now he is able to say, 

"I dream that I have brought 
To suoh a pitoh my thought 
That oomdng tlme oan say, 
'He shadowed in a glass: 
What thing her body was'." (?) 

The 1 talios are mine. This passage ls 81gnifiaant asshewing not 

only the qualltyand the effeot of the.po-et's later style, but 

also that its root ls an lntelleotual one, that it is essentially 

thought not emotion. In Ihe Fisherman, one ot the poems in 

The Wild Swans at Coo1e, t~e poet tells how all day he had looked 

in the faoe what he had hoped it would be to write for his own raoe. 

(1) Early Poems and Stories: Degloatlon 
( 1!) The _Green Helmet: a Woman Homer SUng 
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And then the reali ty-

"The living men that I hate ,­
The dead man that I loved, (1) 
The oraven man in his seat, 
The insolentunreproved 
And no· knave brought to book 
Who has won a drunken oheer, 
The wi~ty man and his joke 
Aimed at the eommonest ear, 
The olever man who aries 
The· oatoh aries of the olown, 
The beating down of the Wise 
And great Artbea ten down." 

He goes on to desoribe how in soorn o~ this audienoe he had, begun 

to imagine a man W1 th sUi'1~freokled faa~, olad in grey Cinnemara 

oloth, "olimbing up to a plaoe where stone is dark under froth" 

"at dawn to oast his flies tl , and how he had oried, 

"'Before I am old 
i anall have writ~en him'one 
Poem maybe as oold 
And passionate as the dawn.'" 

It must- not be inferred from·this that Mr. Yeats has 

addressed his later ~oetry to the oommon ~eo~le. the Irish peasantry. 

Nothing oould be further from the truth. His sun-freokled fisherman 

olimbing the grey Sligo hills is-

"A man who does not exist, 
A man WhQ 1s' but a dream,;" (?) 

( 1) J.][. Synge 
(?) The Wild Swans at Cools: i. The Fisherman 
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'The very type of this poetry's beauty. "aold and passionate as the 

, dawn" , its frigid ecsta,y, its Intelleotual ism, its laok of 

lent~ntality and human snotian is a long way removed from the 

thought and feeling of the people. The poet's aim was not, as it 

was 1n h1s earliest· poetry, to treat of the Irish 'oountry people 

and their legends and ,beliefs. The oompleteness and full signifiaana8 

of this ohange are a-pparentwhen we have obtained 'the key whi<il 

explains the symboli sm of a po~m in The Wild twans at Coole. Here 

are the lines vmich beneath the surfaoe of their ~pparent meaning 

(or laok of meaning) oonoeal an avowal· of a change whi oh the poet 

feels to be ineTitabla and yet not wholly to be recognized without 

regret. The title is Lines Written in Dejeotion: 

"When have I last looked on 
The round green eyes and the long wavering bodies 
Of the dark leopards of the moonY 
Afl the wild witohes those most ~nobls, ladies, 
For all th.eir broomstioks and their tears, 
Their angry tears, are gone. . 
The holy oentaurs of the hills ,are vanished; 
I have n~thing but the em0ittered sun; 
Banished heroio mother- moon and vanished, 
And now that I have aoma to fifty years 
I must endure the timid sun.· 

It Is obV10US 'Ghali llere we are Cleallng -Wl'till a poem whioh Is 

expresslq a theught and mood someth1ng akln to tbe thought and mood 

of The Oomlpg of aWisdom wl th Time. (1) It .-looks as though the 'Poet 

were lamentIng a ehange rrom romantloism. to reality as he 1s in that 

poem, although the symbol of the sun Is used in exaotly the oPPosite 

(1) ,Of aoove page 69 
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sense. In the l1nes Just quotedlt Is apparemt even to the superTlc1al 

observer that the sun represents the harsh light of an inesoapable 

reality. It is "timid" beoau~e in its light no great passion oan 

,be indulged, no -high flight of the imagination dared. In The Coming 

.it Wi sdom w1 th Time, however, the sun is represented as the warmth 

and light that nourished the leaves and flowers of his early poetry 

before hi s verse had withered into the truth. There, the effeot is 

merely metaphorioal, and -the imagery of the -leaves and the flowers 

and the sun has not the definiteness of symbolism. The Lines written 

in Dejeotion, however, a~e very definitely symbollo, and wlien 

their syrohollsm is understood yield a meaning whioh Is much deeper 

in its implioations. The ahief symbols are, .evidently, the sun and 

the moon. They are oontrasted with one another. the moon si~nifYlng 

the qualIt1es or the purposes or the earlIer poetry, Wh1le the sun 

stands Gor the qualities or the purposes of the lat.er. fhere has been 

a ohange from the moon to the sun. What that ohange implies will 

b.s olear after reading this llllssage from the introduotion whioh Mr. Yeats 

wrote for Lady Gregory's .!lods and Fighting Ken i.n 1905: 

.Old writers had an admdrable symbolism that attributed 

oertain energies to the influenoe of the sun., and oertaln others to 

the l~ar influenoe. To ·lunar influence belong all thoughts and 

emotions that· were oreated by'the oommuni ty. by the common 'Peo'Ole. 

by nobody knows who, and to the sun all that oame from the hIgh 
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disctplined or kingly mind. I myself inagina a marriage of the 

sun and moon in the arts I take most pleasure- in. •• From the 

moon aome the folk Bungs imagined by reapers and spinners out of 

the common impulse of their labour •• 9 • and the folk tales. 

Butln supreme art or in supreme life ther3 is the influenoe of 

the sun, too, and the sun brings with it, as old writers tell 

US, not merely disoipline but joy; for its disoipline is not of 

the kind the multitudes impose •••• but the expression of the 

individual soul •••• " 

The Lines Wri tten in Dejeotion, then,ls seen to ~be an 

expression of momentary regret at what is raalJY,'atemperamental 

turning away from a poetry whioh drew its themes from folk-lore 

and a teohnique whioh treated them emotionally. The later poetry 

in the waning of the moon in the light of the sun. With an 

intelleotual austerity in marked oontrast to his earlier mood the 

poet has turned inward upon a highly disoiplined mind in the ef~ort 

t~ find final joy in the soul's true expression. Tnis explains 

the growing esotarloislll of the later poems. Ideas beoome oomplex. 

Obsourity inoreases, and the poems whioh yield their meaning only 

aft9r oontanplation or study beoome m':Jre numerous. The oredo of 

magic is assumed ls an artiole of faith. Certain ideas of immortality 

are borrowed from Arabian philosophies, while a oomplioated symbo Iism 

o~ the "phases of the moon" is used to olassify all posslo1e types of the 
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human nature. Soma interesti~ speoulation s are indulged in under 

the tutelage of the Cambridge neo-Platonists of the A~IIth oentury, 

espeoially Henry liore, and the aonoept of "anirra mundi If or world-

memory, first a.ooepted as off'erlng an interpretation of some 

of Ur. Yeats t oooult experienoes and a.n explanation of the similarity 

bet\~eel1 the folk lore of :111 countries and a.ll periods, plays an 

inoreasingly important part in the poetls metaphysios. 

What has ooourred Is th'lt· he has tUJ!ned from the po~try 

o~ the folk to what Is his essay on popular Poetry he oalls the 

-~oetry of the ooteries (1) of whi~h Shelley's Epipsyohidionis 

an example. "The poetry of the coteries", ~TitesYaats, "whioh 

presupposes the written tradition, do~s not differ in kind ~rom 

the true poettF of the people, whioh pr~su~poses the unwritten 

tradition. Both are alike strange and obsoure, and unreal to all 

who have not underst~~ding, and both, instead of that manifest 

logic that olear rhetoric of the tpopular poetry' , glimmer with 

thoughts and images- whose 'ancestors were stout and wise', tani3h 

to Paradise' tere yet men knew the gift of oorn'." By "popular 

p09try" is meant a poetry suoh as that of Longfellow, ,~o "tells 

his story or his idea so that one needs nothing but his verses t~ 

understand it. No wo~of his (Longfellow's) borrow their beauty 

from those that used th9m before". The oharaoteristios of suoh a 

poetry,as Yeats points out, are ~triv1allty o~ amotion", "poverty of 

ideas" and an "imperfeot sense of beauty". 

( 1 ) The usa of the word t' ooteri ss" 1-era must not be oonfused \Vi th 
its oomr~on use as a term o~ reproaoh apnlied to lttt13 groups o~ sterile 
d ilettant es • 



The essential similarity of the poetry of the folk and that 

or the ooter1es whioh is hare noted as being due to the firm 

foundation of euoh upon tradl~lon, though in one case it 1s a 

wr i tten tradi tion.wi le in ·the other it is an unwrl tten tradi tion. 

is re,pansible for the "perfeot ease and naturalness with Whioh 

Yeats has been able to turn from the one kind of poetry to the other. 

He has never ~r.itten popular poetry, it should be added, in the 

sense in whioh that adjeotive is a~'Plied to the typioal work of 

Longfellow. 

From very earliest manhood, however, he seemed to 

forsee some suoh ohange as thatwhioh later aotually took plaoe 

in his work. In an introductory poem to the lyrios published 

with The Countess Cathleea in l~93 he expressed the fear-

"Lest I no more h-ear OQll1'110n things that orave; 
The weak worm hiding down in its small oave, 
The field mouse running by me in the grass, 
And heavy mortal hopes tha.t toil and pass; 
But seek alone to haar the strange things said 
B~ God to the bright hearts of those long dead, 
And learn" to ohaunt a tongue men do not know." (l) 

This ,marks wi th a strange EIlouraoy the path of development along 

vm.ioh;,the poet was to travel. In hlsearliest poetry he was 

preoooupied with "oommon things that orave"; in the more r~ystioal 

poetry that found its oulmination in The Wind AmOng the Reeds he 

was lending an ear to "the strange things said By God totha bright 

hearts of those long dead"; and now in the later poetrj the 

tendenoy Is inoreasingly to "ahaunt a tongue" man do not know". 

( 1) Early Poems and Stories: 
• • 

To the Rose upon the Road of Time 
me F 
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It is a c~lrious paradox that the es·:>tario, subtle and 

intelleatual later poetrY'has a simpliolty of form that is never 

aohieved in the earlier 'o,)oks. Even the very simplest of the 

early poems seem a little ornate when compared with such a poem 

as A Song. ~rarn the Wild Swans';at Cools volume, (1) or with these 

lines from T~e Green;, H~lmet oolleotion, entitled To a Child Dancing 

in the Wind: 

"Danoe thera upon the shore; 
What need hav9 you to car9 
'For wind or water'S roar? 
And tumble out your hair 
That the salt drops hav~ wet; 
Being young you havL? 1:0t known 
The fool's triumph, nc:' y~t -Love lost as soon as won, 
Nor the be'st labourer (~) dead 
And all the sheaves to bind. 
What need ha-re you to dread 
The monstr9uS crying of wind?" 

This is poetry the most mueioal, the most elevated, and yet the 

nearest to prose. The thought hera is qui te in keeping wi th the 

form. It is olear, straightforward, and without oomplezity. 

What are we to say, however, wh9n we find embodied in a lyria 

that Is as orystal-81ear as limpid water a thought that Is as subtle 

and deoeiving as a shape seen under water? The small poem M~orl 

Is a case in point. In its t~ohnique and musio and prosody it Is 

ultimate simplioity; yet the idea that it expressee- and this is 

its ohief importanoe beoause its appeal is essentially intellectual-

is based upon such a subtle and only partially expressed analogy 

(1) Quoted above page 6~ 
( ? ) J. M. Synge 
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that this aold Pastoral seems almost to tease us out of thought. 

It is but six line's in langth-

"One had a lovaly faoe, 
And two or three had oharm, 
But aharm and faoe wer9 in vain 
Beoause the mountain grass 
Cannot but keep the form 
Where the mountain hare has laint", (1) 

In other poel~ the meaning is hidden behind an arbitrary s~nbollsm. 

The Lines Wr~ttan in Dejeotion, quoted above, is an example of 

this; another is the noem oalled The Collar Bona of a Hare in 

The Wil~ S~ans at Coo13 •. In this the poet expresses the deslre to 

"oast a sail on the water" and follow in the wake of many a king 

and prinoess till ha had come to the "oomely trees and the lawn, 

The playing upon pipes and the danoing" wher3 he would learn that 

the best thing' is to ohange one's l.ve's while danoing and to pay 

a kiss for a kiss: 

"I would find by the edge of that water 
The colluu bone of a hare 
W0rn thin by the lapping of water, 
And pieroe it through with a gimlet and stare 
At the old bitter world whers they marry in ohurohes, 
And laugh over the untroubled water 
At all who marry in ohurohes, 
Through the thin whi te bone of a hare". 

Why through the thin white oone of a hare? is the question t~at one 

naturally asks. Of' what ls this a symbol:~? ' The answer is found 

(1) lhe Wild Swans at Coole: Memory 
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in the story of The Thre~ Ot,yrnes and the Evil ~aeries, one of 

the Irish folk tales ooll'30ted in The C~l ti c Twi light. In 

this we learn that aooording to an old Irish superstition if one 

takes the oollar-bone of a hare and bores a hole in it, one may 

look through it into the land of the faeries, and discover faery 

gold without ~)8ing harmed by the evil sprites. In this poem, 

having been permitted to enter ~aery land the poet is using this 

in the inverted sense-as a means of looking baok at the "old 

bitter world" he has 19ft behind. 

The obsourity-of many of the poems in The Wild Swans ut 

Coole 6.-11d in Yeats' last volume of lyrios, Miohael Robartes and 

jihe Drmoer (19?1), is not 8xp!asnefj '0 easIly. Poems suoh as 

jhe Sad Shapheai. Ego Dominus luus, The Phases qf the Moon, and 

The Double Vision of Michael Robartes in the former volume, and 

,Miohael Robartas and the Danoer, S(.>lomol\ and the Wi toh, An Image 

frOlIl!B Past Life, Towards Break of Day, Q.,aemon and Beast, and 

The Se~ond Coming, from the later book are almost impossible to 

understand until one is aoquainted with the strange mixtures of 

philosophies upon whioh they are based. Even then they remain 

extremely diffioul t •. As the poet says in a note to his Later Poems 

wrItten in 19??, "They take their plaos in a phantasmagoria in 

whIoh I endeavour to expla1n my philosophy of life and death, and 

till that philosophy has found some detailed exposition in prose 

oertain passages in the poems named above must seem obsoura. To some 
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extent I wrote them as a test for exposition." The volume. of pease 

to Whioh a re~eranoe is here made is A Vision, whioh is announoed 

for publioation at an early date. Until that book is forthooming 

one desiring eluoidation had best read the~e poems in the light of 

oertain passages from The Trenmlipg of the Veil and the notes to 

the Four Plays for Dancers,;. (19?O), The light, it must be admitted, 

which these a:'ford is extremely dif"use, and it Is no easy matter to 

foous it into one coherent and ":)right hearn, or to arrange in well­

oonneoted order a series of fragmentary speoulations upon suoh topios 

as the nature of a woman's 1eauty, the relation of body to soul, 

previ·ous and future inoarnation, and the 'formulation of a system 

that seeks to classify all possible types o~ the hwnan natura under 

an appropriate symbolism of some phase of the moon. 

At the basis of all this superstruoture of metaphysies 

and philosophy is the profound belief in what for want of a be~ter 

term we oall magio. Yeats' oredo has already been quoted. It is 

a creed whioh oannot be brushed away as irrational beouase, in the 

firs~ plaoe, it is not of that type whioh postalates any interruption 

of or interferenoe with the laws of nature. It limdts its sphere 

of applioalll1ty solely to the oountries of the mind, and to those 

borders between the oonsoious and the suooonsoious ~hat are being 

most fr*ltfully axplored by moder~ analysis. In the seoond plaoe, 

it Is a oreed whioh has this in oommon with soientifio law, that i. 
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is based upon observation and experiment. Mr. Yeats has evidently 

the powers of a well-attuned medium and possesses a Inind peouliarly 

reoeptive to visi)n and tranoe so that for him, a bellef in mf~io 

is noth1ng other ·than a oo~~on8ense generalisation or hlS own 

exp er i enoe. Moreover he was living a.~ong people for who-'n the same 

phenomena made themselves a~l"parent. The following passage from his 

autobiography desoribes the genesis in Mr.Yeats of the neo-Platonio 

oonoeption of the Anima Yundi-

"Another time when George Pollexfen had seen in answer 

to some evooation of mine a man with his hdad out in two, she 

(their servant girl) woke to find tha.t she 'must have out her 

faoe with a pin, as it was all over blood'. When three or four 

,aw $9gether, the drerun or vision would divide itself into three 

or four parts, each seeming oomp1ete in itself, and all fitting 

together, so that eaoh part was an adaptation of' a single meaning 

to a partioular personality. A visionary being would give, let us 

say, a lighted toroh to one, an unlighted oand1e to another, an 

unripe fruit to a third, and to the fourth a ripe fruit. At 

times. oohergnt stories were built up, as if a oompany of aotors were 

to improvise, and play, not only without previous oonsultation, but 

without f'oreweeing at any moment what would be said or done the moment 

after. Who made the story?:· Was it the mind of' one of the visionaries? 

Perhaps, for I have endless proof that, where two worked together t 

the symbo1io influenoe oOlnmonly took upon itself, though no word was 
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81)oken, the quality o! th~ mind tha:; had firs:. fixed a symbol in 

the mind's aye ••• Then, .too, from whenoe oome +.he i~ages of the 

dream? No always, I was soon persuaded, from the r:le~n·Jry, ,erha:ps never 

in trance or sleep. One man, who oertainly thought that Evets 

apple was the sort tha~ you got from the greengrooer, and as 

certainly never doubt ed 1 ts st ~)ry! s li teral truth, said, when I 

used some symJol to send him to Eden, that he saw a walled garden 

0:11 the top of a high mountain, and in t-lle middle of ita tree wi th 

t bi d i th b d ~ i~ t' ~ ~~i h grsa r s n e .ranc_es, an _ru w ou . o~ Wll C , if you h31d. a 

Druit to your ear, owne the sound of flghting. I had not at the 

time read Dante's 'Purgatorio, and it caused me some trouble to 

verify the mountain garden, and fro!n some pass'ge in the Zohar, the 

great birds among the boughs; '\7nile a ]:)ung e;irl on being sent t() 

the same garden, heard the 'music of h3a7en' frOLl8. tree, and on 

listening with h~r ear a6ainst the trunk, found it was made by the 

'oontinual clashing of swords'. Whenoe came that fine thought of 

r~sio r~king swords, that image of the garden, and many like images 

and thoughts? I had as y~t no ~lear answer, ani knew myself ~aoe 

to faoe with that Anima Yundi desoribed by Platonio philosophers, 

and more espeoially in modern time by Henry More, whioh has a 

memory independent o~ individual memories, though they constantly 

enrioh it with their images and their thoughts." Cl} 

Mr. Yeats believes that any work of genius is written 

because of a know13dge or power that comes intv the mind of the world 

(1) The Trembll.5 of the Veil. pp. 14-?-143 
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that 1s stored with the memory of all the individual i'mdnds of th~ past. 

Suoh knowledge or power Is oalled up by an image. This image, 

he holds, is always the oppoai te of. the n:l tural self or the natural 

world. The image Ghat Yeats follows Is 0:' a proud and exaltad race 

of heroic cornrad'3s suoh as h~' found in the Celtic mythologies, 

and whioh is the antithesis of the world to-day. And of that image 

whioh Is his personal anti-self, he has this to say: "I ~~ow vary 

little about myself and muoh less of that anti-self •••• It is 

perhaps beouase natura made me a gregarious man, going hi ther and 

thi thar looking for oonversa.tion, and ready to deny from fear or 

favour his dearest oonviotion, that I love proud ~d lonely things." ( 1 ) 

In Ego Dominus Tuus the main theme is this pursuit ot 

the Image, or Anti-Self. The poem, whioh is a dialogue ':)etween the 

poet and an interlocutor opens with a pioture of th9 poet himself 

paoing the grey sands in the moonlight inder an old weather-b9a~en 

tower, traoing on the sand, "Enthralled by the unoonquerable delusion, 

Magioal shapes". 

"By the help of an 1;uage", (he says) 

I aall to my own oPPosite, summon all 
That I have handled least, least lOOked upon". 

"And I", replies his oompanion, "wou~ find myself and not an image 

Yeats holds -

(1) The Trembling o~ the Veil p. 5g 



"That is our modern hope and by its light 
'(e hav9 lit upon the gentle sensi tive mind 
And los t the old nonchalanoe o~ th,3 hand j 
Whether' we have oh0sen chisel,pen,or brush 
We are but oritics, or but half oreate 
Timid, entangled, empty and aoashed 
Laoking the countenanoe o! our friends." 

Dante and Keats are made examples of artists who have resolutely 

pursued their antithetical Image. These lines treat of the Florentine-

"I think he ~ashioned !ro~ his oPPosite 
An image that might have been a stony faoe 
S~aring upon a Jedouin's gors3-hair roof 
From doored and windowed cliff, or half-upturned 
A1non~ the ooarse grass and the camel ·iung. 
He set his ohis9l to the hardest stone. 
Being mooked by G-tlido for his 190herous life 
Derided and deriding, driven out 
To olimb that stair and eat that bitter bread, 
He found the unpersuadable Justioe, he found 
The most exalted lady loved by man." 

And these o~ the Cookney-

~His art is happy but who knows his mdnd? 
I see a sohoolboy wh~n I think of him 
Wi th faoe and nose pressed to a swe·~t shop window, 
For oertainly he sank into his grave 
Hi s saRses and his heart unsat 1 sfi·3d, 
And mada- being poor, ailiD6 and ignorant, 
Sh*t out from all the luxury o'! the world, 
The coarse-bred son of a livery-stabl~'3" kaaper­
Luxuriant song." 

"Yet surely", objects the interloQu.or, "there are men who have 

made their art 

Out of no tragio war, lovers of life, 
Impulsive man that looked for ha~piness 
And sing when they have found. it.", 
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"No, not sing", answer.s leats-

If For those that love the world serve it in aotion, 
Grow rioh, popular and full of influenoe, 
And should they paint or wrlt9 still it is aotion: 
Thestrugle of the. fly in marmalade, 
The rhetorioian would deosive his neighbours, 
The sentimentalist himself; while art 

. Is but a vision or realIty." 

In the oonoludlng It.nas, the poet speaks again o~ his own pur pos a as 

an artlst-

"I oall tu the mysterious one who yet 
Shall walk the wet sands by the edge of the stream 
And look most like me, being indeed my double, 
And prove of all imaginable things 
Th~ most· uniike, being my anti-self, 
And standing by these oharaoters disolose 
All that I seek; and whisper it as though 
He were afraid the birds, Who ory aloud 
Their momentary ories before it is dawn, 
Would oarry it away to blasvhemous men." 

Onsa! the ahie! pruposes of an obsoure symooils~n is noted in the 

three final lines. The symbolist makes Ufie of ohareoters lest 

the holy thought should be oarried a."HC.Y tu :)laspliemou .• men. 

Another poem whioh opens up -?ve.n 'wider vlstas upon Mr. Yeats t 

str.ange -philOSOPhy is The Phases of the Moon. 
) 4> 

In scene and setting 

thepo.sm is very similar to the one just described. J--&a.in it is a 

night piece. Under a dwindling and late-risen moon two men are 

pacing 'the rough Connemara roa.d. "An old man cooked his ear, What 

made that sound?" An.d then the reply 
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"A rat or water hen 
Splashed, or an ,otter slid into the stream.. 
We are on the bridge; that shadow Is the tower, 
And the light proves that he is reading still. 
He- has foun4, aft er tI:e manner (~f hi s kind, 
Mere images; ohosen this plaoa to live in 
Beeause, it may be, of the oandle light 
From the far tower where Milton's Platonist 
Sat late, or She'lley's visionary prince; 

• • • • • • • • • • • 

An image of mysterious wisdom won by toil; 
And now he seeks in 'oook or manusoript 
V,rhat he shall neVel' find. ff 

This tiiJ8 the poet takes no part in the dialogue; it is of him 

that the two night wanderers are speaking. They are Mlchael Robartes 

and Owen Aherne, parsonages that have already appeared in Yaats' 

works. In a note to this poem,Yeats says, "Years ago I wrote 

three stories In whioh ooour the names of MIohael Robartes ana 

Owen Aherne. I now oonsider that I used theaotual names of two 

friends, and that one of these friends, Kiohael Robartes, has 

but lately returned frod Mesopotamia where he has partly found and 

partly thought out muoh philosophy_ I oonsider that John Aherns 

is either the origInal of Owen Aherne or sume near relation of 

the man that was, and that both he and Robartes, to whose namesake 

I had attriouted a turbulent life and death, have quarrelled vnth 

me." The three stories her'e referred to are Rosa Alohem1oa, 

lhe Tables of the Law, and The Adoration of the Magi. In' 

the first of these Robartes is described as "Kiohael Robartes, Whom 

I had not seen fDr years, and whose wild red hair, fieroeeyes, 
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sensitive, trelllUlous lips and rough clothes, made him look now,· 

just as they used to do before, something between a debauohee, 

a saint, and a peasant." (1) Acoording to the tale, after 

having established a ohapel in a wild spot on the Irish coast 

where Dionysiao orgies are practised under the guise of an Alohemioal 

rltual, Robartes and his band of priests are slain by the outraged 

fisher-folk. The name was also used as a symbol in the title 

of some of tee poems in The Wind Among the leeds; there, however, it 

signified a principle of the lmnd rather than an actual personage. 

Owen Aherne Is described an the seoond of these three tales of 

nlYstery and imagination as possessing a nature "which is half monk, 

half soldier of fortune, (which) must needs turn aotion into 

dreaming, and dreami1~g into action. • • For such there is no order, 

no finality, no contentment in the world". As a student in Paris 

he had devoted himself to speoulations about alohe~ and mysticism. 

tf)(or3 orthodox in his beliefs than Michael Robartes, he had 

sur~assed him in a fanoiful hatred of all life, and this hatred had 

found expression in the curiuus paradox ••• that the beautiful arts 

were semt into the world to overthrow nations, and finally lifa 

herself, by sowing everywhere unlimited deSires, like torches 

thrown 1nto a burning 01 ty". (2) 

(1) Early Poems and Stories p. ~70 
(?) Early Poems and Stories p. ~99 
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These are the progeni tors, partly imaginary and partly raal 

who in The Phases of the Moon are rep~esented as carrying on their 

nooturnal dialogues below the tower in thIoh the poet pursues his 

lonely searoh. The poem is an exposition of, as some of the 

Four Plays fo~ Danoers are an applioation of, the "oonv1otions 

auout the nature and history of a woman's beauty, which Robartes 

found-in the S~eculum of Gyraldu8 and in Arabia Deserta ~nong the 

Judwali s 'f (l) 

The fundamental idea is th'.t the soul in eaoh oyole of its 

development/ inoarnates through twenty-eight typios,l inoarnations 

oorresponding to the phases of the moon, the light of the moon's 

diso symbolising the subjeotive and th~ dark part the objeotlve 

nature, the wholly dark moon (called Phase 1) and the wholly light 

(oalled Phase 15) symbolising oomplete objaotivity and oomplete 

subjeotIv1 ty respeoti"lely. This is how Rubartes desoribes the 

system in the poam+ 

"Twenty and eiiht the phases of the moon, 
The full and the moon's dark and all the crescents, 
Twenty and eight, and yet but Six-end-twenty 
The cradles that a man must needs b, rooked in: 
For.there's no human life at the full or the dark. 
From the first oresoent to the half, the dream 
But summons to adventure and the man 
Is wlways happy like a bird or beasti 
But while the moon is rounding towards the full 
He follo~~ whatever ~nim's most difficult 
Among whims not impossi'Jle, and though soarred 
As with the oat-ot-nine tails of the mind, 
His body moulded from within his body 
Grows comelier. Eleven pass, and then 
Athenae takes Aohilles by the hair, 
Hector ~s in the dust, Nietzohe is born, 

( 1 ) flays and Controversies p. 1+33 

88 



Beoause the heroes' oresoent is the twelfth. 
And yet, twice born, twice buried, grow he must 
Before the full moon, helpless as a worm. 
Tije thirteenth moon but sets the soul at war 
In its own being, and ,~en that v~r's begun 
There is no musole in the arm; and after 
Under the frenzy o~ the fourteenth moon 
The soul begins to tremble into stillness, 
To die into the labyrinth of' itself." 

Phase One and Phase fif'een- at whioh point the desoription is now 

arr! ved- symbolise two inoarnations n.ot 7isibl.9 to human eyes 

nor having hwnan oharaoteristios. The invisible fifteenth inoarnation 

is that of the greatest possible bodily beauty, ab' the fourteenth 

and sixteenth those of the greatest beauty visible to human eyes. 

As the full of the moon ,pproaches-

"All thought beoomes an image and the soul 
Becomes a body: that body and that soul 
Too perfeot at the full to lie in the cradle, 
Too lonely for the traffio of the world: 
Body and soul oast out and oast away 
Beyond the visible world." 

And After that come the phases of objeotivity-

"And after tha.t the .rumbling of the moon. 
The soul remembering its loneliness 
Shudders in many oradles; all is oha~~ed, 
It would be the world t s servant, and as it serves, 
Choosing '~tever task's most diffioul~ 
Among tasks not impossible, it takes 
Upon the body and upon the soul 
The coarseness of a drudge." 

In other words, to quote a note to The Only Jealousy of Emer, one 

of the Four Plays for D£moers; "Objeotive natures are deolared 

to be always ugly, h"enoe the dIsagreeable appearanoe of poll tIoians, 



reformers, philanthropists, and men of saienoe". (l) Just -as the 

full of the moon is &he symbol of a beauty too perfeot to be visible , 

80 is the dark of the moon a sign of an invisible, 8uperlati7s ugliness. 

MBeoause all dark, like those that are all light, 
They are oast beyond the verge and in a cloud, 
Crying to one another like the bats; 
And having no desire they oannot tell 
What's good or bad, or what it is to triumph 
At the perfeotion of one's own obedienoe; 
And yet they speak what's blown into the mind; 
Deformed be,ond deformi ty, unformed, 
Insipid as the dough before- it is baked 
They ohange their bodies at a word. 

And then? 

When all the dough has been so kneaded up 
That it oan take what form oook Nature fancy 
The first thin cresoent is wheeled round once more." 

Muoh of the poem might be a commentary on Castiglione t s saying 

that the physioal beauty of woman is the spoil or monument of the 

viotory of the soul, for physioal beauty is desoribed as the result 

of emotional toil in past lives. "All dreams of the soul", says 

Aherne, "end in a beautiful man's or wor~'s body·, "eise", as we 

might add with Donne, "a great prince in a prison lies. 1f 

"The song wi 11 have 1 t 
That those that we have loved got their long fingers 
From death, and wounds, or on Sinai's top, 
Or from some bloody whip in their own hands. 
They ran from oradle to oradle till at last 
Their beauty dropped out of the loneliness 
Of oody and soul." 

I have dealt with this poem at some length beoause in 

an understanding of its symbolIsm and philosophy lies the searet 

( 1) Plays and Contro7srsies p. 1f.31f. 
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of all Yeats' final obsourity_ All the poems whioh I have mentioned 

in the poet's last two volumes of lyrios as being eapeoially 

diffioult oan only be interpreted in the light of this, While 

everything in the Four Plays for Danoers is based upon the same 

oonoeption and makes use of the same symbols of the moon's phases. 

Flor instanes, these lines from The Only Jealousy of EIDer would be 

unintelligible to the reader unaoquainted with the symbolism: 

"Who is it stand bafora me there 
Shedding suoh light from limb and hair 
As when the moon, oomplete a* last 
?T1 th e"lery labouring oresoent past, 
And lonely with extreme delight, 
Flings out upon the fifteenth night?" 

A song from the same play expresses a similar conoeption of woman 'a 

beauty as that in The Phases of the Moon-

"How many oenturies spent 
The sedentary soul 
In toils of measurement 
Beyond eagle and mole, 
Beyond hearing or seeing: 
Or Arohimedes guess 
To raise into being 
That loveliness? 

What death? What disoipline! 
What bonds no man oould unbind 
Being imagined within 
The labyrinth of the mind, 
What pursuit of fleair~, 
What wounds, what bloody press 
Dragged into being 
This loveliness?" 

In Michael 'Robarta8 and the Danoer the theory is advanced that a 

blessed soul is the oounterpart of a beautiful body, and further 
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that it oan exist only in a beautiful body. No 1.ntsdom or learning 

or intelleotual toil oan create it unless that toil ls shared 

-emotionally by a beautiful body-

"For what mare book oan grant a knowledge 
Witll an impassioned gravity 
Appropriate to th.i.t bea ting breast, 
That vigorous thigh, that dreaming eye? 

I have prinoiples to prove me right. 
It follows from this Latin text 
That blest souls are not composite, 
And that all beautiful. women may 
Live in unoomposite blessedness, 
And lead us to the like- if they 
Will banish every thought, unless 
The lineaments that please their view 
When the long looking-glass is full, 
Even from the foot-sole thi~k it too." 

The most difficult of Ieats' later p09ms are, perhaps, 

The Double Vtsion of Michael Robartes and The Seoond Coming_ These 

possess a diffioulty that transoends mere obsourity, and even when 

we think we understand their sym:)olism, we are possessed of the 

uncomfortaole reeling that their real meaning is eludl:r.g us. The -
~ouble Vision is an evooation of "the cold spiri ts that are born 

When uhe old moon is vanished from the sky And the new still hides 

her horn". B~ the grey rook of Cashel, the poet sees a vision 

of a girl danoing between a Sphinx with woman breast and lion paw 

and a Buddha with hand lifted up to bless. 

"Although I saw it~all in the mind's eye 
There aan be nothing solider until I die; 
I saw by the moon's light 
Now at the fifteenth night." 



The Sphinx -

"Ga.zed upon all thi:r..e;s known, a1-1 things 1.::!1'-~~(~~~1~, 

In triunlph of int~lleot ••• 

"The other's moonlit eyeballs never moved, 
Being fixed on all t:iings loved, all tfil:r.gs unlo7ed." 

Tne glrl "TUO danced was one of those t·J whoc; body's ":Jeauty has 

brought "unoomposi te blessedness". 

"No thought, 
Body perfeotion brought." 

The Sphinx symbolises the lnt>311ect, and the Buddha emotion. The 

girl i;'nc Is perfeot beaut,i Is a union o~ ')oth- intelleot being 

expressed emotionally through ~er body. She has banished every thought 

exoept that ~i,rhioh her 'shole body "even from the foot-sole t• oan shar~. 

Beyond this one hesitates ~o venture, and as to tb~ ultimate meaning 

of the visl)n it Is dif~icult to hazarQ a guess more satls!ying 

than that given jy the poet himsel~-

"I knew that I had seen, had seen at last 
That Girl my unre~.~eLl-·)'7r-ing nigh ts holo. fast. 

"To SUiJh a pitoh of folly I am brought 
Being oaught between the pull 
Of the dark moon and the full."-

',i-:-Li ch seen"~ to asori be 

the vis~_ .. jn to the h[c;"uoinati,)n of a :~lind torn between subjectivity 

and obje'J\i1vity, between itsel~ and th~ world. The Seoond. Coming 

is an extension of the ph:los,phy of the phases of the moon from 

the individual soul to the soul o~ the world. Th1s same extension 



is also made in an inter~sting passage from The Treubling of the Veil. 

At the risk of some repltition, which, however, may serve to 

emphasise and clarify the fundamental ideas, I will quote it oomplete: 

"The bright ~art of the moon's diso, to adopt the symbolism 

of a oertain poem, is subjeotive mind, the dark, o~ojaotive mind, 

and we have eight and twenty Phases for the classifioation of 

mankind. At the first Phase- the night where ther.e is no moonlight­

all .1s objeotive, while when upon the fifteenth night the moon 

comes to the full, there is only subjeotive mind. The mid­

Renaissance could but approximate to the full moon 'For there is no 

human life at the full or the dark',but we may attribute to the next 

three nights the men of Shakespeare, of Tltlan, of Strozzi, and of 

Van Dyak, and watch tLem grow more reasonable, more orderly, less 

tur~')ulent as the nigh ts pass; and it Is well to find before ,he 

fourth- the ni-neteenth moon oounting from the start-a. sudden chf)1lge, 

as when a aloud beoomes rain, or water freezes, for the great 

transitions are sudden, the faae that Van Dyok oalled a fatal faoe 

has faded before Cromwell's warty opinionated head. Henoeforth no 

mind like wa perfeotly proportioned human body' shall sway the 

publio, for great men must live in a portion of themselves, beoome 

professional and a)straot; but seeing that the moon's third quarter 

is scaroe passed, that abstraotion has attained but not passed its 

olimax ••• they may subdue and oonquer; oh3rlsh, even, some Utopian 



dream; spread ab::·trsctic.r ... ever furt1.er till thought is but a film, 

and there is no dark depth any more, surfaoe only. But man whc 

belong oy nature to nights near the full are still born, a tragic 

minority" (1). ~'fi.tde is oited as an example of one of these. 

Acoording to the symoolism, "somewhere about 1450, though 

later in some parts 6f Europe by a hundred years or so, and in some 

earlier," the moon was at the full; "men attained to personality 

in great numbers", and their soul oa~e to be like a perfectly 

proportioned human body". At the present time, howe;ler, the moon 

in orumbling to the dark. It is a time o~ objeoti~,rity. Attempting 

to serve the world, and choosing whatever task is most difficult out 

of tasks not LqJ0ssible, the ",Y1'10'11 m~ takes 

"Upon the body and upon the soul 
The ooarseness of a drudge". (?) 

Y9utS Jrings out th9 contrasti between the men of the Renaissanoe 

when the moon ~~s approaching the full and the men of te-day When 

the dark is drawing near by comparin6 twu portraits in the Dublin 

i';6tional Gallery_ "In the Dllblin Nation6.1 Gallery", he 'TTi tes, 

"there hung ••• upon the sarne wal~. a portrait of some Venetian 

gentleman by'Strozzi, and Mr. Sargentts painting of President Wilson. 

l~:'hatever thought broods in th~ dark eyes of that Venetian gentleman, 

has drawn its lifa from his whole Judy; it feeds upon it as the 

fluue feeds upon the oand1e- and should that thought be changed, 

his 'Pose vlould ohange, his very oloak v.rould rustle for his whole body 

thinks. (3) President Wilson lives only in the ~y3S, whicIJ. a!'e 

(1) The Tremblirm of the Veil :pp~ 170-171 
(?) The yaIel. Swa.:r.s at Cools, The Phases of the Moon 
(3) This "thinkig wi th the body" it will be remeltlbered was Michael 
Robartes' advioe to the danoer in Michael Robartes and the Da~oer_ So 
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of body and soul undef the moon of the fifteenth .~ llight. 
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steady and intent; the flesh about the mouth is dead, and the 

hands are dead, and the olothes suggest no movement of the body, 

nor any movement but that of the valet. •• There, all was am 

energy flowing outward from th9 nature i.el f; here, all is 

the anxious study and slight defleotion of external force; there, 

man's mind and body were Iredominantly subjeotive; here all Is 

obj ectt ve, using those words not as philosophy uses them, but as 

we use them in oonversation". (1) 

All this may appe~ fanciful , an idle speoulation based 

upon arbitrary symbols, not only ursoientifia, but useless, a mere 

waste of time, perhaps the signs of an inoipient lunaoy~ to some 

praotioal and matter of fact persons .even "shger moonshine". It 

must, however, be judged aooording to its own standards, and by 

what it sets out to be as well as by ~lat it is. Yr. Yeats makes 

no claim to having evolved a philosophy_ He is not oonoerned with 

isolating an ob.leotive, definite truth tf faot. In the matter of 

truth, indeed, he is of the party of "jesting Pilate". Ha does 

not pretend to put forward a soientl~10 system, but Eldrely to have 

oonstri.loted out of his readings in neo-platonio philosophy and 

Arabian supersti tion a framework upon which he is able to hang 

his ideas of life and th9 world. He oalls it himsel~ a 

phantasmagoria, and, in a not.g to the Four Plays for DanQers., very 

justly states its purpose and its limitations. "In writing these 

li ttle plays", he says, and, we may acid, the obscurer of these later 

(l) The Trembling o~ th~ .Veil:. pp. 169-170 
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poems, "I knew that I was areatin~ something which oould only 

fully suooeed in a cj)vl118ation very unlike ours. I think they 

should be written fer some oountry where all olasses share in a , 

hal~-mythologloal , half-philosoplioal folk-balief whioh the wri tar 

and his small audience lift into a neW' subtlety". The ooncluding 

sentenoes are signifioant as an explicit statement of What a study 

of all his work 'oes to demonstrate, that -suoh an_art as that 

into whioh Yeats' later work has developed is but the natural growth 

of the poet's mdnd, not an arbitrary and wilfalseeking aft9r 

esoterioism. "All my life" t he oontinues t "I longed for suoh- a 

oountry, and always found it quite impoSSible to write without 

having as muoh belief in its real existenae as a ohild has in that 

of the wooden birds, beasts and persons of his toy Noah's ark. 

I have now found all the mythology and philosophy I need". 

Although this "rr~thology and philosophy" is assundng a 

oontinually inoreasing '.importance in the poet t s mind, it must not 

be thought that it takes the chief, or even a paramount _position 

in Hr Yeats' later work. It does fill an important ~laoe, however, 

and as such deserves to be notioed at length, but even the poet 

himsel~ realises that such a oomplex and arbi trary intellectual 

playing with symbols onn only be undertaken at the oast of losing 

something of spontaneity an~'rapture. fA1s 1s not the subjeot-matter 

~or lyrioal poetry, and it is perhaps this reason that has made 



Mr. Yeats o:f'late turn against the lyrio. In an article in· 

j'he Dial (1) desori~ing his journeytQ Stookholm in 19?3 to reoeive 

the Nobel Prize, he expresses the opini on that it is for his 

dramatia work rather than ~or his poetry that he will be remembered. 

This surely la a mistaken judgment. Of :Mr. Yeats' plays, only 

~athleen nl Hoolihan written in oolla~oratlon With Lady Gregory 

is essentially dramatio; it alone is said to improve when aoted. 

Cri tias are unani>mous that all his other plays apIlear to best 

advantage on the printed page. Indeed, i. tsnot for their dramatio 

qualities that they can be praised at all. Plot Is either negligible, 

or faul ty. Charaoter is oast out at once, in aooo.rd wi th Yr. Yeat s' 

theory that charaoter has no plaog in drama, so that the confliJt 

Is never between living persons, only between masks whioh are the 

~bodiment of the amotlons. What the plays are notable fort however, 

1s thPrirpoetry, ,vhether 1 t is the poetry of single lines and 

passages, or the poeti3 beauty of the conoeption as a whole. In 

~he Dial essay, Mr. Yeats goes on to narrate how the lyrio gift has 

dried up' in him of reoent years. He oooasionally writes a poem, 

he says, "for no better season thail that I have wri tten no verse 

for a long timaffl He believes that his natural bent is for the drama, 

and .i s , he tells us, oontinuously dra.l.natlsing in his own mind, his 

thoughts and emotions so th& his poems are beoomdng dialogues or 

monologues in whioh some imagined oharaater expresses one phase of the 

poetic thought or feeling. 

(l)The Dial, September 19?lf.: .Ihe Bounty of'·Sweden. by W. B. Yea.ts 
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What appears to have happened Is that Mr. Yeats· has 

saddled himsel~ with a vast aaoumula~ion of oaault philosophy 

whioh he knoW$ oannot be expressed adequately in tenns of the 

lyr60 Unfortunately he has put the aart before the horse, and 

Is saarifiaing poetry rather than philosophy. Now that a complete 

prose aooount of that philosophy has been written and is to be 

published under the title of A ViSion, it is to be hoped that 

the arid1 ty wi th whiah it has t9nded to fill Yeats' lyrioal poetry 

will not beaome a permanent quality of his work in this field. 

The dryness and laok of' spontanai ty wh.lah Is noticeable 

in some of the poems in T'M':fild Swans at Coole, in many In 

~iohael .Robartes and the Dancer, and in n3arly all of those yet 

unoolleoted in book-form Is not tu b9 taken as a main oharaoteristio 

of what at the beginning of thiB section I have oalled 'the "later 

poetry". The best poems in Responsibilities and The Wild Swans 

at Cools are among the finest in all o~ Yeats' works, and in 

oonoludlng what I feel to be a rathe~ unenthusiast10 a~aount of 

this later work, I would like to speak of the very speOla~ quality 

o~ their beauty. 

I t has always seemed to me that the best of these lyrias 

must be ranked runong the finest that Mr. Yeats has written. Muoh 

as the riah, sensuous, dre~heavy poetry of the early volumes 

and the faint rhythms of The Wind Among the Reeds a~~eal to the . 
senses, the 0014 hard, orystal-olear, gemlike flame that ls in 



the later suooesses appears to me to ba a higher type of beauty 

beoause B~auty is evoked not through the senses alone, but through 

the intelleot as well. 

As the work of perhaps the greatest poet of the period 

following the Viotorian age it is interest ing to note how these 

poems overthrow the aooepted t~ohnique of the preoeding oenturyj 

as ~ell as being a repudiation of Maths. Arnold's favorite diotum 

that literature is a oritioism of life. The dif~erenoe between 

this poetry and that, the best expression of whioh in in Tannyson 

is not merely a differenoe in form and diotion, th,ough all the 

"poetio" shifts of langua.ge- th9 deems,. 'neaths, forsooths, eta., 

the inversions and high-sounding rot~ditiest and other exoesses 

of rhetorio that make so muoh Victorian poetry now seem over 

appareled,- are rigoDDusly exoluded. It is something that transoends 

mere form, though it Is, of oourse, more apparent in externalities. 

The ohange is in the spirit, and assumes its most oharaoteristl~ 

manifestation in a sort of intelleotual ohastity that esohews all 

abstraotions whether of thought or image. These lyrics strive for 

a ooncrete and immediate realization of their subjeot. They are 

less vague, less verbose, less eloquent and with a less obvious lilt 

in rhythm and rhyme than are most poems of the Viotorian period, 

than muoh of Yeats' sarly work. Inversion is almost entirely 

diso.rdedj there are no olioh~j rhyme is muoh looser, and a skilful 

use at half-rhymes (so oa.lled imperfeot rhymes) is the secret of' a 

beautiful and delioate musio. 
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The influence that this has had upon contemporary poetry 

ann hardly be overestimated. The characteristios which I have 

just outlines of Yeats' best later poetry are also the oharaoteristios 

in a broad general sense of the best poetry of the daYt in 

whioh the ohief' tendenoy is a move away from aostract ion towards 

the oonorete and a rejeotion of a "literary" poetiC -diotion. 

Indeed, Miss Harriet Konroe, in her Introduotion to her Anthology 

The New Poetrl, linking with Y~ats the name of Synge writes, 

"It is soaraely too muohto say that 'the new ~oetry'- if we may 

be allowed the phrase- began wi th these tW0 gr~at Iri ah masters." (1) 

( 1) .Ihe New Pos.trz. 
, 

ed. :Monroe and Henderson (Maomillan 19?3) P XXXl,X 
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