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William Butler Yeats was born at Sandymount, Dublin, on
the 13th of June, 1865. He was the sldest son of Jack B. Yeats, R.H.A.,
the well-known artist, and the grandson of William Butler Yeats, M.A.,
Rector of Tullylish, County Down. On his mother's side he was descended
from respectable merchants and ship-owndrs, his maternal grandfather,
William Pollexfen, having some little reputation in Sligo and the
surrounding counties as a bold ssuman and a shrewd business man. The
ink of commercs did not, however, flow in the veins of all the Pollexfens:
George, the uncle of Mr. Yeats, having been secured an adequate income
by the acumen and industry of his father, devoted himsself in youth to the
pleasures of the stable and hunting field, and in middle age to the more
intellsctual delights of astrology and the practice of magic. If was
his influence that later contributed something to turn Mr. Yeats!' mind
in the direction of a praotioal mysticism and set him dreaming of a
sacred order practising a secret and anclent ritual in a deserted castle
on one of the many lake islesvof whioch Innisfree is typical. 1In one of
the later poems Mr. Yeats has drawn his uncle's portrait, indicating a

change similar to that which some oritics have considered to have

occurred also in his own mind.

"And then I think of old Gaorge Pollexfen,

In muscul.r youth well-known to Mayo men

For horssemanship at meets and race coursss,
That could have shown hém purebred horses

And solid men, for all their passion, live
But as the outrageous stars incline

By opposition, square and trine;

Having grown sluggish and contemplative.® (1)

(1) Later Pomms, In Memory of Major Robert Gregory




The poet+s mother had some of this mixturz of robusiness

and dreaminess, combining with a good deal of practical ability an
intuitive understanding that made her an ideal mate for one so
sincerely and intolerantly an artist as Jack B. Yeats. That the
offspring of the pair should be a great poet might bs explained, though
it could sscarcely have been predicted, by anyons conversant with the
laws of heredity.

Both art and nature contributed to foster and develop the

Posuviu raculties inherent in the mind and heart of the young William
Butlar. At the home of his father, in Ireland and later at London,

‘'he was in an atmosphere where art and literature was a constant, if not
the sole, subject of conversation. Hié father lectured him: first on
the beauties of the Pre-Raphaelites and the evils’of realism and
Victorian art and literatuse in genseral; later, on more modern schools
of painting, and always with violent but clearly reasoned diatribes
against the plush and horsehair of the accepted Viotorian masters whether
of the brush or the pen.

Extremsly sensitive to naturs, Mr. Yeatis was fortunats in
the desolate beauﬁy and grey splendour of the ocountry in which he
spent the most irpressionable years of his youth. His grandparents
lived in Sligo, and it was in the Sligo country that he passed his long
holidays from the Erasmus Smith school in Dublin. Hers by Lough Gill
with its lake isle of Innisfre=, in the haunted rezion of Drumsliffe
and Rosses, is the country that forms ths background of all his early

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



the beauty of Nature, until sometimes a strangs and mystical experiencs
would sesm to bring him, not into a state of at-ons-ness with nature,
but into a condition of loneliness when all nature sesmmed to have
fallen away from him as the flesh from the spirit at death. "Sometimes
on grey days on the Galway shore wh2n a faint mist has hung over thse
grey sea and the zrey stones (I f2lt) as i® the world might suddenly
vanish and leave noﬁhing bshind, nbt even a little dust® 1) This is
the testimony of one who lives the inndr life intensely and who dwells
on'the border of trance so that the monotony of gray and the sound of
the brsakers and the wind and the waters serves that purpose for which
Mr. Yeats has designed the rhythm of verse - "to prolong tihe moment of
gontemplation, the moment when we are both asleep and awake, which is
the one moment of creation."(2)

It is the testimony,too, of ons whose mind is peculiarly
sensitive and receptive to the influence of popular folk-lore and
legend. Indeed the tales of fasries and ghosts and gods and fighting
men.whioh ¥r. Yeats heard as a boy in the haunted region of Drumcliffe
and Rosses have had a profound knflusnce upon his life and work,
giving to both that special colour which the texture of his mind was
most fitted to receive, and if not actually making him a poet, at
least making him the partiocllar kind of vpoet which he aftsrwards became.

In the countryside of Sligo and Galway the people of the
irvisible world exist,'and in the minds of ths psasants the relations
between the natural and the supernatural are so intimate that not to

have sesn a ghost, or to have been deaf to the singing of the Sidhe

(1) Essays, D. 118
(2) Essays, D+ 195



was the mark of one partioularly gross and almost inexplicably earthy. (1)

0ften, in fact, ghosts hecame a nuisance, as to the man who exclaimed:
"By the oross of Jesus! how shall I go? 1I® I pass by the hill of
Dunboy old Captain Burney may look out on me. If I go round by the
water, and up by th2 st2ps, there is the headless ons and another on
the quays, and a new one under the old churchyard wall. If I go round
the other way, Mrs. Stewart is appearing at Hillside Gate, and ihre
devil himself is in the hospital lane." (2) 0ld Pagan beliefs persist

along with the Christian mythology of the ochurch. "To the wise peasant®,

says Mr. Yeats in fhe Celtic Twilight, "the green hills and woods round

him are full of never fading mystery. When the aged countrywoman stvands
at her door in the evening, and, in hef 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: baocause northward in Ben Bulben, famous for
hawks, the white square door swings open at sundown, and those wild,
unaniatian ricers rush forth upon the fields, while southward the

White Lady, who is doubtless Masve herself, wanders under the broad cloud
nightoap of Knocknarsa. How may she coubt these things, even though the
priest shakes his head at her? Did not a herd boy no long while since
see the White Lady? She passed so close that the skirt of hser dress

touched him. 'He foll down, and was dead three days.' " (3)

(1) Only the other duy I clipped this item from the Montreal Gazette:
"London, kKarch ?2.- The horns of Elfland hava been heard blowing rscent.iy
near Milltown, Ireland, and hundrads of people have besn travelling daily
to a clump of bush, recently cut down, whence the unearthly musioc is said
to procead. Whils none could be found who claimed to have seen 'ths littk
folk!, or fairies, many declared th3y could hear stirangs, haunting melodies.

hooo®ding to one story, a tiny figure dressed in red has veen seen
mounted on & horse near the bush. The o0ld fdlks say Ireland never has seaen
good times since the fairies dsparted, and now that they have returnsd,
srighter days may bs expected."

(2) Early Poems and Stories: The Csltic Twilight p. 19l

(3) Early Poems and Stories: The Celtic Twilight p. 249




It was iIn this region that the abduotion ocourred 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 country as a boy, and his account of
how the faeries stole little Bridget "for seven years long"Ais but the
re-telling of one out of a countless many of such incidents. The airy
mountain is Ben Bulben, and the rushy zglen where none dare go a-hunting
"for fear of little men" is the valley of Drumcliffs lying at the foot
of the mountain. Thess are place-names that ogocur many timss in the
writings of Mr. Yeats. Often while staying with his graddparents as &
lad he rambled through the rushy glen and climbed the "vapour-turbaned
steep®. And here he found himeelf influenced not altogelher by a
communiocating spirit in nature, dbut by "something far more deeply
interfused" whose dwelling was deep in the mind of primitive man- a
firm belief in the real existence of the invisible world. '"Drumcliff
and Rosses were, are, and ever shall be, please Heavent " he writes,
"places of unearthly resort. Drumcliff is a wice, green valley, lying
at the foot of Ben Bulben, whereon the great St. Columba himssl?f, the
builder of many of the old ruins in the valley, climbed one day to get
near Heaven with his prayers. Rosses is a little, sea;dividing, sandy
plain coversd with short grass like a green tablecloth, and lying in

the foam midway betwssn the round, ocairn-headed Knocknarea and 'Ben

(1)
Bulben, famous for hawks' ".

It was an ideal country for poetic youth, and ppovided the

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

(1) Early Poems and Stories: The Celtig Twilight p. 247




landsocaps, the indefinite greys and watery blues, bare hills and
misty steeps, "the length of the yellow sands and Lisadell far off
and its leafy ways" and the sound of the wind that was like the

ory of the Banshee appealed to one whose natural Celtic temperament
had been made more refined and sensitive by a delicate asstheticisn,
Partly an inheritance from his father and partly due to the
influence of his home.

Another influence was that of books. As a boy, Mr. Yeats
tells us, he had loved poetry, and had always longed to hear poems
spoken tuo a harp. He read 8penser and Shelley attentively, so
attenti#ely, indeed, that later he had deliberately to fizht against
their influence upon his verse. Before he was twenty, howevsr, he
had tried to mix their styles together in a pastoral play; while

Prometheus Unbound he regarded as among the sacred books of the world.

He was moved deeply,too, by the paintings of the Pre-Raphaelite school,
more perhaps by tﬂﬂgr 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 ths 'Mary Magdalene'! and 'Mary

of Galilee' of Rossetti that hung near, I had racovered an old emotion.
I saw these pictures as I had seen pictures in my childhood. I

forgot the art oriticism of friends and saw wonderful, sad, hapvoy
peopls, mo-ing through the scensry of my dreams. The painting of the
hair, the way it was smoothed from its ocentral parting, something in

the oval of the peaceful faces, called up memories of skatbhes of



my father's on the margins of the first Shelley I had read, while

the strong ocolours made me half remember studio conversations, praise

of the primary colours, heard, it may be, as I sat over.my toys or a
child's story bvook. " (1)

It is these same wonderful, sad, happy people, moving through the
soenery of dreams that make so much of Mr. Yeats'! poetry seem like

the memory of an old childish indefindéble emotion whieh defies oriticism
as water cheats a sieve. The influsnce of the pre-Raphaelites is
apparsnt not only in the subject matter of so mﬁoh of the early poetry
but in an occasional delicate minuteness of detail and turn of phrase

recalling Rossetti which may be found in one or two of the earliest lyrics.

Such a poem, for example, is ths exquisite sonnet, She who dwelt among the

Sycamores, which, unfortunately, has never been reprinted since it was

inoluded in The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems in 1889. This volume

has long been out of print and many of the shorter poems it contained
have never been republished in a»y subsequent edition. For its rarity,
then, as well as on account of its own peoculiar beauty and as an illustration
of the pre-Raphaelite influence, I will quote the posm which I have
been able to find nowhere but in Mr. Forest Reid's-excellent, but
outdated, study of Yeats:

"A little boy outside the sycamore 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, ©D. 429



A little boy inside the sycamore wood
Followed a ringdovs's ash-grey gleam of feather.
Noon wrapt the tress in vells of vioclet wsather,
And on tiptoe the winds a-whisperirg stood.
Deep in the woodland paused they, the six feet
Lapped in the lemon daffocils; a bee
In the long grass- four eyes droop low- a seat
0f moss, a malden weaving. Singeth she:
'] am lone Lady Quietness, my sweet,
And on this loom I weave thy destiny.' "
Echoes of other singers occur here and there in the early

poems. The Falling of the Leaves, with its first line
#Autumn is over the long leavés that love us"

and its last line

"With a kiss and a tear on thy drooping brow".
recalls Tom lMoore. In this case, however, the similarity is due to
the faot that Mr. Ysats wrots this poem "to soms traditional air%,
lass consciously, perhans, but in much the same manner as Moore utilized
0ld Irish melodies.

A lover of Spenser and Shelley, of Keats, the sarly Tennyson
and Morris and the Pre-Raphaelites, Yeats might have sald of all these
poets, as Cowley was compelled by th2 accident of time to say of the
first of them alone: (I) "was infinitely delighted with ﬁhe stories
of the khights, and giants, and monsters, and brave houses which I
found everywhsere there (though my understanding had little to do with
all this); and, by degrees, with the tikkling of the rime and dance of

the numbers; SO thateessle... was made a poet as naturally as a ohild is

taught to speak.m (1)

(1) Abraham Cowley, Of Myself




But much as the reading of thess English poets may have
ocontributed towards the perfecting of Mr Yeats' art and the turning
of his mind in youth toward romantioc poetry one is never allowed to
forget that he is an Irishman. A far greater influence upon the
theought and the art of the young poet was exerted by the written
and spoken traditions of his own couniry. As a boy and young man
in Dublin end among Irishmen in London he discussed avidly everything
that was known about Ireland, especially Irish literature and Irish
history. "I oould have told you at that time", he says, "the dates
of the birth and death, and quoted the chief poems of men whose names
You have not heard, and perhaps of some whose names I have forgotten."
T do not think Sheiley or Svenser evaer moved me 8s did thesse
poets", he adds, inoluding in the generalization hhe vast numbesr of
ballad posts who fdlled the Irish newspapers with popular sentimental
and pagdriotio verse. He knew that most of them wrote badly, but dreamed
that if somebody could make a style that was not an English style and
yet musical and full of the colour of the Irish landscape that a great
school of ballad poetry would arise in Ireland which would move everyons
as it moved him. So definitely and so vividly did this idea present
itself to the mind of the young Irishman that he tells us how perfectly
he can remember the day on which the thought first came to himSD Then,
with a deliberateness whioch he declares is still a source of surpriss,

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

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

and scenery and in their right proportion. He mads, too, a conscious

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

(1) Essays: p. 4
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- had gathered in Italy, and tried to make his rhytums faint and
nervous and to fill his images with a certain coldness anc wintry
wildness.

It is apparent from all this that Mr: Yeats' patriotism
was not- nor, indeed, has it ever been- in any sense a narrow politiocal
pride. He was concerned more for the intellectual and artistic
freedom of his counfry than for its political independence. He had
studied at the Slade School in London, had read Ruskin atténtively,
had come under the direct personal influence of William Morris, and
hated England for ths Phillistinism of the middle-class Britisher.
He saw in Ireland & race of psopls more primitive, more sensitive to
beauty and the imaginative appesal, cherishing with the two mythologies
of Christianity and Paganism, a certain love of wildness and careless
vigour for its own sake, a race which must be kept at all costs from
the contamination of successful, pushing, commercial England whers
frugality, temperance, and sound common-sense were the cardinal virtues,
and, in the words of Stevenson, "never to forgei your umbrella through
a long life would seem a higher and wiser flight of achievement than to
go suiling to the stake". (1)

In the Essay on Poetry and Tradition inoluded in The Cutting

of an Agate, Mr. Yeats has outlined the intellectually patriotic
purposéé with thich he and Lionel Johnson and Katherine Tynan began

to reform Irish poetry; "We sought", he writes, "to make a morse subtle
rhythm, a more organic form, than that of the older Irish poets who

wrote in English, but always to remember certain ardent ideas and high

(1) R. L. Stevenson, Virginidus Puerisque, (Craobed Age and Youth




altitudes of mind which were the nation itself, to our belisf, as
far as a nation can be summarised in the intellect... Lional Johnson
was able to take up into his art ons portion of that tradition that
I could not, for he had a gift of speaking political thought in fine
verse that I have always lacked. I, on the other hand, was more
nreoccupied with Ireland (for he had other interssts), and took from
Allingham and Walsh their passion for country spiritism, and from
Ferguson his pleasure in heroic legend, and while seeing all in the
1light of Buropean literature found my symbols of expression in Ireland.
One thought often posssssed me very strongly. New from the influence,
mainly the personal influence, of William Morris, I dreamed of
enlarging Irish hate, till we had come to hate with a passion of
patriotism what Morris and Ruskin haved... Ruskin and Morris had
spent themselves in vain because they had found no passion to harness
to their thought, but hers wers unwasted passion and precedents in the
popular memory for evary neéded thought and action... We were to forge
in Ireland a new sword on our old traditional anvil for that great battle
that must in the end re-astaulish the old, confident, jJoyous world."
This "passion and precedent in the popular memory for every
neededAthought and aoction" was the heroic mythology of the Celtic zods
and heroes, a background of legend and heroism which has Been a source

of inspiration to Irish vards since the days of 0isin.

}__‘
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Irish legendary literature divides itself into thres cyolas-
the divine, the Conorian, and the Fenian. The first deals with the
exploits of the Tuatha de Danaan- the Celtio gods; the seocond with
Cuchulain and the heroes of King Conchubor's court; and the last with
Finn and the heroes of the Fianna, most prominent among whom is Finn's
son Oisin. Accomding to this mythology the original inhabiiants of
Ireland wers the Fomorians and the Firbolgs, "a dark race of strong
fighters'", whose descent has bseen traced in popular tradition to the
sons of Noah. These at some undeterminsed early dats were conquered by
the Tuatha de Danaan, or the trides of the goddess Danu, who finally
defeated the Fomorimns aftsr four days of terrific coumbat in which "furies,
monstsrs, and hags of doom took part". The invadsers grantsed the province
of Connaught to the vanquished, and subsequently & good deal of mixture
and intermarriage took place betwaen them. The Tuatha de Danaan was a
divine race, and the gods of Celtic Ireland were all descended from Danu.
Just as the Fomorians were driven outv by the Sidhe, as the Danaan tribves
wera known among the Irish peasantry, so were they in their turn driven
to the mounds and woods by the Milesians, the race from which the Irish
are descended. This is represented as being a race of heroes and
Pighting men, becoming semi-divine by union with the Banaans. Indeed,
the two races, the godlike ana the heroic, lived in the closest proximity,
fresely mixing in one another's gquarrels, fofming varying and temporary
alliances, and engaging in a good deal of promiscuous philandsring that

very soon had the result of endowing the heroces with superhuman powsrs



properly assooiased with gods, and of diluting the godlike qualities
of the Tuatha de Danaan with some very human charaoteristiocs.
Sometimes, since the Danaan people had the power of becoming invisible
or of changing themsslv3s or anyone 8lse into the likeness of an
animal a strange and compliocated state of affairs arose. For example,
Bran and Sgeolan, ths hbunds of the hero Fimn were naphews of his

own "for Illan married Finn's wife's sistef whom his faery mistress
transformed into a wolf-hound which gave birth to these famous dogs." (1)
In all of the hseroes of note was the bdlood of some god or goddess.
while the love of Aengus for Edain, "a daughter of a king of Ireland"
is one of the o8t Pamous stories. "There is not a king's son or a
prince, or a leader of the Fiznna of Ireland, without having a wife

or a mothar or a foster-mothsr or a sweetheart of the Tuatha de
Danaan", says an old Gaelic poem translated by Lady Gregory in

Gods and Fighting Men. Cuchulain, indeed, was a son of the god Lugh.

Ther: is some doubt as to whethsr the Cochulain stories

or those of the Fianna is the older ayole. Ysats considers the 0Ossianic

(2)

to be the oldsr. How much all these stories are mixed with

history and folk-lore and how indelibly +they are sngraved unon

(1) The Mythology of All Rages; (Boston, Marshall Jones & Co. 1918)
Vol 111 Celtic Mythology, dJohn Arnott Maccolloch. D. 169

(?) Note: To avoid confusion it should be remembered that the words
"Conorian" "Cochulain" "Red Branoh" refer to one of the two heroic
oycles, while "Fenian "0Ossianio" "Fianna" refar to the other.
Conchubor (pronounsed Conochar) was the Red Branch "King of Kings",
Cochulain (pronounced Coohoolan) the chisef ohampion among his

warriors. Usheen or Oisin was the son of Finn, chisf of the Fianna
or fenians.

13



the imagination of the Irish peasantry is made clsar in the following
passage from Mr. Yeats! introduction to a book whioh he has deolared

worthy to set beside Le Morts d'Arthur - Lady Gregory's Gods and

Fighting Men . These legends, he writes, "are known in one form or
another to severy Gaslic speaking countryman in Ireland or the
highlands of Scotland. Sometimes a labourasr digging near & oromlech
or Bed of Diarmuid and Grania, as it is called, will tell one a
tradition that seams oldsr and more baroaric than any desoription

bf their advantures or o® themselves in written text or story that
has taken form in the mOuthS of the professed story tellers. Finn
and the Flanna found weloomes among the court poets later than did
Cochulain; and one finds memories of Danish invasions and standing

armies mixed with the imaginations of hunters and soliftary fighters

among great woods. One never hears of Cochtilaim delighting in ths 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 chariot and his churiot driver and his
barlsy fed horses to delight in. If he is in the woods basfore dawn
one is not told that he cannct know the lsaves of the hazsl from
the leavss of the oak; and when Emer laments him no wild creature
comes into her thoughts but the cuckoo that oriss over ocultivated
Pields. His story must have come out of a time when the wild wood
was giving way to pasture énd tillage, and msn had no longer a

reason to consider every ory of the birds or changes of the night.

14
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Finn, who was always in the woods, whose battles were but hours
amid ysars of hunting, delighted in the 'cackling of ducks from the
Lake of the Three Narrows; the scolding talk of the blackbird of
Doire an Cairn; the whistls of tha eagle from the Valley of Victories
or from the rough branches of the Ridge of the Strsam; the grouse
of the heather of (Cruaohan; the call of the otter of Druim re Coir.' #

~ The men of the Fianna were not only closer to the navural,
they were also closer to the supernatural. "Although," continues
Mr. Yz2ats, "the gods come to Coohulain, and although he is thse son
of one of ths greatest of them, their country and his are far apart,
and they come to him as god to mortal; bdut 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 aé with an enamy he overcomsas
in battle. When the Fianna are bdroken up at last, after hundreds of
years of hunting, it is doubsful if he dies at all, and certain that
he comes again in some other shape, and Oisin, his son, is made king
over a divine oountry. The birds and veasts that oross his path in
the woods have been fighting men or great enchanters or fair women,
and in a moment cAn take some beautiful or terribls shape."

idr. Yeats! conception of these legendary heroes and the

old Celtic gods is an interesting one inasmuch as he views them
with the imagination of a mystic, and sess their persistence in the

mind of the Irish peasantiry as an evidence of that community of mind,

or Anima Mundi which, following Henry More and the neo-Platonists, he
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has deduced also from personal visionary expserisnces. Hs thinks of
the Fianna "as great-bodied men wiih large movements, that seem, as
it wers, flowing out o some deep below the narrow stream of personal
impulse .. that are a portion of the strengtah of things. They are
hardly so much individual men as portions of universal natare, like
the clouds that shape themselves and re-shape thamselves momentarily,
or like a bird between two boughs, or like the gods that have givon
the apples and the nuts; and yst this but dbrings the:.x the nearer to
ué, for ws can remake them in our image when we will, and the woods

(1)

are the more beautiful for the thought."

(1) QGods and Fighting Men, arranged andput into English by Lady
Gregory. With a prefae by W. B. Yeats. (N.Y. Soribner's 1904%) p. XIII
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It was of the heross of the Fianna and the gods of Tuatha

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

(1

s Ths Wanderings of Usheen ), a narrative poem in three books,

which formsd the title piece of his first puvlished volume of lyrics, which
made its appeérance in 1889. The charactsristic features of the
plot of‘the poem are common enough in folk lore and balladry and are
noiv confined by any means to the lagends of the Calts. It is the tale
of a mortal who is wooed by a faery, and carried by her to the faery
-country where he lives in all manner of »5liss until after "three centuriss
of dalliance with a demon thing" he yearms for a sight of his own
land once more. The poem opens with a dimlogue betwesn St. Patrick
and Usheen, now old and blind and lonely, for he has disobeyed the fasry
injunction not to touch the earth (another common incident in folk tales
of this description) and the weight of his three hundred years has
fallen upon him and the old careless happy world of the hseroes and
hunters has wither2d away lsaving 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 poetiry

"The swift innumeraocle spears,

The horsemen with their floating hair,

And bowls of barley, honsy and wine,

And feet of maidens dancing in tundecs."

He tells how when the chieftains of the Fianna were hunting the desr, they

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



"found on the dove-grsy edge of the sesa

A pearl-pale, high-horn lady, who rode

0O a horse with bridle of findrinny,

And like a sunset wers her lips,

A stormy sunset on doomed ships,

A citron colour gloomed in her hair,

And down to her fest white vestures flowed,

And with the glimmering orimson zlowec

0f many a figured embroidery."
It was Niamh (1), daugnter ot Aengus and Edain, who had left the
Country of the Young for love of Usheen. At her invitation, and
following a glowing account of Tir n'an 0g and the happy townland
df the young, Usheen mounted bshind her and rode into the land of
fasry. Hers he dwelt for three hundred years first in the Island
of Danoing, then in the Island of Victories and finally in the
Island of Forgetfulness until "at the heel of a century" he awoke
and was overcome by a great longing to see once more the beard of
Finn and all the men of the Fianna in battle array. Full of
forevoding, Niamnh consents to let him return, on the condition,
however, that he shall not touch the earth. Shoul!d he do so, she warns
him, o0ld age will fall unon him and the happy Fenlan times will orumble
away like a rotten leaf. On his return to Ireland h2 saw some men
struggling to 1lift a heavy sod, and with all a strong fightar's scorn
of their weakness, h2 stooped from the sacdle and hurled it five yards.
At once the full weight of his thres hundred years fell upon him, and

ha was left "to be shaken with coughing and droken with old age and

pain, without lsughter, a show unto children, alone with remsibrance

and fear".

(1) pronounced Nee-av
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The first edition of The Wandsrings of Usheen differs

materially from the version published in the volume of Poems, 189>.
The latter, though a few slight changes huve ovesn made in later
aditions, is substantially the version that has appeared in Earlier

Poems and Stories, published in 1925. 1In its present form the poem

is undoubtedly one of the greatest Anzlo-Irish poems in existence.
Its superiority to the narrative poems of predecessors like Mangan,
Ferguson, and Todhunter lies in the fact that while they are ocertainly
familiar enougzh with the legends of irsland, thay are not able to
infuse snough warnth into thair retelling of the stories. They seam
to come to them in ruch the same manner as they would to %he myths
of Greecs or Rome, while Yeatis has ocesn able from ths first to crsate
an impression of intimate harmony betwesn himself and his subjeoct,
triumphantly vindieating, at least in his thitd book, his theories
of a styke as a mirror of the Irish landscape.

The remarkable fid2lity of the poem to its old Irish sourcs,
and at the same tims the alevation of what is undoudtadly postry, to
a poetry of another and higher sort, can be sesn by a comparison of

The Wanderings of Ushsen with Lady Gregory's translation 8f the Gaelic tale.

Mr. Yeats, himself, 1t should be borns in mind, is among the few Irish

writers who know no @Gaslioc.

Here is Lady Gregory's account of Niamh's description of

the Country of thes Young and her ocall to Usheen:



"It is the country is most delight®ul of all that ars under
the sun; the trees are stoopving down with fruit and with leaves and
vith blossom.
"Honey and wine ars plertiful 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 lessening.
"You will get feasts, playing and drinking,; you will get
sweet musio on the strings; you will get silver and gold and many Jewels.
"You will get, and no lie with i¢, a hundred swords; &
hundred ocloaks of the dearest silk; a hundred horses, the quickest in

battle; a hundred willing hounds. ]
"A hundred coats of armour and shirts of satin; a hundred

cows and & hundred calves; & hundred sheep having golden fleeces;
a hundred Jjewsels that are not of this world. \
"A hundred glad young girls shinirg liks the sun, their
voices sweeter that the singing of virds; a hundred armed men sirong
in battle, apt at fesats, waiting on you, if you will come witi me to
the Country of the Young. ‘ _
You wiil get everything that I have said to you, and deligihts
beyond thew, that I have no leave v tell; you will get beauty, strength
and power, and I myself will bs with you as a wife."

Here is what Niamh says in kr Yeats'moem:

"0 Usheen, mount by me and ride

To shores by the wash of ths tremulous tide,
Where men have heaped no burial mounds,

And the days pass by li:s a wayward tune,
Whera the broken faith has never been knownm,
And the hlushes of first love never have flown;
And there I will give you a hundred hounds;
No mightisr oreatures bay at the moon;

And a hundred robes of murmuring silk,

And a hundred calves and a hundred sheep
Whose long wool whiter than sea froth flows,
And a hundred spears and a hundred bows,
And oil and wine and honey and milk,

And always never-arnxious sleep;

While a hundred youths, mighty of limb,

But knowing nor tumult nor hate nor strife,
And a hundred maidens merry as bvirds,

Who when they dance to a fitful measure
Have & speed liks the speed of the salmon herds,
Shall follow your horn and obey your whim,
And you shall know the Danaan leisure,

And Niamh be witnu you for a wife.



Then follows & passage more exalted and lovely than anything in
the Gaelioc original:

*Then she sighed gently, 'lt grows late,

¥usic and love and sleep await

Whera I woula »e when the white moon climbs,

The red sun falls and the world grows dim.!

*And then I mounted and she jound me

With her triumphing arms around nme,

And whispering to herself enwound me-"

The greater vart of the poem, indeed, is wholly the creation
of Mr. Yeats' poetic imsgination, as the strange adventures that befell
Ushean during his three hundred years in the land of fBery are not
described in the Gaslic sources. In the poem the hero tells of his
Journsy to the Gountry of the Young:

*We galloped over the glossy sesa:

I know not if days passed or hours,

And Niamh sang continually

Danaan songs; and their dewy showers

0f pensive laughter, unhuman sound,

Lulled weariness, and softly round

Xy human sorrow har wnite arms wound."
They come to the Island of Dancing where the trees seemad to treuhle
because of the myriad of song-birds which were flying and hovering
about their le&fy tops; and where the land and ocean meest they tie

the horse to a leafy clump. Then

"from the woods rushed out a vand
O0f men and maidens hand in hand."

Here a hundred years are spent in singing and dancing and hunting

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

but when he sang of human Joy, "a sorrow wrapped each merry faocen,



and all wept. The song with which Aengus 0g answered Usheen's human
singing is worth quoting not only for its beauty and because it is
typical of Mr. Yeats' earlier styls, but because it expresses as
clearly as possible the faith in which he consciously became

preoccupied with Celtiec mythology.

®"Joy drowns the twilight in the dew

And fills with stars night's purple ocup,
And wakes the sluggard seeds of corn,
And stirs the young kid's budding horn
And wakes the infant ferns unwrsap,

And for the peewit paints his ocap,

And rodls along the unwelldy sun,

And makes ths little planets run:

And if Joy were not o the sarth,

There were an end of change and birth,
Anc earth and heaven and hell would die,
And in some gloomy barrow lie

Foléed liks a frozen flie,

Then mock at Peath and Time with glances
And wavering arms and wandering dances.

#)ents hearts of old —ere drops of flame
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 ars slaves,
And toss and turn ir narrow caves,

But here there is nor law nor ruls,

Nor havs hands held a weary tool;

And here there is nor change and deatl,
But only kind and merry oreatl.,

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 olc menory overcomes him. He is like an olc man who
stirs the fire to a blaze in the homs of & friend or a brother,

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

of old."

W
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Again with Niawmh he fares over the sea, and she sings fto
him of

"Wars shadowy, vast, exultant,; faeries of old

Who wedded men witi rings of Druic gold,

Anc how those loveps never turn tiseir eyes

Upon the life that fades anc flickers and dies,

But love and kiss on dim shores far away."
But "the fall of tears troubled her song", and after a trance-like,
indefinite time that may have been days or Kours the horse of
faery screamed and shivered. The travellers had come to the Isle of

Many Fears. Here amid scenery that might have provided a setting

for some adventure in The Faery Queene , Usheen sets fres the Maiden

chained to two eagles "bald and blind", and fights with the Demon
who held her captive.

The descoription of ths fight is excellently done. Yeats
can clash the shield as well as pluck a plaintive string. With the
magic sword given him by ths sea-god, Mananan mac Lir, Usheen
confronts the monster. The beast

" slowly turned:

A demont's leisure: eyes, first white, now burned
Like wings of kxingfishers; and he arose

Barking. We trampled up and down with blows

0f sword and brazen battle-axe, while day

Gave to high noon, and noon to night gave way,
And when he knew the sword of Mananan

Amid the sShapes of night, he changed and ran
Through many shapes, I lunged at the smooth throat
0f a great eel; 1t changed, and I dut smote

A fir tree roaring in its leafless top;

And thereupon I drew the livid ochop

0f a drowned driprping body to my breast;

Horror from horror grew;, but when the west

Had surged uvn in a plumy fire, I drave

Through hsart and spine; and cast him in the wave."



Every fourth day the demon oomss to life again, and the battls is
prolonged. For a hundred yesars there 1s 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 overcome by a longing for change.
Sorrowfully Niamh takes him to the Isle of Forgetfulness.

Here in the third book Mr. Yeats, dafinitely and triumphantly
finds himself. Ths description of ths drowsy island and its giant
sleepers is worthy to bs ranked among the highest flights of English
poetry. Now we are, as in Hy¥perion,

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

Usheen and Niamh push on:

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

Dropping; a murmurous droppinsg; old silence
and that one sound,;

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

Long sighs arose ir our spirits, beneath ds bubbled

the ground.

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

For as drift from g sailor slow drowning the
gleamg of the world and the sun

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

And the stars wers blotted above us, and the whols
of the world was one."

In a deep valley, they see,



W
,

"Under the starlight and shadow, & monstrous

, sluwadering folk,

Th2ir naked and gleaming bodies vpoured out and
heaved in the way.

"So long were they sleeping, the owls had
builded their nests in their locks,
Filling the fi:rous dimmess with long generations
of eyes."

"Nevem says Usheen, "Have faces alive with such beauty been known
to the salt eye of man"s Hers in the roots of the grasses and sorrels,
he sinks into dreams and slumber with the vhite body of Niamh in his
arms, while years are heaped upon years, and the leaves of the ivy
move over them, binding them down to their rest.

But when the hundred years are at an snd the hero wakes
again. Heklongs, if bust for g day, to sse once more the faces of
his comrades and to hunt with them through the valleys of Ireland.
Sorrowfully Niamh consents to his departurs, for she knows that if

his foot "orush lightly as haymouse earth's pebbles" he will come no
more to the Country of the Young.

He returns to Ireland which hz had left¢ in the heroic Pagan
times to find that the Fianna are dead and the country degeneratve
under the penance and prayer of the new religion. Lonely and sad
ﬁe seeks to return to Niawh, but in a moment of forgetfulness he
breaks the spell,and a withsred old man is left to hurl defianqe
at a proselytising St. Pasrick.

It is hard to overestimate the importance of The Wanderings

of Usheen. It was the first poem of any length dealing wholly with




Irish legand and Irish ideals, and at the same time of an intrinsic
merit worthy of being placed beside the great poetry of England.
It marked the advent of a new poet, an Irishman, who at the age
of twenty-seven had sssayed the epic and had produced poetry that
could ohallense comparison with Coleridge or Keats. The poem is
dominated by a dreauy>and magical mood. These lines open magio
casements, and are filled with romantic and wild beauty that is
at onoe delicate and full of colour. The writing reveals a
temperament that is completely 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 enchantment. Therse is music and
colour in the poetry, but little to suzgest that feeling for form
which has bscome an increasingly important factor ir the teqhnique
of the poet's later worke I am referring here to the imagery in
the lines; not to the structure of the poeme. The form of the
whole could not be bettered. It is unfolded with lucidity and
coherence, and the narrative purpose is never for a moment lost
sight of. 1ne effect of the poetry, however, unlike that of the
complete poe@, is not one of form; it is of ocolour and music-
as though the colours which come ¥sfore the eyes of the mind when
we listen to a Chopin nocturne had, together with the music, been
imprisoned in the page to be relsased at our will.

A different form of verse is emploved i® easi of the

three books, and the variety thus obtained prevsrits the whole from



having that monotony whioh one sometimes finds in a poem of this
lengthe Of the three parts, the last is undoubtedly the Dbsst.

In this, the imagery becomes less that of an indefinite faeryland,
and more that of the Sligo landscape. Ococasionally here from the
splash of colour a form will protrude, gaunt and grey, as in this
picture of trees . as Mr. Veats must have seen tham on soms wet
windy day on the Sligo coast:

"And we rode on the plains of the seat's edge,

the sea's edges barren and grey,

Grey sand on the green of the grasses and over

the dripping trees,

Dripping and doubling landward, as though they

would hasten away

Like an army of ola men longing for rest

from the moan of the seas."

In its present version there is a sense of completsness
and inevitableness about the whole poem &s though it had sprung
white-hot from the poetis mind. This, of course, is not ths cass.
The first two books have been almost entirely rewritten since their
first appearancs.

The improvement has been immense. Traces of Shelley
and Keats have been rsmoved, conscious archaisms ocut out, and lines
that might have been considered guilty of mere "prettiness"
transformed from pleasant verse into what is undeniably poetry,
while the unity of the whole has not only been preserved, but

it has veen materially strengthened. It now has that sense of

inevitableness avout it that is perhavs the final test of poetry.
It surprises, according to the axiom of Keats, not by singularity,

but by a fine excess, and appears almost like a remembrance. Not,



however, because 1t strikes one as the wording of his own highest
thoughts, but because it is the recasting of our dreams. Thse
poem, indeed, makes~ité appeal an emotional one, not an intellsctual
one. It is a dream of youth and beauty and 1mpossible hope, &a
denisl of the world of reality and hard facts "where youth grows
Pale and spectre-thin, and dies; where but to think is to be full
of sorrow." If the objection be made that reality and fact

cannot 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 hairs It has, frankly, nothinrg to offer
save 1ts beauty- and that of & Pagan, sensuous kind- 1its rmusiec

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

The Lotus Eaters, The Fasry Queene that fThe Wanderings of Usheen

Pinds a kindred mood and a similar. art.



IV

The shortsr poems published in 18&9 with the first edition

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

tokens of promise, not of achievement. The technique of many of
them is as Jet uncertain, and the form often conventional or
derivative.‘ In some of them the scene 1s laid in certain far-away
lands; India in the golden age, Arcacia, or some dim region that
might bve aﬁywhere, -gnd is nowhere; but though all of these ocontain
passages of beauty, and here and there a delicats image, it is

ony in the Irish poems, stich as The Stolen Child, The Madness of

Xing Goll, The Salley Gardens, that the poet really begins to find

himself, and to sucoeed in reflecting as in a mirror the dim indefinite
greys and blues of the Irisk lancscapse. Indeed, he found the
subject-matter of all his most successful youthful poems, either in
an evooation of the simple, homely life of the Irish peasantry
or in a retelling of the Celtic legendary lore. Many of the finest
poems- some of them among the most famous he has ever written- in
his second collection which appeared in 1893, deal with one or other
of these twin themes, though here the poetry of ideal lovs becomes
inoreasingly important.

Mr. Yeats was at this time an art student in London, and
the separation from the Irish scene was having the not unusual effect

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

that spent itself in a re-creation in poetry of the Sligo country

of the poet's boyhood. His most famous lyric- the perfect Lake Isle




of Innisfree - was suggested by the sight of a fountain in the
window of a *lorist in Flest Strset which sen@ the :ind of the
young poet back to the cool waters and the lakes in the vieinity
of Drumcliff and Rosses, recalling the days when as & boy under
th2 first influence of Thoreau's Walden , he had planned to live
in solitude on the island of Innisfree in ths middls of Lough Gill.(l)
The poem in its original version- not as it was published, but as
it was sent in a letter to Katherine Tynan- differs vastly from
the perfection that it now possesses. "Here are two verses I made
the other day", he writes:
"I will arise and go now and =0 to the island of Innisfree,
And live in a dwslling of wattles, of woven wattles and
wood-work mads,
Nine bsan rows will I have there, a yellow hive for the
honey-tee,
And this old care shall fadse.
There from the dawn a.ove me peace will come down,
dropping slow,
Droppring from the veils of the morning to where the

househéld oricket sings,
And noontide there be all a glimmer, and midnight be a

purplerglow, (2)
And evening full of the linnet's wings."
Lengthened to three stanzas, with the lines somewhat closer
knit and the rhythm more even flowing, more delicétely responsive to
the mood, and with the wonderful chiming of vowel sounds that gives

the poem its rare and haunting musio, the lyric was included with

those that were nublished with The Countess Kathlesm in 1893.

(1) Reveries over Childhood and Youth 7p. 83

(?) Katherine Tynan, [TIwenty Five Years

3C



In this, his second colleetion of short lyriocs, Mr. Yeats
is already a great poet. It contains two or three balleds, among

them the simple and moving Ballad of Father @Gilligan; two or

three short heroic poems in whioh some tale of fighting or death

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

that magical poem The Man who Dreamed of Faeryland, which W.E. Henley
enclosed in an enthusiastic letter to a friend with the comment,

"See sshat a fine thing one of my lads has done"; and, most important
of all, the first few of those short, ecstatic, mystical love poems

which he is later in [The Wind among the Reeds to make so distinctively

his own- lyrics from which everything which is not the purest postry
has been ruthlessly removed so that what remains is sheer essence,
as it were a spiritual flame playing with a passionate intensity

about some simple emotion.

In the ballads and legendary poems and lyries of the Irish
countryside, the grey and mournful mountains, sedge-encircled lakes
and faery glens are mirrored with an accuracy and absence ofrblurring
that is a triumphant vindication of the poet's theories. We read
of "the pale waters in their wintry race under the passing stars",
and hear "lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore®. The'sold
and vapour-turbaned steep" and "the gleaming and humming sands where
windy surges wend" are called up to the eyve of the mind by an
irresistable magic. There runs through all of these poems - as, indesd,
through the best of those in the earlisr collection- a kind of

natural charm and delicacy, an esssentially youthful quality. They



deal with all aspscts of the countryside, nor do they forgst the
wild and pitiful creatures of the woods and streams; there is in
them a kind of tender undserstanding for weasels and herons, "drowsy
water rats", calves lowing on the warm hillsides, mice that bob
*round and round the oatmeal ohest", 'slumbsring trout" "in pools
among the rushes that acarce could bathe a star", and the cormorants
shivering on their rocks. There is a sympathy in them for the
very young and for ths very old: The Stolen Cihild tells how the
faerias carried away a little »oy, "the solemn=-eyed", to the
waters and the wild whers the faerises dance in the moonlight on the
sands and awong the pools and rushaes. "Come away" is the refrain
they sing,

"Come away, 0 human ehild!

To +the waiers and th2 wild

"ith a faery, hand in hand,

For the world's more full of wesping *tu=ma
vou can understand.”

The Meditation of the 0l1d Fishsrman is poignant in its fidelity

and beauty to the music of Irish folk song and to a universal amotion,

"The herring are not in the tide as they were of old,;
Ky sorrowi for many a c¢reak gave the creel in she cart
That ocarried tie take to Sligo town to be sold,
When I was & boy witi nsver g4 crack in my hearst."

Botii of these examples have been taken from the esarlisr
colleotion. Although this vein was auplified in the poems pubiishad

with The Countess Kathleen, it was overshadowed to some extent by

the lovse poss and by an increasing preo:cupatvion with mysticism.

Love and mysticism wers the themss that heoame inoreasingly important



in Mr. Yeats' second voluma. They wars the sole prsocoupation

of the third collsction of poems, The Wind among the Raeds, which

made 1its appearance_in 1899, 1In exawmining the characteristics of
this early lyricism in its full development it will be well to
consider the collections of 1893 and 1399 together. In the later
volume there is fteohnical improveuent and a more conscious
conaentration upon a deliberate and studis@ rmsic, ’put the
development oconsists in all respects only in a deepening of the
grooves. There is no lateral deviation in the lyrics of The Wind

among the Reads ~from the matter or manner of theee in thse fountess

Kathlsen volume. What weras hints and the first breakings of a new

path in the earlier book »ecome in the later a deep channel of

achlevement, but in the sams direction. It is progress but not changs.
Here, to taks concrets 2xaaplas, are two lyries, kindred

in su»rjJect-matter and mood: from an examinacion of their technique

and ths treatment of the thems I will try to make oclzarer the diffsrence

and similarity of the two volumesg from whish tiey ars drawn. Tais

is The Pity of Love, a poa:ia that represents the high watar mark of

technical ashievement in the Countess Kathlsen volume:

A pity beyond all telling

Is hid in the heart of love:

The folk who are »uying and selling,
The oclouds oft their journey anove,
The cold wet winds ever blowing,

And the Shadowy hazel grove

"hare mouse-gray watsers are flowing,
Threaten the heac that I love.
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And hers is The Fisherman from The Wind among the Reeds:

Although you hide in the ebb and flow

0f the pale tide when the moon has set,

The peopls of coming days will know

About the casting out of my.net,

And how you have leaped times out of :mind

Over the little silver ocords,

And think that you wers hard and unkind,

And blame you with many bitter words. (1)
Both of these poems ars essentially of the same kind. Their music
is unique, unlike that of any other EAglish lyric and peculiarly
the possession of their author, but it is the same musio. It is
basad upon the skilful manipulation of vowel sounds throughout the
interior of the linss, upon the use of an unexpectad rhyme or
rather half-rhyme ("love" - whioch occurs twioce- in the first poemn;
"words" in the second) and most of all upon the simplioity of the
phrasing. Both of the poems might hare been called by the title of
the first, so similar is the mood of each, & similarity whiok is
in no way disturoed because the emotion arises from a different
ocause in each ocase. In the former, ths lover represants all naturse
as coming between himself and his love, who is - at lsast there is
no indication to tha contrary- prepared to return in full measurs
the love whioh he givas her; while in the latter, it is the loved
one herself who is complainsd of. This, howaver, is of little

importance; what matters is the mood whish the poet 8vokaes, and in

both cases it is the same- the sense of an overpowsring sadness, of

tears in the heart of things. And yet ther2 is a difference- a

(1) The theme and styls of this poem $hows some indebtedness to the
poetry of Ronsard, and should be added to the mueh quoted When You
ars 0ld as an example of the influence of the Pleisdeupon Mr. Ysats'

early work.
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differsnce not of kind, but of intensity. There is about The Fisherman

a strange and haunting magic that after a few readings sings in»your
head like an inocantation, reiterating and despening its evoksd emotion
without the slightest re“erence to any increased undsrstanding or fuller
grasp of meaning. The reason for this is sesn not in any airrerence
in the outward form of the two poems, but in the inner treatment of
the theme. The earlisr poe. is dsfinite, direct and conorets in its
imagsry. It still dsals with the "folk", with the simple aspsocts

of nature and with the landscaps of ths Irish countryside, th2 clouds,
the @91d wet winds, the shadowy hazesls and gray waters all are there.
Comparsed, however, with the earliest poems, it represents a move

in the direction towards ths wavering rh®thm, indefinite colouring

and strangeness which are the noticeaole features of the poems in

The Wind amonz tha R2eds. It is th> intenser posssssion of suoch

qualities that occntrivute to the greater appeal of The Fisherman.

The direot reference to country things in the Pity of Love has been

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

The Fisherman is one of thoss poems that keep half thelw meaning to

themselves and lull the reader into a receptivs mood, which may perhapd
be half trance. Then the mind becomes capansls of understanding that the
"ebb and flow of the pals tide", the moon, "thz little silver cords"
and the fish which has escaped "times out o7 mind" are symbols which
1mprison in their inner meaning the story of an aternal quest.

That this was then the purposs of Mr Yeats'! art is attested

to by a passage in the Ideas of Good and Evil from which I hava quoted

a few phrases, and which now must bYe examined in some detail for its

clear light upon a theory of postry which has had a remarkabls



influence upon Mr. Yeats' work- the theory o° symbolism.

"The purpose of rhythm, it has always seemed to me" hs
says, "is to prolong the woment of contemplation, the wmomsant when
we are bota aslzep and awake, which is the one moment of oreation,
by husking us with an alluring monotony, whil» it holds us waking
by variety, to keep @8 in that state of perhaps real trance in
which the mind liberated from the presence of the will is unfolded
in symbols."(l)

This is an extremely important statenent, important bdoth
Por its implications and for the definitensss with which taey are

put forward. This passage can be applied to'ths lyrios in The Wind

among ths Reeds (which were written at practicdlly the same time)

as evidence thai the very effect whioch the poems do have upon the
mind of the ssnsitive reader is that which the artist consciously
designed them to have. It implies the heoessity of a certain
’peouliar musical quality, a rhythm, hush2d and saved from over monotony
only by subtls and not too fraqusnt variations. This is, indeed,

the music of Mr. Y=ats' poems o? this time. They have a rhythm whioh
was as new to English poetry as was the music of Swinburne, and
which was strongest where Swinburne's was weakest, having nothing
emphatic or surging about it with a great roaring of rhyme liks an
ocean wave, but ri-pling delicately, quiztly, twisting and turning,
like a brook flowing ovaer grey stones and through tall osiers. But

in spite of the subtlety of his rhythms, Mr 7Y=ats has n2ver been

guilty as Swinourne and Tennyson havs of allowing the music to gain

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

(1) Essays PP. 195-196
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perhaps any other poat. Nevar does he imprsss the superfluous
adjsctive to swell out the metre or fill dp a gap. Read his

poetry for the sense and you eannot fail to gst the utmost from

the rhythm and musioe, the acocent falling naturally ofv those syllablss
which must be stressed to bring out at once the tune and the sense.
In other words, Mr. Ysats' prosocy is based upon what Mr. Robert
Bridges has ocallsd "true speech-stress"; his poems are made to be
read aloud, and only thus oan the delicate dreaminess of the musio
which harmonizes so exactly with the mood and fesling of the poems

be heard with all the variations upon monotony that have been designed
to bring adboutr that libsration of the mind from the will when "the
inner meaning of symbolsY 1s to be made appérent.

This belief that in trance and vision and the brooding upon
oertain mazical symbols the mind could becoms aware of some ocoult
and sp=cial wisdom had been growing upon %the poet for some tiums. In
the first place, he had a mind and temperament peculiarly receptive
To such a system of ideas; while ths imprasssionistic years of his
boyhood spent among the superstitioms Irish country psovle had not
been without its e77eat upon him. Many 6°f his friends also wers
believers ¢ uhe ocoult. Edwin Ellis, with whom he was to undertake
a long and elaborate study of the mystical philosoohy of Blake,

Macgregor Mathers, author of Ths Kabbala Unvsilsd, who could attract
(1)

sheep by imagining himself a ram and control the mental images
of certain receptive friends by means of magical symbols, the great

Madam Blavatsky herself- thesse were among Mr. Yesats fPiends and

(1) The Trembling of ths Veil, p. 71




38

acquaintanoes during the Ninetlas, and it is littls wondar that

onz2 whose mind was so naturally tuned to mystical concepts and
ooccult suggestions should soon find himsslf equally adle to control
trance and call wisions out of the vasty desp. He became, indeed,
as one who had put the matter to ths proof, a vsliever. "I had
soon mastered Mathers' symbolic system", he says, "and dissovered
that for a oconsiderable minority- whom I could selsct by certain
unanalysable charactaristics- the visible world would completely

vanish, and that world, sumioned by the symbol, take its place".(l)

This beslief, reinforcaed for the post by many instanmces
and pracotical examples, crstallised gradually into a very definits
oredo, so that in 1901 he could writs in an essay on magio whion

appeared in Ideas of Good and Evil, "I bolieve in the praotiee

and philosophy of what we hava agreed to call magic, in what I must
6all the svocation of s»irits, though I do not know what they arse,

in the powar of creating magical illusions, in the visions of truth
in the depths of the mind when ths 3yss ar= closed; and I believe

in thres doctrines, which hav2, as I think, bsen handed down from
sarly times, and been the foundation of nearly all'magioal practices.
These coctrines ars-

"(1) That the bordsrs of our mind ars ever shifting, and
that many minds can flow into one another, as it wers, and create or
reveal a single mind, a single energy.

"(2) That the oorders of our memories are as shifting, and

that our memoriss are a part of one great memory, the memory of Nature

herself.

(1) The Trembling of tha Vail pe 12




( #"(3) That this great mind and grsat memory ocan be avoked
by symbols." (1)

Befors going on to a discussion of symbolisin in general
and Mr. Yeats' us2 of symbols in particular, it must'be pointed out
that this preocoupation with an ocnsult mysticism doss not reprssent
in any'way a break fr@ﬁ'tha subjeoct matter of Irish legend and the
poetry of the folk. Indesd, 1t was Mr. Yeats' interest in beliefs
found in the old folk tales and heroic legends, and which are
inherent in ths mind of & primitive race that led him directly to
symbolism. "I learned", he writeg, "from the people themselveSeieecse
that they cannot s=parate the idea of an art or a craft from the
idea of a cult with ancient technicalities and mysteriass. They
can hardly ssparate mers learning from witcucraft, and are fond of
words and varses that ksep half thair seeret-to themselves." (2)

"Versss that keep half their secaret to thsmsslvast:

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

and more than half the book, in ths early editions was ococupied
by noétes which unlocked some of the mystary concealed in the
symbolism of the poems. The subjects ars taken in most casas from

the legends of the Csltic gzods, and the symbols, whsn they are

not soms universally understood symbol. such as ths moon for weariness,

or the rose for love or beauty, are taken from the symbolism of the

ancient legends, in which use i8 made - of such complex figures as a

"white deer with no horns" and "a hound with one red sar" to symbolise

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

(1) Essays Dp. 33
(2) Essays Dp. 12
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Now, having sesn Mr. Y=ats' own temperament, his interast
in the félklore and mythology of Ireland, his study of Blake, and
his preocoupation with magic had all contributed something towards
turning his mind towards Symoolism, we must pamse to ask What is
Symbolism? Where does it differ from Allegory?r What influences
did earlier symoolists havs upon the work of Yeats? Only when these
questions havs been answered will we b: in a position to appreciate
the symbolism of The Wind Among the Reeds, and be ready to understand

the even more delicate symbolism of the later poems.



It is in its earliest veginnings, Mr. Arthur Symons
deolares,(l) that we can see preocisely what symbolism in litsrature
really is:- "A form of exvression, at the best but approximate,
essentially but arbitrary, until it has oobtained the force of a

convention, for an unsean reality apporehended by the gonsciousness®.
— R

In this definition Mr. Symons stresses the importance of the
time-elemant in the creation of a symbol, and impliés the existence
of traditional bonds, the vary strength and firmmess of which give
to the symbolist poet a freedom of exprsssion that can be obtained
in no other way. Though & symbol, he holds, may at first have been
arbitrarily chosen, long association has coreatsd a hidden correspondence
and traditional usage has endowed it with a mystical significance,
changing what was once but an approximate expression tu an apprehension
of the unsser. reality for which it stands.

S-mbolis.. may bs more clearly and easily explainad by
the use of exampl=g and by analogy vwitu simils and metaphor. A
simile states a resemblance, as Love is like & rose". A metaphor
states an icentity: "Love is a rose". The symbol, however, assumss,
but does not state the identity, and instead of writing "love" the
symbolist poet will write "roce" and the symbolist painter will
embroider roses upon the gown of a maiden to show that she is in love.

Symbolism a8 & distinct art arose because of the desire

on the part of ancient writ-rs to make certain that only the initiated

(1) Arthur Symons: The Sy=nollsty lovamant in Litsrature.



would be aovle to discover their meaning. It was an assurance
that one would be intelligible only to an intellectual aristocracy.
According to Iamblious, the mode of teaching through symbols was
oonsidéred by Pythagoras as most necessary, and symbolism as a
form of erudition was cultivated by nearly all the Greeks "as being

most ancient". 1In the Apologie for Postris, Sir Philip Sidney

wrote, "There are many mysteriss ocontained in Poetrie, which of
purpose were written darkely, least by prohhane wits, it Bhould be
aoused"”. Blake, most conscious of symbolists, echoed this and some
of the ideas of Swedenborg, when he wrote in a letter to a literalist
who had obJjected that truth cannot be todd too plainly,; "You say
that I want somebody to elucidate my ideas. But you ought

know that what is Grand is necsssarily obscure to Weak men. That
which can b2 made explicit to the Idsot is not worth my oars.

The wisest of the Ancients considered what 1s not too Explicit as
the fittest for Instruction, bscause it rougzes the facultises to aoct.
I name Moses, Solomon, Asop, Homer, Plato."

But symbolism is something more than a mere device for
meking one's readsr use his intelleot in order to decipher a code.
This it perhaps became among the Alchemists, but &s used by the
voets, it is a development of tha very nature of Poetfy. It is an
attempt to exvress the inexpressible, to"old infinity in the ralm
of your hand, and eternity in an hour". It is the language of Mysticisn,

which, ever tending toward a more tenuous sabi2ety, seeks to give

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



and gleams whicli are as shadowy and clusive as a rare perfume or
a chord of music. YA Symbol", Mr. Yeats has written in an essay
off William Blake,(l) "{s 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 became wise throuzh subjeotive contemvlation, and
wrots upon the sands in "digns" that were "clear elemental shapes
whose smallesi change" made a "subtler language withir language".

This mystical significance of symbolism was acknowledged
by Carlyle, who points out that in the Symbol propsr there is always,
more or less distinetly and directly, an embodiment and revelation
of the Infinite. "In a symbol",he says, "the Infinite is made to
blend tteklf with the Finite, to stand visible, and as it were,
attainaole there'. It is by means of sympols alone that the soul
can give some embodiment to the apprehended wisdom that waits upon
loneliness, reverie, solitude. "There is a solitude of spaoe",AWrote
Emily Dickinson:

"There is a solitude of space,

A solitude of sea,

A soli@ude of death, >ut these

Society shall bve,

Compared with that profounder site,

That polar privacy,

A soul acmitted to Itself;
Finite Infinitv."

It is of this intense subjectivity, this inner solitude,

that Symbolism is the interpreter. Ths element of mystery, indeed,

(1) Essays p. 142,



is one that is ever present. There is a sense of far horizons, of
an undiscovered country, of a bsauty we ocan only signify, not describe.
A symbol has, in fact, been characterized as "a representation

which does not aim at being & reproduction”. This is true in a much
more special sense of symbolism than it is of art ir gemeral, though
of course, all art but the most photographic realism can also be

so characterized. A symbol, however, is a concrete object which is
made to signify an abstraot idea or emotion, and cannot, therefors,
in any sense be a reproduction. Where the ordinary poet would say,
"My heart is filled with longing", the symbolist would perhaps write
"The rose is torn by the wind". The former is muoch nearszr being a
reproduction than the latter.

Originally, the word "Symbol" was used by the Greeks to
denote the two halves of the tablet which they divided among themselvss
as a pledge of hospitality. Later it was used for svery sign or
rite by which those iritiated in a mystery made themselves known to
each other; gradually, however, the word extended its significance
until it came to:mean the representatism of idea by form, of the
unseen by the visible, of the Infinite by the finite. "In a symvol,"

to quote Sartor Resartus again, "there is concealment yet revelasvion:

kenoce, therefore, by Sllence and by Speech acting together, comes
a double significance". A certain amount of onscurity, evocation,
and suggestion is impli=d in all symbolist poetry. "The essential

characteristic of symholist art", says Jean Moreas, Seonsists in
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never going so far as the conceeptio n of the idea in itself". The
reader or hearer thus béoomes a partner in the poet's task. He

must bring with him some gift of interpretation, sometimes of
divination, and is allowed by the poet "the celicious joy of believing
he creates".

A representation, then, rather than a reproduction, and
mingling in its speech something of silence, a Symbol is the ritual
of a mystery.

This element of sug:sestion rather than direct statement
is, perhaps, the chbdf characteristic of the Symbolist poets
who arose in France at the close of the last century, and whose
methods and ideals undoubtedly influenced the poetic technique of

The Wind Among the Reeds. In Yeats, symbolism is a definite

repudiation of the spirit of his age, a rejection of the scientifiec
materialisiu, the bleak morality and the easy objectivity of much

of the literature of the later nineteenth century. "The scientific
movement", he writes, Ybrought with it a literature which was :lways
tending to lose itself in externalities of all kinds, in opinion,

in declamation, in picturesque writing, in word-paintingeecseee”

A reaction was inevitable, however, "and now", he continues, "writers
have bagun to dwell upon the element of evocation, of suggestion, upon
what we call the symbholism of great writers." (1)

Ohe of the earliest and best expositions of this

Symbolist technique if found in Verlaing'$ Art Poetique. "Be la

(1)  Essays ©Dp. 191
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musique avant toute ohose", ories this most musiocal of the Symbolistes,
"Et pour oela préfers 1'Impair
Plus vague et plus solyble dans 1ltair,
Sans rien an lul qui pesse ou qui posa."
The emphasis upon suggestion and evocation is strong: "Rien de
Plus cher qus. la ohanson grise Ou lt'Indécis au Précis se Jjoint ®
The image or idea is likened to "des beaux ysux derridre des voiles."”
Thers bs to be no amphasis on colour: "Pas la couleur, rien que
la nuance." The importance of rhyme, greatly overestimated by
the Romantics and Parnassians alike, is to be reduced to its more
appropriate level. Verlaine's music lies not only in his vary
subtle use of rhyme, the placing of umemphatic words in the rhyms
position and the use‘of assonance and half rhymes, bdbut in the
harmonious variation of the vowei sounds within the line, and
the frequent use of an internal rhyme. The result was, in the
words of Opppée, a poetry, "at onoe naive and'subtle, made up
of fine shades, evoking the most delicate vibrations of the
nerves, the moST fleeting impressions of the heart. . «
poetry in which the verse, Still verse, and exquisite verse, is
alrsady musio®. This might almost be a descerintion of thes

critical rules which Yeats set bYefore himself in writing the

lyrios of The Wind Among the Re3ds, and, in the words of

Coppée, of the music which resulted.
The question of the exact difference vbetween Allegory

and Symbolism is an important one vecause in England the value



of the Faery Queene and The Pilgrim's Progress had for a long

time ocaused the latter to be overshadowad by the former, and,
indeed, in the Eightesnth Century to bscome confused with it. The
definition ir Johnsont's Dictionary for a Symbol is "That which
comprehends in its figure a representation of something else"; and
for an Allegory, "p figurative discourse in which something other
is intended than is contained in the words litsarally taken", Dby
which it would ssew that an Allegory were an integration of Symbols,
whereas many Allegories make no use of Symbols at all. Bunyan's

1s one of these. Mueh of The Faery Queens, on the other hand, is

symoolical, but in no sense is the symbol but an isolated contingent
nart of the Allegory.

William Blake was the first modern who sesms to have
realised a diffsrence between what .we nbw understand Dby the words
"Allsgory" and "Symbol". His testimony, however, is apt to be
somewvhat confusing pecause his uss of the word "allegory" is not
always consistent either to our present-day meaning or to his own
at different times. "Vision or Imagination", he has written, "is
a representation of what actually exists, really or unchangeably.
Fable or Alleg ry is formad by The Daughters of Memory." Here
"Allegory" is used in the same sense as it is used to-day, as
I am using it for the purpose of this distinoction; while what has
been contrasted with it, under the names of "vision or imagination"

is exactly what is meant by modern critics when thsy spesak of

Symbolisrie Substitute "Symbolism* for "imagination®™ and the definition
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might be by Mr. Amthur Symons. Amother strikingly modern definition
of symbolism has also been given by Blake, but owing tb a ochanged
use of words he now calls it "Allsgory": "Allagory addressed to
the intellectual powers, while it is altogether hidden from the
Corporeal understanding, is my definition of the most sSublime poetry."
Because Blake wrote "Allegory" where we would write "Symbolism"
is no indiocation that he confused the two things, but merely that
he used the word inaccurataly. In this second quotation "Allegory"
cannot possibly bs the same thing as it is in Blake's remark about
The Daughters of Memory. For there the use of the word is identical
with our's to-day. But in his definition of the "most sublime
poetry" Blake expressly states that i8 is "altogether hidden from
the Corporeal understanding”. Now this is the very fundamental
distinotion betweenVSymbélism and Allegory as wa_ use the words.
Allegory can not be hidden from the eorporeal dnderstanding without
destroying the moral power wnich is its exocuse for.being, and
ceasing to be allegory and becoming Syimbol; while Symbols as they
are defined by us are defined exactly also by Blake'!s descoription
of the most sublime poetry, as well as by that of "vision and
imagination®.

Symbolism, in other words, says things that cannot be
said so perfsctly in any other way, and needs but a right instinot

for its understanding, while Allegory says things whioh could be
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said as well, or better, in another way, and needs a right knowledgs
for its understanding. These "other words" are those of Mr. Yeats. (1)

Mr. Yeats as we hava seen was led to symbolism partly
because he had found that an understanding of symbol had grown up
in th> mind of the people f£od upon legend and folk lore, partly
becuase he had come to beslieve in magical dootrine, the natural
expression of which was by means of symbols, but mostly bvscause
he was by nature & mystic and as such driven to make use of symbols
as the sole way in which he could translate thz ineffable into
terms of the mundane. He has, as mgght be expected, very definite
ideaé upon the nature}and purpose of symbolism. Some have already
besn embodied in my account of symbolism in general, others yet
remain to be discussed. He draws oaﬁefully the distinction
between symbolism and allegory, and points to the former as the
language of the mystic, while ths latter is too often but the
6loak of the moralist. He sees as the substance of all style in
literature a "continuous indefinable symvholism", but recognizes
beyond this emotional symbolism a definite intellectual symbolism
which evokes ideas alone or ideas mingled with emotions. As an
example of the emotional symbolism that is at the basis of all
great styles, he quotes the following lines from Burns:

The white moon is sstting behind the white vave,

And Pime is setting with me, Ol

"These lines", he says, "are perfectly symbolical. Take from them

(1) Essays p. 181



Bhe whiteness o tha moon and of the waves, whose relation %o
the sétting of Time is too subtls for the intellect, and you
take from them their beauty. But when all are together, moon
and wave an& whiteness and setting Time and the last melancholy
ory, they evoke an emotion waich cannct be svoked by any other

arrangement of colours and sounds and forus.

"1l sounds, all colours, all forms, sither bscause
of their pre-ordained energies or becauses of long association,
evoke indefindble, and yet precise amotions. . « . and when sound
and colour and form are in a musical relation tc one another, they
oecome as it wsre one sound, one colour, one form and evoke an
emotion that is made out of their distinet evocations, and yet
ié one emotion". (1)

Intsllectual sy:nbols are what ar> more ordinarily known
as symbols. A cathedral as a symvol of Christianity, a policeman's
truncheon as a symbol of the law are intellectual symbols.

Mr Yeats exvlains the difference bestwean the two sorts very
clearly, "If I say 'white' or ‘t'purple' in an ordinary line of
poetry, they evoke emotions so exclusively that I cannot say why
thygy movs me; but if I bring them into the same sentencs with

guch obvious intsllectual symbols as & oross or a cerown of thorns,

I think of purity and sovereisnty."

(1) Essays pp. 191, 197-193
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VI

The lyrics in which Mr. Yeats is, to the most complste
extent, consciously a Symwlist are those in The Wind Among the Resds.
In its first edition this was a slim grey vo lume containing sixty-
two pages of 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 Yeatse In it his genius comes to
its full and brightest flower. No other volume before or since
has reached such a high degree of perfection and maintained 1t
throughout. It contains undoubtedly the greatest numoer oI Yeats'
most perfect lyrics. and exvressed in all of them a lofty rapture,
a single ecstacy, that gives the book itself a unity rarely
attained by a collection of shori{ posems.

What is most remarkable about these lyries, as about
some of the most perfect in the sarlier collections, 1s their
absolute originality. Here once again was an authentic individual
voice, as unmistakeably recognizable as that whioh sounded in
Posms and Balladse. But no greater contrast, as I have alrsady
pointed out, ocould be imagined to Swinburne's violent surges than
these delicate rhythms. Sometimes they have a slow trailing
spleddour as of stars écross the deep sky, sometimes their faint

clear candour is suggestive of the pale waters of some woodland pool;



never is there any halting or any violence or over-emphasis. The
change and flow of the beat is varied and exquisitely modulated
into patterns of sound that are as subtle as those of any other
musician whose medium has heen words. One or two of Shelley's
songs, 4a madrigal by Campion or one or anotner »f the Tlizabethans,
some things of Poe, of Rossetti, a good deal of Verlains-

‘these alone have that metrical felicity that chimes pure music

from the alphsovet; and it is with them that one must place the

poetry of The Wina Among ths Resds . But KEr Yeats!' work is

absolutely distinctive, with its own peculiar cadence, which though

it has had iaﬁtauarsfl) since, was & new sound in English poetry.
It is a sound that is indicated by the title of the wolume, &
sound that the post sesms to havs caught from the very lips of
Nafure 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." (2)
Save that the very music of the lines seems to call up
some image of the Irish countryside, to translate, as it were,
into rhythm the very spirit of the place, ths waverings uncertain,

grey "moidersd" air of Sligo and the ploughed lands and the bare

(1) vide The Orying of the Waters, by Mr. Arthur Symons
(2) The Wind Among the Reeds, The Everlasting Voiges




roads, the earlier preoccupation with p2asant themes has ziven
place to a brooding upon "old forgotten far-o?f things and batt!ss
long ago" and to a spiritual passion tuat makss this one P

the great volumes of love poetry in the English landuage. Thers
are ons or two exceptions, of course, such as the wsll-known

Fiddler of Doonsy, and sometimss incidentally we hear-

"The cry of a child by ths roadway, the creak
of a lumbering ocart,
The heavy st2ps of the ploughman, splashing
' the wintry mould" - (1)

sut 17 the main the twin themes of the volume arse the heroio
Irish legends and spiritual love. The two themes ars often
united in a single voem, the figures and incidents of the
legandary talas becoméng symdols which are used fo express some
subtle or intricats aspsct of Eros.

It is in the freatment of love that Yesats' poems show
most clearly the peculiar osauty of his genius. The passion in
them is rooted in a spiritual intensity tuats recalls Dants. They
ars a perfect union of spiritual and eartily passion; of saorad
and profans love, a marriage of Hesavsen and Hell. Sometimes it
is of a living mistress he sings, sometimes of "the divine beautj,
pure and olear and unalloyed, not clogged with the polusions of

moﬂ&lity", (?2) most often it is diffiocult to tell of which, becauss

the poem could be 1laid at the shrins of seither. Soma again

(1) The Wind Among the Rsads, Aedh Tells of the Rose in his Hseart
(2) Plato, Symposium (Jowett's trans.)
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have a white flame of rapture in whioch all that i3 of the earth
is rafined s in an alchemists furnace, until pure spirit alone
remains.

Ha finds in the kindness of his mistress a beauty that
his8 not been in the world since ths time of the queens and heroes
of o0ld Irel!and-

"When my arms wrap you round I press
My heart upon the loveliness |
That has long faded from ths world" (1)
Love is transformed by the imagination until it is something out
of time and place
"0 hiding hair and dewy eyss
I aim no more witn lif2 and death" (2)
‘No gifts ars too vrscious to lay atv the beloved!s fsest; yst in
the end it is his dreams which the poet brings- the most precious
gift of all:
"Had I the heavens' amdroiderad cloths,
Enwrought with golden and silver 1ligzht,
The »ius and the dim and the dark cioths
- 0f night and light and the hal®-light,
I would spread the cloths undar your fest:
But I being poor havs only my drsams;

I havz spread my dreams under your fsest,
Tread sofily because you tread on my dr=ams " (3)

(1) The Wind Aumong the Reeds: Mighael Robartes Dreamsof Fopzotten Beauty
(2) The Wind Among the Reeds: The Heart of the Woman
(3 The Wind Among the Reeds: Aedh wishas for ths Cloths of Heaven
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Dreams, however, turn to sad-ess, and ther: is ths certainiy

that time will briﬁg shange and separation. Only in a spiritual
love is a sure rsefugs for ths heart. He wishes that his beloved
wers deac- "wsrs hut lying cold and dead, And lights were paling
ouf of the Wast". PFor the spirit would know a kindness and

tenderness alian to the flesh.

"And you would murmur tsndsr -sords,
Forgiving me bscause you wsre dead:

Nor would you rise and hasten away

Tnough voua have the will of ths wéld birds,
But know your hair was bound and wouna
Acout the stars and moon and sun.”" (1)

The symbolism of these poems is of both the more gsneral
poetic emotional variety and the arbirtrary intel!lectual typs. Hars
for instance Nature becomes for AMr Yeats nothing but a ssaries
of emotional symbols. His conoeption of it is altogether mystical
and subJective. The world as we find it here is a world that
has passed through the poet's mind and is wrapped in the twilizht
that i3 thsre. It is a world that ssems always at ths "motu-hour of eve"
when "motan-like stars are flickering out" and "owls are beginning
to call®. Nature is never lovad for har own sake as by Wordsworti.
The cry of 8. ourlsw becomes tha symbol of love sSeeking a lost love.

It is an 2overlasting voice, a symbol of the ory in the poat's heart

that schoes in birds, "in wind on the hill, in shaken »oughs, in

(1) The Wind Auong the Rezds: He ™ishes His Bsloved wsere Dead




tide oft the shore". "Come heart", he cries-

"Come heart, where hill is heaped upon hill:
For there ths mystical brotherhood

Of sun and moon and hollow and wood

And river and stream work out their will." (1)

The wind is a sy:®bol of a disturbing bveauty, of the
desires and longings tiat Hlow through the heart from nobody knows
where brincing ir,trsin discontent and uneasiness and the desire
of the moth for the star. -~ The fasery people who curry mortals
away ride in the wind- "Sidha", indeed, 1is Gaelic for wind. Thse
wind is a symbol for loneliness, for desolation and for sorrow.
"Thers is enough evil in th2 crying of wind." "Desolate winds"
ory "over ths wandering sea", and "beat the doors of Heaven and
beat the doors of Hell." Everywhers is the "fluttering sadness
of sarth."

Water {s sometimes as Mr. Forest Resid points out (2)
"the symbol of the passing of mortal beauty, and of the passing of
time," so that men's souls "waver and zgive place like the pale
waters in their wintry rece under the passing stars." 1More often
howsver it is a symbol of 1life and abundance, in aocordancs with
the old belief that the gensration of all things was through water.
It is the waitsrs of Hart Lake that set 0'Driscoll cdreaming "of the

long dim hair of Bridget, his bride," and it 1is in the heart of

London that ths poet hears as a call to renewed 1ife the ery of the

(1) The Wind Among tha Reeds: Into the Twilight
(?2) W. B. Yeats (by Forest Reid) (Martin Se@c-er, 1915) p. 82
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waters- M"lake-water lapping witu low sounds by ths shore.”

It cannot be denied, howsver, thatv the voices of the
waters and of the wind are nsarly always the messengsrs of sadness.
The wind crying in the sedgs by a "desolate lake" 1is telling of
the hopelessness of love. The sea suggests bitterness. The "dim
tides are hurled upon the wharves of sorrow.”" It is Ythe nitter
tide". Regardless of man's sorrow the "dim sea" ories her old
ory still. The moon, as in Sh=2lley, 1is a symbol.of weariness.
She is "worn® 1like a pals shell. The voet speaks of being "As
weary hearted as that KHollow moon". The stars are a symbol of the
heaven's unconcern with man's sorrow.

These ar=s 2motional symbolé, and they are all used in
a way that is quite natural to any imaginaiive person and in an
essentially similar manner to tnatv in which symnols ars used by
Shellsy (1) though in some cases (2.2. the wind) the emotions
for which the same symbols stand are different in the mind of each.

Beside these emotional symdols, howevar, many poems in

Ths Wind Among the Raeds as well as some dn other early volumss

contain a good deal of the arbitrary int=llectual symdolism, the
characteristices of whizsh have already besn descrived. Some of

these are dserived from the early Gaslic stories, others from Medigeval
writers, othsrs again from the traditions of the Alcheinists, or

from the mind o® the poete It is of these more arvitrary symbols

(1) With Shelley the wind, as in the Ode to the West Wind, is a
symbol of 1life and energy as ‘ontrasted with Yeats conception of th2 wind
as a messsnger of sadness. Tielr syarolism of the moon and of fountains

and towers &re very similar.




that we need the explanation that is furnished in the exquisite
(and often irrelevant and rambling) notas to ths early editions

of The Wind Among the Resds, but whieh have not bsen reprinted

in the collected works.

The most obvious intsllectual symrol, however, and the
one which runs oconsistently through not only this one volume, out
through all of those containing his early poetry, is that of the
ross. It is called by many names- the rose, the seoret rosse,

the rose of battle, Rosa Alchemioca, "the rose upon the rood of

time", +the rose of peacse, ths ross of ih® world. Thesse are the
titles of soms of the early noems and stories; and despite the
diversity of images evoked it is in all casss the same fragrant
blossom that is hymned, for this rose is neither the symbol of

‘ netheay
peace not of war, ,of the world nor of secrecy, nor of time

nor of eternity- but of all these, bvsoause it transcends them all,

being, indeed the symhol of

"Eternal Beauty wandering on her way."

Like Plato, Spenser, the young Xilton and Shelley it
is of spiritual beauty that the "sage and serious" poet dreams.
To Mr. Yeats this beauty was an ever-present reality. He saw
her wovements in the o0ld haroic talss of kings and heroes and nobvle

women of the Celtic dawn, and kmew that she was still living



bscause he saw her walking in the grey of the twilight on the
hills of Cualan. This beauty is kinder than any earthly lovelinass
in that i1t has no tryst witi the dusst-

"Who dreamed that »eauty passss liks a drean

For these red livs with all their meurnful price,

Mournful that no new wonder may betide,

Troypassed away in one high funeral gleam,

And Usnat's children died." (1)
The o0ld haroic tales of long ago are one with the red lips of the
poei's mistress, who, howsver, 1is no transient earthly lovsr
nut a psrsonification of that bsauty, before whos: wandering feet
Goc made the world to Ye a grassy road.

This beauty is sought affer by those-

"Who huvs sought more than is in rain or dew

Or in the sun and moon, or on th2 euarth,

Or sighs amid the wandering, starry mirt.,

Or comses in laughter from the sea's sad livs." (2)
It is "beauty grown sad with its eternity"; and it »lossoms as a
rose in the deeps of the poet's hsart so that he hungers to build

the whola world anew, "and sit on a green knoll apart, With the

earth and the sky and the water remade." Now, as in such a poem

as tha2 beautiful The Seoret Rose the poet is 1lifted into a sort of

mystical ecstacy-

(1) Early Posms and Stortes: The Ross of the World
(2) Barly Poems and Stories: The Rose of. Battle
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"Far off, mosi secres, and inviolate Rose,
Enfold me in my hour of hours, wiuere those
"ho sought thee in the Holy Sepulohre,

Or in the wine vat, dwell beyond the stir
And tumult of ceflBated drsams, and deep
Among pale eyelids, heavy witn ths slesp
¥en havs namsd beauty." =

and waits sxpectanv for

the "great wind of love and hate" to blow the stars avout the
sky " liks the sparks »lown o3t of a smithy."

In taking th2 Ros: as a sSymbol of spiritual lovs and
supreme besuty, Yeats was depariing in no way from the most
veneradnle tradithons of symiolism. It was once a symdol of the
sun, itself a sign of the di/ine nature ana the s8ymdclic heart of
the universe. The red ross, again, has always been associated
with love, especlally with an etsrnal, or continually resurrected
lova. Indedd according to the ancient myths its oolour is attributed
to the goddess of love: Aphrodite hastening to ths 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 posts the rose is sometimes found as a religious symbol,
or as a symbol of woman's beauty as in-the Gaelic poem Rosean Dubh

from which Manzan derived My Dark Rosalesn in wnich the ross as

a symbol of the highest beauty is identified with Ireland. In

this way, too, the rose is a symbol »oth of bsauty and of Ireland

(1) Sir J. G. Frazer: The Goldsn Bough  (Abridged Bd. 1924) 7p. 336




in Aubrey de Vere's Ths Little Black Rose. It is interesting

to note that Mr. Yeats also has used the Rose as a symbol of his

country . The Poem, The Rose Tres, 1im his last volume, Michael

Robartes and the Danger (1921), deals with the Dublin Redellion,
and symbolises Ireland as a rose bush watered by the blood of
Conolly and Pearse. Unlike Mangan and DeVere, however, Mr Yeats
has never been avls to symbolise contemporary Ireland and divine
beauty at the sams time, and the Rose in the early poems is always
that perfact “eauty transcending time and martality becauss its
haositation is the spirit.

The intrinsis value of poetry such as this can naever
be estimated in cold pross, and subjected to the examination of
pure reason. It must be Jjudged by the note of sincerity in the
verse. Is this poetry moving? Is it that thing of beauty which
seems to give promiss of an endless Joy? Is it- and this is a

hard thing tha. is demanded of genius- written in the very heartts

blood? I? we can truthfully and confidently answer tanese questions

in the affirmative, then we may be osartain that we are in the
presence of great poetry. And of the poems of The Wind Among the
Reeds and the best of the earlier lyrios we are aware that thsir
writer achieves greatness- a greatness, we may feel to which
nothing is added by the poet's theorising, but which is sevident in

the poeiry isssalf.
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VII

The poetry of Yeats falls olearly into two distinect
groups8: the early poems and the later poems: with, perhaps a
short transitional period reprssented by the volume of lyrics

whick followad The Wind Amogg the Reeds. This was In the

Ssven Woods,  published in 1903« At this pesriod, however, the

poett's interest was turning towards the stage. Beginning with

the lyrical dramas, The Countess Xathlsen, 1892, The Land of

Heart's Desire 1894, and Thz Bhadowy Waters, 1900, Mr. Yeats

gradually vecame more and more absorbed in his dreawu of giving
a national theatre to Ireland, and a poetio tradition to Irish

Playwrights. Between the punhlication of JIn the Seven Woods

and of the next volume of posms he wrote The King's Threshold,

The Hour Glass, On Baile's Strand, Dsgidre and one or two other

plays. In prose he was writing the Stories of Red Hanrahan

and occasional essays, while his earlier lyrical plays undarwent
a thorough, and not wholly succassful,revision. It was not until
1910 that the noet turned to non-dramstic poetry, publishing with

his play, The Gresn Helmet, his firs:t collection of lyrics in

saven years.

-In the Seven Woods is by no means the least wortay of

Yeats' collections of lyrics. Much of the old music is retained,

while there are none of the adjectival sxcesses o "dream-heavy",
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"pearl-pale", "dove-grey" wrich marred soms of thz: earliess poems.

One or tw. lyrics, such as The Withering of the Bouzhs and

Red Hanrahan's Song s=2em 4o 73 a part of thz spirit which fashioned

Th> Mind Auong thes Reeds, while in what is perhaps fre lovaliest

Poem in the book- the veautiful The Folly of Being Comfortsd-

th2 old style is caught in the very act of passing into ths later,
and possesses a bYeauty that makes one almost fesl the heat and
light of that exquisite lins-

"The Fire that stirs aoout her, when she stirs.”

In Adamn's Curse the teshnique of the firs: part of the poem is

thas of the later lyriocs, whils 1t softend to a j>eautiful and subdued
clogse in th2 older manner.

In the Seven Woods, indeed, is notavle for this, tnat it

contains poems in both Yeats! earlier and later styles, and some

in wiich the two manners sare fused tuo a strange perfection. It has
poems which are b=autiful in two distinet ways, and none in which
the defects of wither siyle make themselves evident

The Green Halmet was scarcely so successful. The poems

in this volume were written .n a period of discouragement and
uncertainty. With a few notable exceptions, they are lacking in
spontanaity and.ars filléd with the gloom of the passing ¢f youth.
Nevartheless they are remorkablz as representing a complete breax -

most 2learly of all, with the style and tachnique of the early poaus,
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but also to some sxtent with their subject-matter and symbolism.
In 1914 came Responsibilities, and three ysars later The Wild
Swans at Cools. In these two wolumes the recovery from what
sesmed like faltering is complete. They contain poems that are
worthy to rank with the very best of Yeats' early work, though
they achieve their success by reason of a different avpeal. They
continue and oarry to perfeotibn the method that made its first
8hy appsarance ink The Seven Woods, and its first definits

appearance in The Green Helmet.

What are the charaoteristics of this later poeiry, and
how do they differ from those of the earlier poems®

The later lyrics are entirely free from "embroidery".
They have none of the rich, dream-hsavy, almost sensuous qualities

that are a part of the beauty of The Wind Among the Reeds. Instead

of the vague indefinite evocation of m mood by means of a supple

and varying mﬁsio we have the emphasis shifted to form: in place

of a suggested nuance the image is brought sharply into foous,
abstraction is whittled away, and generalities pounded into the
pa:tieular. It is as though in his early poetry Mr. Yeats had dressed
a tall queen in & shimmering robe made out of eome fine coloured

cloth decked with Jjewels and roses worked in gold, and had set

upon her head a golden orown and strapped richly-worked shoes over
her feet, and had bid all men to bow before her, giving praise

to one who might be Vanus or the Mother of God. In his later vostry
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he has undressed her and bid her stand upon a rock, her hair
tossed in the cold wind and her feet washed vy the grey tide and
her body,bafhed in the olear sunlight. There is no colour in
this poetry now save grey. It is always some scens of grey rock,
grey ‘sea, grey mist that is conjured up before the eye of the mind.
The dominant symbol is the hawk, Dproud 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 ocloud«" (1)
This, +the"yellow-eyed hawk of the mind" is the symbol that we
must oontrast to the Secret Rose- "Beauty grown sad with its eternity" (2)-
of the early poetry. The poet's symbolism has, indeed, in all respects
changed from that of ths earlier poetry. Hé announces his kdtention to-
"Hurl helmets, orowns, and swords into the pit." (3)
The besuty which he worships ﬁow is no mysﬁical Lady Loveliness
with a "rose-enbroidered hem", but "beauty like a tightened bow...
Being high and solitary and most stern". (4) There is a marked
falling-off in the poet's interest.in subject-matter from Irish legend,

and though it still ooccupies his attention in such fine poems as

The Two Kings and The Grey Rock, and gives him a certain number

of his symbols, it plays nothing like 8o exclusive a part in his

(1) The Wild Swans at Coole: The Hawk .

(2) Early Poems and Stories: The Rose of Battle
(3) The Green Hslmet: Reconociliation
(4) The Green Helmet: Xo Seocond_Troy
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later poetry &8s in the earlier. His interest in it is now chiefly
becuase the woman whom he loves has a bsauty and & mind that ssems
tp him proud and solitary like a queen out of the old stories, a
lovelinsess "that is not natural in an age like this". (1) The 0ld
Age of Queen Maeve, wricten in 1903, gives the first hint of this
attitude towards the old stories, where Masve is praised in these
lines, which suddenly the poet rsalizes are applicav'e to hbs 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 counting house fears all
But soft beauty and indolent desire.
She could have called over the rim of the world
Whatever woman's lover had hit her fancy,
And yet had bsen great bodied and great limbed,
Fashioned to be the mother of strong ochildren;
And she'd had lucky eyes and a high heart,
And wisdom that caught fire like the dried flax,
At need, and made her beautiful and fiercs,
Sudden and laughing. ,

0 unquiet heart,
Why do you praise another, praising her,
As if 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 which is certainly
one of the later poems coms to birth before its time is echoed

in half a dozen of the lyries in The Green Helmet. The change 1is

fundamentally one of from youth to age. This 18 no longer the poetry
of young love. "0 heart, we -re old,"™ he sings, " The living

beauty 1s for younger men, We cannot pay its tribute of wild tears." (2)

(1) The @Green Helmet: No Second Troy
(2) Later Poems: The Living Beauty
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The mood 18 steadily becoming one 6f retrospeot. The best has
‘happened, and already lies behind. "When I was young" is the
koynote of many of the songs:

"For she had fiery olood

When I was young,

And trod so sweetly proud

As 'twere upan a oloud,

A woman Homer sung,

That life and. letters .seem

But an heroie.drsam.® (1)
In poem after poem he rscorde the beauty of body and mind which

was his love'!'s portion in her youth - In His Phoenix, from

The Wild Swarsat Coole, he names the noted beauties of the day-

Gaby-and Ruth St. Denis and Pavlowa and a "player in the States"
famous for her beautiful interpretation of Juliet- and other less
famous beauties, comparing them bitterly to his own mistress:

"There's Margaret and Marjorie and Dorothy and Nan,

A Daphne and a MHary who live in privaoy;

One's had her fill of lovers, another's had but one,

Mother boasts, *I piok and choose and have but two or three.!

If head and limb have beauty and the instep's high and light
They oan spread out what sail they please for all I have to say,
Be but breakers of men's hearts or sngines of delight:

I _knew a Phoenix in my youth so let them have their way.

It is all remembered beauty, a looking baock on passion, not -

passion itself, for now:

"There is grey in your hair.
Young men ho longer suddenly catch
their breath

Wheén you are passinge. .

(1) The Green neimes: A wWoman Homer sung



Your beauty can dbut lsave among us
Vague memories, nothing but memories."

He gesks consolation in dreams and a Pagan faith in a 1life after

death:

"Vague memories, nothing but memories,

But in the grave all, all shall be renewed.
The certainty that I shall ses that lady
Leaning or standing or walking

In the first loveliness of- womanhood,

And with the fervour of my youthful eyes,
Has set me muttering like a fool". (1)

It is the old theme of the passing of beauty, of the inewvitable
toll of the years, the dimming of the eye and ths failing of strength.
Even worse, the heart itself grows old. "I thought no more was.

needed", criss the poet:

*T thought no more was nseded
Youth to prolong

Than dumb-bell and foil

To keep the body young.

Oh, who could have foretold
Ehat the heart grows old?

"Though I have many words,
What woman's satisfied,

I am no longer faint
Because at her side?

Oh, who could have foretold
That the heart grows edd?

"I have not lost desire

But the heart I had;

I thought 'twould burn my body
Laid on the death-bed, _

For who could have foretold
That the heart grows oldi”

(1) The Wild Swans at Coole: Broken Dreams
(2) The Wild Swans at Coole: A.Song
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This, however, is but the expression of one of many moods. Regret
for the passing of youth and the aging of the heart must be a ocommon
and frequently recurring emotion $6 sveryone after a certain time,
but it is rarely the dominant one. Mr. Yeats, indeed, though he has
‘his moments of regret and sometimes of despair, is confident that
age has brought him a widdom that his youth had lacked and revealed

a truth whioh he was unfitted to perceive before. Four lines in

fhe Green Helmet volume 'ekpress;this thought, though still, it

must be admitted, with a note very like oynicism:

"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)

'Thege lines afford a very definite repudiation of some of the
earlisst poems. Consider, for example, The Song of the Happy Shepherd, -
which was included with The Wanderings of Usheen in the poet's first
volume, with its contrast between the golden age when "the world on
dreénung fed" and the present when "Grey truth is now her painted téy",
and note what a flowery dream has withered into truth.

Po "wither into truth": so acourate and so perfect a
phrase has something about it of the wildest poetry, foﬁ in thres
words we seem to Zee all the most brightly ooloured dreams shrivelling
into something grey and cold ‘and hard. But, miracle of miraclesi

Phoenix-1like out of the dust of that change, & new loveliness takes

(1) The Green Helmet: The Coming of Wisdom with Time
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shape and form, and Intellectual Beauty is born. This is what
happens before our startled eyes as we turn from Mr. Yeats! earlier
poetry to his later. The emphasis of the former was upon Emotion.
"I tried after the publication of The Wanderings of Usheen", he
says in the dedication of his Early Posms and Stories, "to write
of nothing but emotions®™ In the later work he has turned against
avstraction and the evocation of feeling alone. Even in the latest
~edition of the early works (1925) he has undertaken considerable
‘revision "eutting out or altering vpassages that are sentimental
from lack of thought". (1) The style, accordingly, of the later
poems, 18 no longer fluid, easy-flowing, variable, 1like a pieoe
of music or a nocturne by Whistler; 1t is cold and hard. transparent
and shining as a mirror- Now he is able to say,

"1 dream that I have brought
To such a piteh my thought

That coming time can say,

'He shadowed in a glass:

What thing her body was®.? (2)
The italios are mine. This passage 1s significant as shewing not
only the quality and the effect of the poet's later style, but

also that its root is an intellectual one, that it is essentially

thought not emotien. In The Fisherman, one of ths poems in

The Wild Swans at Coole, the poet tells how all day he had looked

in the face what he had hoped 1t would be to write for his own race.

(1) Early Poems and Stories: Dedication
(2) The Green Helmet: A& Woman Homer Sung




And then the reality-

"The living men that I hate,
The dead man that I loved (1)
The craven man in his seat,
The insolent unreproved
And no- knave brought to book
Who has won & drunksn cheer,
The witty man and his Jjoke
Aimed at the eommonest ear,
The clever man who ories

The catch ories of the clown,
The beating down of the wise
And great Art beaten down."

He goes on to desoribe how in scorn of this audience he had begun
to imagine a man with sun-freckled face, clad in grey Cénnemara
cloth, "olimbing up to a place where stone is dark under froth"
fat dawn to cast his flies¥, and how he had cried,
"t1Before I am old

1 snail have written him one

Poem maybe as cold

And passionate as the dawn.'®

It must not be inferred from this that Mr. Yeats has

addressed his later poetry to the coumon peovle. the Irish peasantry.
Nothing could be further from the truth. His sun-freckled fisherman
climbing the grey 8ligo hills is-

"A man who does not exist,
A man who is but a dream." (2)

(1) J. M. Synge :
(2) The Wild Swans at Coole:' The Fisherman
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'The very type of this poetry's beauty, "cold and passionate as the

- deawn" , 1#8 frigid ecstagy, 1its intellectualism, its lack of
senthmentality and human anotion is a long way removed from the
thought and feeling of the people. . The poet's aim was not, as it
was In his earlisst. poetry, to treat of the Irish country people

and their legends and beliefs. The completeness and full significance
of this ohange are apparent when we have obtained the key which

explains the symbolism of a poem in The Wild Bwans at Coole. Here

are the lines which bensath the surface of their apparent meaning
(or lack of meaning) conceal an avowal of a change which the poet
feels to be inevitable and yet not wholly to be recognized without

regret. The title is Lines Written in Dejection:

"When have I Rast looked on

The round green eyes and the long wavering bodies
Of the dark lsopards of the moon?

All the wild witches those most nobls: ladies,
For &all their broomsticks and their tears,
Their angry tears, are gonee.

The holy centaurs of the hills are vanished,

I have nothing but the emvittered sun;
Banished heroic mother moon and vanished,

And now that I have come to fifty years

I must endure the timid sun.®

It is obvious that here we are dealing with & poem which is

expressing a thought and mood something akin to the thought and mood

of The Coming of Wisdom with Time. (1) It.looks as though the poet
were lamenting a change from romanticism to reality as he is in that

poem, although the symbol of the sun is used in exaetly the opposite

(1) Cf avove page 6?



sense. In the lines Just quoted it is apparemt even to the superficial

observer that the sun represents the harsh light of an inescapable
reality. It is "timid" because in its light no great passion can
be indulged, no high flight of the imsgination dared. 1In The Coming

of Wisdom with Time, however, the sun is represented as the warmth

and light that nourished the leaves and flowers of his early postry
before his verse had withered into the truth. There, the effsct is
meraly metaphorical, and the imagery of the leaves and the flowers

and the sun has not the definiteness of symbolisme. The Lines Written

in Dejection, however, are very definitely symbolic, and when

their symbolism is understood yield a meaning which is much desper

in its implications. The chief symbols are, ~evidently, the sun and
the moon. They are contrasted'withrone ahofher. -the moon signifyving
the qualities or the purposes of the earlier poetry, while the sun
stands Bor the qualities or the purposes of the later. There has been

a change from the moon to the sun. What that change fmplies will

be olear after reading this ppssage from the introduction which Mr. Yeats

wrote for Lady Gregory's QGods and Fighting Men in 1905:

"0ld writers had an admirable symbolism that attributed
certain energles to the influense of the sun, and eertain others to
the Junar influence. To lunar influence belong all thoughts and
emotions that were oreated by the cormunity, by the common veovle.

by nobody knows who, and to the sun all that came from the high
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discpplined or kingly mind. I myself inmagine a marriage of the
sun and moon in the arts I takes most pleasure in. . « From the
moon ooms the folkvsongs imagined by reapers and spinners out of
the common impulse of their labours .« « « and the folk tales.

But in supreme art or in supreme lifs thers is the influsnce of
the sun, too, and the sun drings with it, as old writers tell
s, not merely discipline but Joy; ‘for its discipline is not of
the kind the multitudes impose. . . .but the expression of the

individual soule « « o "

The Lines Written in Delection, then, 1is seen to-bs an

expression of momentary regret at what is rsallyatemperamental

turnihg away from a poetry which drew its themes from folk-lore

and a technique which treated them emotionally. The later poeiry

in the waning of the moon in the light of the sun. With an
intellectual austerity in marked contrast to his sarliér mood the

poet has turned inward upon a highly disoiplinéd mind in the effort

to find final Joy in the soul's true expression. Tnis explains

the growing esotsricismm of the latar poems. Ideas bsecome complexe.
Obscurity inoreases, and the poems which yield their meaning only
aftsr contenplation or study becoms more numerous. The credo of

magic is assumed 4s an article of faith. Certain ideas of immortality
are borrowed from Aravian philosophies, waile a complicated symbolism

0? the "phases of the moon" is used to classify 4all possible types of the



human nature. Some intsresiting speculations are indulged in under
the tutelage of the Cambridge ned—Platonists of the XVIIth century,
especially Henry liiore, and the concept of "anima mundi" or world-
memory, Pfirst accepted as offering an interpretation of some
of Ur. Yeats' ocoult experisnces and an explanation of the similarity
betwessn the folkx lore of :ll countriss and all periods, plays an
inoreasingly 1mp0rtant part in the poet's metaphysios.

What has osourred is thit- he has tumned from the postry

of the folk to what 1s his essay on Popular Poetry he calls the

postry of the soteriss (1) of which Shelley's Epipsychidion is

an example. "The voetry of the coteries®, writes Ysats, ®whioh
presupposss the written tradition, d4oes not differ in kind ®rom

the true poetyy of the people, which pr=supposes the unwritten
tradition. Both are alike strange and ovscure, and unreal to all
who have not understanding, and both, instsad of that manifest
logio‘that clear rhetoric of the 'popular poeiry! , glimmer with
thoughts and images whose 'ancestors wers stout and wise', tanizgh
to Paradise! 'are yet m2n knew the gift of cornt." By "popular
poatry" is meant a poetry such as that of Longfellow, who "tells
his story or his idsa so that one needs notaning bvut his verses to
understand it. No words of his (Longfellow's) borrow their beauty
from those that used tham bsfore". The oharacteristics of such a
poetry,as Yeats points out, are "triviallty of amotion", "poverty of

ideas" and an "imperfect sense of bhaauty".

(1) The use of the word "coteries" 'ers must not be confused with
{ts common use as a term of reproach apnlied to littls groups o? staerils

dilattantes.



Thas essential similarity of the poetry of the folk and that
of the coterlas which i1s hsrs noted as being due to the firm
foundation of each upon tradition, though in one case it is a
written tradition.wiwils ir $he ather it is an unwritten tradition.
is reppensibvls for the parfasct esase and naturalness with which
Yeats has been able to turn from the onse kind of postry to the other.
He has never written popular poetry, it should bs added, in ths
sense in whioch that adjective is anplisd to the typical work of
Longfsllow.

From very sarliest manhood, however, he seemed to
forsee soms such change as that which latsr aotually took place
in his work. In an 1ntrdductory poemn to the lyriocs published

with The Countess Cathleem in 1893 he expressed the fear-

"Lest I no more hear common things that crave,

The weak worm hiding down in its swmall cave,

The fiald mouse running by me in the grass,

And heavy mortal hopes that toil and pass,

But seek alone to hear the strange things said

Bg God to the bright hearts of those long dead,

And learn to chaunt a tongue men do not know." (1)

This marks with a strange aacuracy the path of devslopment along
which” the poet was to traval. In his earliest poetry he was

precocupied with “common things that orave"; in the more mystioal

poetry that found its culmination in The Wind Among the Raseds he

was lending an ear to "the strange things said By God to the bright

hearts of those long dead"; and now in the later Poetry the

tendency is increasingly to "chaunt a tongue men do not know".

(1) Barly Poems and Stories: To the Rose upon the Road of Time

(4]



It is a curious paradox that ths esoteric, subtle and
intellestual later poetry has a simpliczity of form thai is never
achieved in the sarlisr %,oks. Even the very simplest‘of the
early poems seem a little ornate when comparsd with such a poem

as A_Song from The Wild Swans‘at Coole volume, (1) or with tuese

lines from The Green Hslmet collection, entitled To a Child Dancing

in the Wind:

"Dance thar2 upon the shore,
Whatv need havs you to cars

For wind or waser's roar?

And tumble out your hair

That the salt drops hav- wet,
Being young you have rot known
The fool's triumph, Nor vat
Love lost as soon as won,

Nor the bsest labourer (2) dead
And all the shsaves to bind.
What need har2 you to dread
Th2 monstrous orying of wind?"

This is posetry tns most musical, +the most slevatsd, and yet the
neara2st to pross. The thought hera is quite_in keeping with the
form. It is clear, straightforward, and without complexity.

What ars was to say, however, wh2n we find embodied in a lyric
that is as orystal-elear as limpid water a thought that is as subtle
and deceliving as a shape seen under watar? The small poem Memory
is a case in point. 1In its tachnique and music and prosody it is
ultimate simplicity; yet the idea that it expressaes- and this is

its chief importance becauss its appeal is essentially intellectual-

is based upon such a subtle and only partially expressed analogy

(1) Quoted above puage 68
(?2) Je. M. Synge
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that this cold Pastoral seems almost to tsase us out of thought.

It is out six lines in langth-

"One had a lovaly fage,

And two or thres had charnm,

But charm and face werzs in vain
Beocause the mountain grass

Cannot but kesp the form

Whera the mountain hars has laine" (1)

In othar poems the meaning is hidden behind an arvitrary symbolisin.

The Linss Written in Dejection, quoted avbove, is an example of

this; another is the poem oalled The Coliar Bone of a Hare 1in

The Wild Swans at Cool=z. In this the poet sxpresses ths desire to

"cast & sail on the water" and follow in the wake of many a king
and princess till he had come to the '"comaly trees and the lawn,
The playing upon pipes and the dancing" wher: he would learn that

the best thing 1is to change one's ove's whils dancing and to pay

a kiss for a kiss:

"I would find by the edgs of that water

The collap bone of a harse

Worn thin by the lapping of water,

And pierce it through with a gimlet and stare

At the old bitter world wheras they marry in ochurchss,
And laugh over the untrouvled water

At all who marry in churoches,

Through the thin white bone of a hare".

Why through the thin white bone of a hare? is the question tnat ons

naturally asks. 0f what is this a symbol:? - The answer is found

(1) The Wild Swans at Coole: Memory




in the story of The Three Q0'3yrnes and the Evil Faseries, one of

the Irish folk tales oollscted in The Caltic Twilight. - In
this we learn that according to an old Irish superstition if one
takes the collar-bone of a harse and bores a hole in it, one may
look through it into ths land of the fasries, and discover faery
gold without »=2ing harmed by the evil sprites. In this poenm,
having besn vermitted to enter faery land the poet is using this
in the inverted sense- as a means of looking back at the "old
bitter world" he has 13ft behind.

The obscurity of many of the poems in The Widd Swans at

Coole and in Yeats' last volume of lyriecs, Michael Robartes and

the Dancer (1921), is not explainég 8o easily. Poems such as

The Sad Shephemé, Ego Dominus Puus, The Phases of the Moon, and

The Double Vision of Michael Robartes in the former volums, and

Michael Robartes and the Dancer, Solomon and the Witch, An Image

from® Past Life, _Towards Break of Day, Daswon and Beast, and

The Segond Cominz, from the later book are almost impossible to

understand until one is acquainted with the strange mixtures of

pPhilosophies apon which they are based. Even then they remain

extremely difficult. . A8 the poet says in a note to his Later Poems
written in 1922, "They take their place in a phantasmagoria in
whioh I endeavour to explain my philosophy of life and death, and

till that philosophy has found some detailed exposition in prose

certain passages in the poems named above must seem obscurse. To some



extent I wrote them as a text for sxposition.” The volums of ppose
to which a reference is here made is _A Vision, which is announced
for pubiication at an early dats. Until that book is forthcoming
one desiring elucidation had best read these poems in the light of
oertain passages from The Trembling of the Veil and the notes to

the _Four Plays for Dancers. (1920). The light, it must be admitted,

which these a®ford is extremely dif-uss, and it is no easy matter to
focus it into ons coherent and »right bsam, or to arrange in wsall-
gonnected order a series of fragmentary spseculations upon such topics
as the nature of a woman's deauty, the relation of bvody to soul,
previous and future inocarnasion, and the formulation of a system
that seeks to classify all possible types of the human naturs under
an appropriate symbolism of some phase of the moon.

At the basis of all this superstructure of metaphysies
and philosophy is the profound belief iIn what for want of a beiter
term we call magziac. Yeats' oredo has already been quoted. I& is
a oraed which cannot be brushed away as irrational becuase, in thse
firsv place, it is not of that type whioh postulates any interruption
of or interferencs with ths laws of nature. It limits its sphere
of applicability solely to the countriss of the mind, and to those
borders between the conscious and the sudconscious that are being
most fraitfully explored by moder=n analysis. In the second place,

it is a oreed which has this in common with scientific law, that is

8C



1s based upon observation and experiment. Mr. Ysats has svidently
the powers of a well-attuned medium and possesses a mind peouliarly
receptive to vision and trance so that for him, a belief 1in magic
is nothing other ‘than a commonsense generalisation or his own
experience. Moreover he was living azong people for whom the same
Phsnomena made themseless anparent. Tha following passage from his
autobiography describes the genesis in Mr. Yeats of the neo-Platonic
conception of the Arima Mundi-

"Another time whsn Gaorge Pollexfen had seen in answsr
to some evocation of mine a man with his hsad cut in two, she
(theirrservant girl) woke to find that she ‘must have out her
facs with a pin, as it was all over blood%s. When three or four
gaw together, the dream or vision would divide itself into thres
or four parts, each seeming complete in itself, and all fitting
together, 'so that each part was an adaptation of a single meaning
to a particular personality. A visionary being would give, let us
say, & lighted torch to one, an unlighted candle to another, an
unripe fruit to a third, and to the fourth a ripe fruit. At
times coherant stories were built up, as if a company of aotors wsre
to improvise, and play, nov only without previous consultation, but
without foreseeing 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, whers two worked together,

the symbolic influencse commonly took upon itself, though no word was

gl



8poken, the gquality of th=> mind tha: had first fixed a symvol in

the mind's eye« « « Then, .too, ¢from whence come *%tie imageé of the
drean? No always, I was soon persuaded, from the wmemory, verhaps nevser
in trance or sleep. One man, who certainly thought that Eve's
apple was the sort thas you got from the greengrocer, and as
certainly never doubted its story's literal truth, said, when I

used some symdol to send him to Eden, that he saw a walled garden
offi the top of a high mountain, and in the middle of it a tree with
great birds in ths _ranches, and fruit out of which, if you h2la a
“ruit to your ear, oams tae sound of fighting. I had no: at the
time read Dante's Pufgatorio, and it caused me somse trouble to
verify the mountain gardsn, and from some passvgé in the Zohar, the
great birds among the boughs,; wnhils a ysung zirl on veing sent to
the same gardan, heard the 'musioc of hsaven' froma tres, and on
listening witih her ear against the trunk, found it was made by the
*continual clashing of swords!'. Whence cam=2 that fine thought of
mmsic making swords, that image of the garden, and many like images
and thoughts? I had as y2t no ~lsar answer, huf knew myself face
to face with that Anima Mundi described by Platonic philosophers,
and mora especially in modern time by Henry More, which has a
memory independent of individual memories, though they constantly
enrich it with their images and their thoughts.* (1)

Mr., Yeats believ=s that any work of genius is written

because of a knowladge or power that comes into the mind of the world

(1) The Trembligg of the Veil. pp. 142-143
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that is stored with the memory of all the individual . minds of th= past.

Such knowledge or power is called up by an'image. This image,

he holds, is always the opposite of the nitural self or the natural
world. The image bthat Yeats follows is of a proud and exaltz=d race
of haroic comradss such as h~ found in tha Celtio mythologies,

and which is the antithesis of the world to-day. And of that image
which is his personal anti-self, hs has this to say: "I ¥now very
little about myself and mueh less of that anti-self. . « . It is
perhaps becuase naturse made me a gregarious man, going hither and

thither looking for conversation, and ready to deny from fear or

favour his dearest conviction, that I love proud and lonely things."

In Ego Dominus Tuus the main theme is this pursuit of

the Image, or Anti-Self. The poem, which is a dialogue 5atwesn the
poet and an interlocutor opens with a picturs of the poet himself

pacing the grey sands in the moonlight dwnder an old weather-bsaten

tower, tracing on the sand, "Enthralled by the uncongquerable dalusion,

Magzical shapes".

"By the help of an i.iage", (he says)

I call to my own opposite, summon all
Trat I have handled leas:t, least looked upon".

"And I", repliss his companion, "would find myself and not an image

Yeats holds -

(1) The Trembling of ths Vsil p. 58

(1)
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"That is our modern hope and by its light
We havs 1it upon the gentls sensitive mind
And lost the old nonchalance of th2 hand,
Whether we have chosen chisel, pen,or brush
We are but oritics, or bdbut half oreate
Timid, entangled, empty and anashed
Lacking the countenance of 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 fashioned from his opposite

An imagze that might have besn a stony face
S:aring upon a edouints Borss-hair roof

From doored and windowed e¢liff, or half-upturned
Among ths coarse grass and the camel Jdunge.

He set his chis=2l to the hardest stone.

Being mocked by Guido for his lacherous life
Derided and deriding, driven out

To c¢limb that stair and eat that bitter dbread,
He found the unpersuadable Jjustice, he found
The most exalted lady loved by man."

And these of the Cockney-

®His art is happy but who knows his mind?

I sea a schoolboy when I think of him

With face and nose pressed to a swest shop window,
For cartainly he sank into his gravse

His smmses and his hsart unsatisfiad,

And mads- being poor, ailing and ignorant,

Shat out from all the luxury of the world,

The coarse-bred son of a livery-stabls keeper-
Luxuriant song."

"Yet sursely", objeots ths interlocutor, "there are men who have
made their art
Out of no tragic war, lovers of life,

Impulsive men that looked for happiness
And sing when they have found it.":
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"No, not sing", answers Yeats-

"For thoss that love the world szrve it in action,
Grow rich, popular and full of influenocs,

And should they paint or writs still it is action:
The strugle of the fly in marmalade,

The rhetorician would deca3ive his neighbours,

The sentimentalist himself; while art

'Is but a vision or reality."

In the concluding lines, the poet speaks again of his own purposs as

an artist-

"I call to the mysterious one who yat

Shall walk the wet sands by the edge of the stream
And look most like me, bYbeing indesd my double,
And prove of all imaginable things

Th2 most unlike, being my anti-self,

And standing by these charaoters disclose

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 carry it away to blasphemous men."

One of the chief pruposes of an obsoure sympolisn is noted in the

three final lines. The symbolist makes use of charszoters lest

the holy thought should be carried awcy to vlasphemous men.

Another poem which opens up =ven wider vistas upon Mr. Yeats!

strange ppilospphy is The Phases of the Moon. In scene and setting

the poem is very similar to the one Just descrived. Again it is s

night pizce. Under a dwindling and late-risen moon two men are

pacing the rough Connemara roade "An old man cocked his ear, What

made that sound?" And then the reply



YA 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 found, after the manner of his kind,
Mere images; ochosen this pdacs to live in
Begause, it may be, of the candle light
From the far tower where Milton's Platonist
Sat late, or Shelley's visionary prince;

* [ ] e .o L] [ ] [ ] [ ] L] [ ] L )

An image of mysterious wisdom won by toil;
And now hz seeks in book or manuscript
What hs shall never find."

This tiis the poet takes no part in the dialogue; it ig of him

that the two night wanderers are speaking. They are lMichael Robartes

and Owen Aherns, psrsonages that have already appeared in Yeats!
works. In a note to this poem,Yeats says, "Years ago I wrots
three stories in which ocour the names of Michael Robartes and
Owen Aherne. I now consider that I used the actual names of two
friends, and that one of these friends, Michael Robartes, has
but lately returned fro:: Mesopotamia where he has partly found and
partly thought out muoh philosophy. I consider that John Aherne
is either the original of Owsn Aherne or some near relation of

the man that was, and that both he and Robartes, to whose namesake
I had attricuted a turbulent 1life and death, have quarrelled with
me." The three stories here referred to aré Rosa Alchemica,

The Tables of the Law, and The Adoration of the Magi « In

the first of these Rohartes is descrived as "Michael Robartes, whom

I had notv seen for years, and whose wild red hair, fierce eoyes,
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sensitive, tremlous lips and rough clothes, made him look now,

Just as they used to do before, something between a debauchkes,

a saint, and a peasant.” (1) According to the tale, after

having established a chapel in & wild spot on the Irish coast

where Dionysiac orgies are practised under the guise of an Alchemical
rituél, Robartes and his band of priests are slain by the outraged

fisher-folke The name was also used as a symbol in the title

of suome of the poems in Ihe Wind Among the Reeds; there, however, it
signified a principle of the mind rather than an actual personage.
Owen Aherne is described &n the second of these three tales of
mystery and imagination as possessing a nature "which is half monk,
half soldier of fortune, (which) must needs turn action into
dreaming, and dreamirg into action. . . For such there is no order,
no finality, no contentment in the world". As a student in Paris

he had devoted himsself to speculations about alchery anc mysticism.
"Morz orthodox in his beliefs than Michael Robartes, he had
surpassed him in a fanciful hatred of all 1life, and this hatred had
found expression in the curicus par&adox. . that the beautdiful arts
were sent into the world to overthrow nations, and finally life

herself, by sowing everywhers unlimited desires, like torches

thrown into a burning city". (2)

(1) Early Posms and Stories p. 470
(?) Early Poems and Stories p. 499




These are the progenitors, partly imaginary and partly real
who in The Phasesg of the Moon are repressented as carrying on their
nocturnal dialogues below the tower in thich the poet pursues his
lonely search. The poem is an exposition of, as some of the

Four Plays for Dancers are an application of, the "convictions

avout the nature and history of a woman's beauty, which Robartes
found -in the Speculum of Gyraldus and in Arabia Deserta among the

Judwalis" (1)

The fundamental idea is th~t the soul in sach cycle of its

development. incarnates through twenty-eight typical incarnations
corresponding to the phases of ths moon, the light of the moon's
disc symbolising the subjective and the dark part the objective

nature, the wholly dark moon (called Phase 1) and the wholly light
(called Phase 15) symbolising complets obJzctivwity and complete

subJectivity respsctively. This is how Robartes describes the

system in the poems

"Twenty and eight the phases of the moon,

The full anc the moon's dark and =:ll the crescents,
Twenty and eight, and yet but six-and-twenty

The cradles that & man must needs b® rocked in:
For there's no human life at the full or the dark.
From the first corescent to the half, the dream
But summons to adventure and the man

Is wlways happy like a bird or beass,

But while the moon is rounding towards the full
He follows whatever whim's most difficuls

Among whims not impossible, and though scarred

As with the cat-o'-nine tails of the mind,

His Hody moulded from within his body

Grows comelier. Eleven pass, and then
Athenae takes Achilles by the hair,
Hector is in the dust, Nietzche is borm,

(1) plays and Controversies p. 433
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Because the heroes' orescent is the twslftnh.
And yet, twice born, twice buried, grow he must
Before the full moon, h=lpless as a worm.

THe thirteenth moon but sets the soul at war
In its own being, and when that war's begun
There is no muscle in the arm; and after

Under the frenzy o? the fourteenth moon

The soul »egins to tremble into stillness,

To die into the labyrinth of itself.”

Phase One and Phase fiffeen- at which point the description is now
arrived- symbolise two incarnations not visiblzs to human eyes

nor having human charaoteristics. The invisible fifteenth inocarnation
is that of the greatest possible bodily beauty, &hé the fourteenth

and sixteenth those of the greatest beauty visible to human eyes.

As the full of the moon approaches-

"All thought becomes an image and the soul
Becomes a vody: that body and that soul
Too perfect at the full to lie in the cradle,
Too lonely for the traffic of the world:
Body and soul cast out and cast away
Beyond the visible world."

And After that come the phases of obJectivity-

"And after that the erumbling of the moon.

The soul remembering its loneliness

Shudders in many cradlss; all is changed,

It would be the world's servant, and as it serves,
Choosing whhtever task!s most difficuls

Anmong tasks not impossibvle, it takes

Upon the body and uvon the soul

The coarseness of a drudgs.™

In other words, to quote a note to The Only Jealousy of Emer, one
of the Four Plays for Dangers, "Objective natures are declared

to be adways ugly, hence the disagreeable appearance of politicians,
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reformers, philanthropists, and men of science". (1) Just as the
full of the moon is &he symbol of a beauty too perfect to be visible ,
80 is the dark of the moon a sign of an invisible, superlatiie uglinress.

#Because all dark, like thoss that are all light,
They are cast beyond the verge and in a cloud,
Crying to one another like the bats;

And having no desire they cannot tell

What's good or bad, or what it is to triumph

At the perfection of one's own obediencs;

And yet they speak what's blown into the mind,
Deformed veyond deformity, unformed,

Insipid as the dough vefore it is baked

They change their bodies at a word.

And then?
When all the dough has been 80 kneaded up
That it can take what form cook Nature fancy
The first thin crescent is whe=led round once more."
Muoch of the poem.miéht be a commnentary on Castiglionets saying
that the physical beauty of woman is the spoil or monument of the
victory of the soul, for physical bsauty is descoribed as the result
of emotional toil in past lives. "All dreams of the soul", says
Aherne, "end in a beautiful man's or woman's body", "e¥se", as we
might add with Donne, "a great prince in a prison lies."
"The song will have it
That those that we havs loved got their long fingers
From death, and wounds, or on Sinai's top,
Or from some %loody whip in their own hands.
They ran from cradle to éradle till at last

Their beauty dropped out of the loneliness
0f »ody and soul."

I have dealt with this poem at some length because in

an understanding of its symvolism andrphilosophy lies the seoret

(1) Plays and Controvsrsies p. 434



of all Yeats' final obsourity. All the poems which I have mentioned
in the poet's a&st two volumes of lyrics as being especially
difficult can only be interpreted in the light of this, while
everything in the Four Plays for Dangers is based upon the same
conception and makes use of tha same symbols of the moon's phases.

For instanee, these linsg from The Only Jealousy of Emer would be

unintelligible to the reader unacquainted with the symbolism:

YWho is it stand bafore me there
Shedding such light from limb and hair
As when the moon, complete a$§ last
With every labouring orescent past,
And lonely with extreme delight,
Flings out upon the fifteenth night %

A song from the same play expresses a s8imilar conception of woman 's

beauty as that in The Phases of the Moon-

"How many centuriss spent
The sedentary soul

In toils of measursment
Beyond eagle and mole,
Beyond hearing or seeing,
Or Archimedes guess

To raise into being

That loveliness?

What death? What discipline?
What bonds no man could unbind
Being imagined within

The labyrinth of the mind,
What pursuit of fleeirg,

What wounds, what Yloody press
Dragged into bveing

This loveliness?t®

In Michael Robartes and the Dancer the theory is advanced that a

blessed soul is the counterpart of a beautiful body, and further



that it ocan exist only in a beautiful body. No wisdom or learning
or intellectual toll can cresats it'unless that toil is shared
emotionally by a beautiful body-

"For what mere book can grant a knowledge
With an impassioned gravity
Appropriate to th.t beating bdbreast,

That vigorous thigh, that dreaming eye?

I have principles %o prove me righte.
It follows from this Latin text

That blest souls are not composite,
And that all beautiful women may

Live in uncomposite blessedness,

And lsad us to the like- if they

Will banish every thought, unless

The lineaments that please their view
When the long looking-glass is full,
Bven from the foot-sole thirk it too."

The most difficult of ¥eats' later posms are, perhaps,

The Double Vision of Michael Robartes and The §§cond Cominge. Thess

possess a difficulty that transcends mere obscurity, and even when
we think we understand their symbolism, we are possessed of the
uncomfortacle feeling that their real meaning is eluding us. The
Double Vision is an evocation of "the cold spirits that are born
When the old moon is vanished from the sky And thse new-sﬁill hides
her hornﬁ. By the grey rock of Cashel, the post seses a vision
of a girl dancing 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 eys

There can be nothing solider until I dis;

I saw by the moon's 1light
Now at the fifteenth night "

D
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The Sphinx -

"Gazed upon all thirgs known, all shings unirorin,
In triumph of int=llecte. .

"The other's moonlit eyeballs never moved,
Being fixed on all tuings loved, all tuings unloved."

The girl »wuno danced was one of those t. whor body's neauty has
brought "uncomposite blessedness".

"No thought,
Body perfection dbrought."”

The Sphinx symbolises the intellect, and the Buddha emotion. The

girl vué is perfect beauiy is a union of Hoth- intsllect bsing
expressed emotionally through kar nody. She has banished svery thought
axgept that wihich her whole body "even from the foot-sole" can share.
Beyond this one hesitates %o venture, and as to the ultimate meaning

of the visin it is difficult to hazaru a guess more satisfying

than that given 2y the poet himself-

"I knew that I had seen, had seen at lasi
That sirl my unre.serinering nights holc faste.

"To sucih & piteh of folly I awm brought
B2ing caught between the pull
0f the dark moon and the full."-
viich seems to ascribve

the viston to the nslucination of a mind torn btetween sublectivity

and obJle-iivity, betwsen itsel? and th> world. The Seconcd Coming

is an extension of the philospphy of the phases of the moon from

the individual socul to the soul of the world. This same extension



is also made in an interssting passage from The Treubling of the Veil.
At the risk of some rep8tition, which, however, may serve to
emphasise and clarify the fundamental ideas, I will quote it complete:
"The oright part of the moon's disc, to adopt the symvolism
of a certain poem, is subjective mind, the dark, odjective mind,
and we have eight and twenty Phases for the classification of
mankind. At the first Phase- the nightwhere there id no moonlight-
all is objective, while when upon the fiftesnth night the moon
comes to the full, there is only subjective mind. The mid-
Renaissance could but approximate to the £ul1l1 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 Titian, of Strozzi, and of
Van DyBk, and watch tiem grow more reasonable, more orderly, less
tursulent as the nights pass; and it is well to find before %he
fourth- the nineteenth moon counting from the start- & sudden change,
as when & cloud becomes rain, or water freezes,'for the great
transitions are sudden, the face that Van Dyok called a fatal face
has faded before Cromwell's warty opinionated head. Henceforth no
mind like *a perfectly proportioned human body' shall sway the
public, for great men must live in a portion of themselves, become
professional and a»straoct; but seeing that the moon's third quarter
is scarce passed, that abstraction has attained but not passed its

climax. « « they may subdue and oonguer; ochsrish, even, some Utopian



05

dream; spread avstrscticn ever further till thought is dbut 4 film,
and thers is no dark depth any more, surface only. But men whe
balong dy nature to nights near the full are still vorn, a tragic
minority" (l). "ilde is cited as an exampls of one of thesse.
According to fhe symoolism, "somewhers about 1450, though
latervin some parts 6f Europse by s hundred years or so, and in some
earlier," the moon was at the full; "men attained to personality
in great numbers", and their soul came to be like a perfectly
proportioned human body". At the present time, however, the moon
in orumbling to the dark. It is a time of oblectivity. Atteupting
to serve the world, and choosing whatever task is most difficult out
of tasks not i:rpossible, the kypiocil man takes

"Upon the body &nd upon the soul
The ocoarseness of a drudge". (2)

Yoats brings out ths contrasi tetween ths men of the Renaissanoe
when the moon was approaching the full and the men of te-day when

the dark is drawing near vy comparing two portraits in the Dublin
"ational Gallery. "In the publin Nationel Gallery", he uritss,
"there hung « « « upon the sams wall a portrait of some Venetian
gentleman by Strozzi, and Mr. Sargent's painting of President Wilson.
"*hatever thought broods in phe dark eya2s of that Venstian gentleman,
neas drawn iis life Prom his whols Hody; it feeds upon it as ths
flawue feeds upon the candle- and should that thought bs changed,

his pose would change, his very cloak would rustle for his whole body
thinks. (3) President Wilson lives only in the =2y:3s, wnicu are

(1) The Trembling of ihs Veil opp- 170-171

(”) The Wild Swars at Cools, The Phases of the Moon

(3) This "thinkimg with the body" it will be remenbered was Michael
Robartes!' advice to the dancer in Michael Bnbartes and the Dancer. So

too in the Double Vision of asl artes the girl dances in perfect unity

of body and soul under the moon of the fifteenth ..night.




steady and intent; the flesh about the mouth is dead, and the
hands are dead, and the clothes suggest no movement of the body,
nor any movement but that of the valet. + « There, all was am
energy flowing outward from ths nature iBel £ ; here, all is

the anxious study and slight deflection of external force; there,
man's mind and body were m edominantly subJeotive; here all 1is
objective, using those words noct as philosophy uses them, but as
we use them in conversation”. (1)

All this may appea'.fanciful y an idle speculation based
upon arbitrary symbols, not only urscisntifio, but useless, a mere
waste of time, perhaps the signs of an incipient lunacy; to some
practical and matter of fact persons even "shser moonsiine". It
must, however, be Judged according to its own standards, and by
what it sets out to be as well as by what it is. Mr. Yeats makes
no claim to having evolved a philosophy. He is not concerned with
isolating an ob.ective, definite trﬁth ¢f fact. In the matter of
truth, indeed, he is of the party of "Jesting Pilate". He doses
not pretend to put forward a scientific systew, but merely to have
constructed out of his readings in neo-platonioc philosophy and
Arabian superstition a framework upon which he is able to hang
his ideas of 1ife and ths world. Hs calls it himsel? a
phantasmagoria, and, in a nota to the Four Plsys for Dangsrs, very
Justly states its purpose and its limitations. "In writing these

littls plays*", he says, and, we may aud, the obscurer of these latsr

(1) The Treubling of th= Vail pp. 149-170




poens, "I knew that I was oreatinz somesthing which could only
fully succeed in a cetdvilisation very unlike ours. I think they
should be written for some country where all classes shars in a
half-mythological, half-vhilosophical folk-bsalief which the writer
and his small audience lift into a new subtlety". The concluding
sentences are significant as an explicit statoment of what a study
of all his work goes to dsmonstrats, that such an art as that
into whioh Yeats' later work has developed is but the natural growtn
of the poet's mind, not an arbitrary and wilfal seeking aftsr
esotaricism. "All my life", he continues, "I longed for such a
gountry, and always found it quite impossidle to write without
having as much belisef in its real existence as a c¢hild has in that
of the wooden birds, beasts and psrsons of his toy Noah's ark.
I have now found all the mythology and philosophy I nsed".

Although this "mythology and philosophy® is assuming a
continually increasing importance 1ﬁ the postts mind, it must not
be thought that it ftakes the chief, or even a paramount position
in Mr Yeats' later work. It does fill an important place, however,
and as such deserves to be noticed at length, but even the poet
nimsel? realises that such a complex and arbitrary intellectual
playing with symbols can only be undertaken at thz cost of losing
something of spontaneity and*r&pture. Tais is not the subject-matter

for lyrical poetry, and it is perhaps this reason that has made



Mr. Yeats of late turn against the lyris. In an article in

The Dial (1) desoriving his journey to Stookholm'in 1923 to receive
the Nobel Prize, he expressss the opinion that it is for his
dramatic work rather than for his poetry that he will be remembered.
This sursly is a mistaken judgment. Of Mr. Yeats! plays, only

Kathleen ni Hoolihan written in collaboration witi Lady Gregory

is essentially dramatic; it alons is said'to imprdve when acted.
Critios are unandtmous that all his other plays appear to vest
advantage on the printed page. Indeed, it 1s not for their dramatioc
qualities that they ocan bs praised at all. Plot is either negligibls,
or faulty. Character is cast out at once, in accord with Mr. Yeats'
theory that character has no placs in drama, so that the confliost

is never batween living porsons, only bstween masks whioh are the
erabodiment bf the amotions. What the plays ars notable for, howsver,
is thelrpoetry, whether it is the poetry of single lines and

passages, or the poetis bsauty of the conception as a whole. In-

The Dial essay, Mr. Yeats goes on to narrate how the lyric gift has
dried up in him of recent years. He oocasionally writes a poem,

he says, “for no better meason thah that I have written no verse

for a long time"! He believes that his natural bent is for the drama,
and is , he tells us, continuously dramatising in his own mind, his
thoughts and emotions so that his poems are bYecoming dialogues or

monologues in which some imagined character expresses ons phase of the

poetic thought or feeling.

(1)The Dial, September 1924: The Bounty of Swsden, by W. B. Yeats



What appears to have happened is that Mr. Yeats has
s8addlz2d himsel? with a vast accumulasion of occult philosophy
whioch he knows ocannot be expressed adequately in terms of the
lyrée  Unfortunately he has put ths cart vefore ths horse, and
is sacrifiocing poetry rather than philosophy. Now that a complete
prose account of thai philosophy has been written and is to be
published under the title of A Vision, it is to be hoped that
the aridity with which it has tsnded to fill Yeats' lyrical postry
will not become a parmanent quality of his work in this fisld.

The dryness and lack of spontaneity which 1s.notieeable

in some of ths poems in The Wild Swans at Coole, in many in

Miohasl Robartes and the Danger, and in n2arly all of those yet
uncollected in book-form is not to bs taken as a main characteristic
of what at the beginning of this section I havs called the "later

poatry". The best poems &n Responsibilities and The Wild Swans

at Coole are among the Pinest in all of Yeats' works, and in

concluding what I feel to be a rather unenthusiastio agcount of
this later work, I would like to speak of the very speciai quality
of their veauty.

It has always seemed to me that the best of these lyriocs
must be ranked among the finest that Mr. YeatsAhas written. Much
as the rich, sensuous, dreamn-heavy postry of the early volumes

and the faint rhythms of The Wind Among the Reeds appeal to the

senses, the colq hard, orystal-oclear, gémlike flame that is in

99



the later successes appears to me to be a higher type of beauty
beocause B2auty is evoked not through thse senses alone, but through
the intellect as wsell,

As the work of perhaps the greatest poet of the period
following the Victorian age it is interesiing to note how taese
poams overthrow ths accepted tschnique of the preceding century;
as well as being a repudiatibn of Mathew Arnold's favorite dictum
that literature is a oriticism of 1life. The difference between
this poetry and that, the best expression of which in in Tannyson
is not merely a differsnce in form and diction, though all the

"poetio" shifts of language- ths deems, ‘'neaths, forsooths, etec.,

the inversions and high-sounding rotundities, and other excesses

of rhetoric that make so much Victorian poetry now seem over
aoparaled,- are rigonpusly excluded. It is something that transcends
mere form, though it is, of courss, mors apparent in externalities.
The change is in the spirit, and assumes its most charaocoteristie
manifestation in a sort of intellectual chastity that eschews all
abstractions whether of thought or image. These lyrios strive for

a conorete and immediate realization of thsir subject. They are

less vague, less verhose, lass sloquent and with a less obvious 1lilt
in rhythm and rhyme than are most poems of the Vietorian period,
than much of Yeats'! sarly work. Inversion is almost entirely
disomrded; there are no oliohds; rhyms is much loossr, and a skilful
use of half-rhymes (so called imperfsct rhymss) is the secret of a

beautiful and delicate music.

1CO
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The influence that this has had upon contemporary poetry
oan hardly be overestimated. The characteristics which I have
Just outlines of Yesats' best later postry are also the characteristios
in a brdad gensral sanse of the best poetry of the day, 1in
which the ohief tendency is a move away Prom aostraction towards
the concrete and a rejection of a "literary" poetic~diotiqn.
Indeed, Miss Harriet Monrose, in her Introduétionto,her Anthology

The New Poatry, linking with Yeats ths name of Synge writes,

"It is scareely too much to say that 'the new postry!'- if we may

be allowed the phrase- began with these two great Irish masters." (1)

(1) The New Postry ed. Monroe and Henderson (Maomillan 1925) p XXX1X
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