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ABSTRACT 

In June 1917 W.B. Yeats wrote Lo his father·: 

Much of your thought resembles mine . . but mine is 
part of a religious system more or less logically 
worked out, a system which will I hope interest you 
as a form of poetry. I find the setting it all in 
order has helped my verse, has given me a new 
framework and new patterns. (Wade 1954, 627) 

The new framework and new patterns that he claimed to have found 

in his system generated a new, and for Yeats, radically different 

sort of poetry. B e fore 1 91 9 ( T be W i 1 d Swans a t Coo .z e) , t he 

poetry had as its subject various traditional themes: the pity of 

love; the romance and heroism of Irish mythology; the threat of 

age, change and death. The poetry up to this point is, formally 

speaking, highJy skillful, bul locked into its own admissions of 

failure to touch or incorporate reality in any but a romantically 

defeatist way. 

However, the order which YeHts refers to 1n his letter, 

and the system he generated as a propaedeutic to this new order, 

once assimilated into the habit and texture of the poetry, 

generated new topics of its own which made those of the earlier 

work seem subjective, self- indulgent and intellectually 

uninformed. Yeats's poetry now changed drastically in focus and 

form, from subjective to objective poetry. Whereas the earlier 

poetry had opposed reality with romantic heroism or self-

destructive despondency, the poetry subsequent to his change of 

practice, incorporates a new vision of reality as the intrinsic 

architechtonics of poetry itself. Now the measure of human and 

aesthetic completion is no longer an inexplicable and inscrutable 
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sadness, but an intelLigen t and informed detachment, an energy of 

mind that Yeats called "gaiety". 

My thesis explores this energy of mind and what it meant 

for Yeats and his poetry . My contention is that the idea of 

gaiety provides a way for Yeats to grant meanin g to his life, a 

way for him to create himself. As the poetry is completed thanks 

to the new system , so is the poet. In order to see th:is, it js 

necessary to read the poems as a series of collections, or 

stor ies, that resonate hack and forth with meaning and 

qualification and understanding. Yeats's system is his myth , and 

he writes his poetry in terms of and informed by that myth, 

shaping and re-shaping the experience of the created and 

fictional self unt. il it has meaning in a way that the real self 

does not. 

The thesis explores this process of creation firstly in 

theoretical terms, using Lotman's ideas of Story and Myth, and 

looking at Yeats's intellectual and poetic inheritance. It g oes 

on to e xam ine some of the great poems in an attempt to define 

gaiety, and how Yeats achieves it in the poetry, and then to look 

at the early, pre-system poems to see how they differ. Finally, 

it takes the last. of Yeats's lyric collections, Last Poems, and 

shows how gaiety works in the most mature poetry when t h e poems 

are read as narrative events within a story. 
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A NOTE ON THE CHOICE OF TEXTS 

My thesis argues that the way to read Yeats's poems is in 

collections. This means that it has been necessary to examine 

the texts of those collections and to decide what authority they 

hove. Since Finneran published his W.B. Yeat.s: The Poems, a New 

Edition (Macmillan, 1983), the d ebate around Yeats's texts has 

waged ·fiercely, and I have consulted: Warwick Gould's review of 

Finneran's book in the TLS of 29 Ju ne 1984; Norman Jeffares's 

commenls in the introduction to A New Commentary on the Poems of' 

ft'.B. Yeats ( Macmillan, 1984 ); Curtis Bradford's essay "On Yeats's 

Last Poems"( Macmillan 1968); Finneran's own prolegomenon to his 

edjti.on, Editing Yeats's Poems (Macmi l lan 1983 ); and The Variorum 

Edition o.f" the Poems of W.B. Yeats (Macmillan 1957) Hmongst 

others . 

On the basis of this reading I have decided to use the 

Variorum as my basic text as I believe that the emendations 

Finneran has ma de are sometimes unreliable, and thal 

It is a matter· of r·egret that The Poems: A New 
Edition (1983) does not adopt the chronological 
ordering of the poems in the first volume of the 
'Def i nit. i ve Ed:i t ion' of 1949, The Poems of It'. B. 
Yeats, but follows instead the division made in The 
Collected Poems of W.B. Yeats (193:~, 2nd ed. 1.950) 
between lyrical poems and narrative and dramatic 
poems. (Jeffares 1984, vji) 

As both Jeffares and Gould point out, CP 1933 was meant to be a 

popular edition, and its publishing never supplanted the plan for 

a definitive edition, which was to insert the long poems in their 

rightful places belween the lyric collections. The longer poems 

are illuminating as to Yeats's development as a poet, and any 
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reading that claims to be looking at his work as a whole, cannot 

ignore them, or read them in isolation. (1 have deJiherat.ely 

restricted myself to the lyric poems in my discussion of how to 

read Yeats's poetry, but it is a consc1ous restriction 1n the 

interests of the argument). The Variorum is based on the 

Definitive Edition of 1949, so it has the chronological ordering, 

and il appears to be more reliable than Finneran's editio n with 

respect to the text of the individual poems. 

The point on which [ support Finneran is on his 

restoration of the ordering of Last Poems, hence hreakjng up the 

collection known by that name in CP 1950 and in the Definitive 

Edition, into New Poems and last Poems. Bradford explains lhal 

" d u t ' i n g t he l as l days o f h i. s l i f e Y eat s a r ran g e d t he w o r k he had 

complet ed s.i.nce New Poems by numbe r and title .i.n a manuscript 

tab I.e of contents" (1968, 75-76). This volume was published as 

Last Poems and Two Plnys on July 10 1939, with the lydcs in the 

order Yeats had specified (Wade 1968, 199). When this collection 

came to be incorporated into the definitive edition, however, it 

was Linked with the last volume published before Yeats's death, 

N~w Poems, and the order of the poems from Last Poems was changed 

substantially. Bradford's comment here is that 

if we consider the Last Poems themselves 
in Yeats's intended order, we will find lhat Yeats, 
as always, is guiding us with a sure hand. Again, 
poem reinforces and explains poem: Yeats's principal 
themes and ideas emerge murc cleurly and forcefully. 
Finally, he provides us, by carefully arranging a 
gre~t variety of metrical forms and modes, wjth a 
musical experience both rich and intricate. 

(1968 , 76) 
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This, al least, has been corrected in Finneran's edition, and 

this is the ordering that use in my discussion of these poems, 

a l though I have kept to the Variorum texl of the poems. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

I 

My thesis examines the concept of gaiety in some of W.B. 

Yeats's lyric poetry. The methodology for the study is somewhat 

eclectic, but it has its origins in Jurij Lotman's ideas of 

"story'' and "mythology", which he explores in TiJe Structure of 

tl7e Artistic .Text . . 

ln Chapler 8 of his book Lotman points out that texls 

have two aspec ts: one is the mytholog i cal aspect, which expresses 

a general system <>f beliefs that attempts to account for meaning 

in a universal way; t.he other "i.s the story aspect, which reflects 

some episode in a more specif :ic reality (1977, 2]1). (Myth ·i. s 

privileged here as a large, overarching structure that is 

inclusive of story). Lutman's assumption js that texts are 

models of what we commonly call reality. If thi.s is so then 

these aspects of myth and story must come from the reality which 

is modelled. On the basis of these assumptions Lotman seems to 

be suggesllng thHt we experience life in two ways. I<'irstly, on 

the basis of events that occur around us on a daily or hourly 

basis, it is a story . Secondly, we understand life in terms of 

various systems of belief that we construct to give these events 

meaning. These syslems , or larg~!r structures, are myths. 

It is possible for texts to be constructed only on the 

mythological principle: they would reflect everything in Lhe form 

of pure essences, and not through individual episodes. An 

example of a text conslruc:ted on the mythological principle would 
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be whRt we commonly call a myth, or an a11egory. It woulc.l be 

impossible to construct a text only on the story principle, 

however, as the text would have to be an exact replica of the 

event it is attempting to model, uninfluenced by t he author in 

any way, and such a text would be mistaken for the event itself, 

and not a model of thal event. This is because the mythologizing 

aspect of the text is associated with lhe frame, that which 

separates the text from the no n-text . D.W. Har·ding i.n Experience 

into Words speaks of lhe same two aspects of a text, and conf.irms 

t ha t "the effecti. veness of liter·ature lies in its combining 

(s omet imes wlt.h tension between them) these two aspects of its 

materials, their uniqueness and their representativeness" ( 1.974, 

7 3) . The t.wo <1re obviously extreme points-···". the curve is 

as y m p t o t i c " ( I. 9 7 4 , 7 3 ) -- - b u t 1 i k e L o t man , H a r d i n g i n d i c a t e s t h a t 

it is possible to approach the representative, or myt.hologjcal, 

extreme quite closel y, through allegory and some personification, 

in other words those tropes associated with metaphor. Spenser's 

Faerie Queene provides an example of this. To attain pure story , 

or unjqueness, is impossible however. For one lh.ing the author's 

choices and preconceptions are bound to interfere with an attempt 

to do nothing but mirror a particular situation. I,o tmun' s 

contention is that if a text were constructed only on the story 

principle--in other words if it dealt. only with the specific and 

individual--it would be indistinguishable from Lhe thing itself. 

Artistic texts need frames, general and collective elements, to 

separate them from reality. It is wo rth noting, however, that 

just as it is possible to get close to the mythological extreme 

by means of metaphor, there is a figure for texts which approach 
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the extreme of story as closely as ~ossible, and that is 

metonymy . As David Lodge notes: " lit~rature written in the 

metonymic mode tends to disguise itself as non - literature II 

(1977, 93). Lodge, and it is his definition I shall adopt, 

defines metonymy (and at the same time synecdoche) in 

structuralist terms As a figure ". . produced by deleting one 

or more items from a na t ural combination, but not the items it 

would be most natural to omit . " (1977, 76). He provides an 

example in the sentence "The keels of the ships crossed the deep 

sea", and he de .leles "ships" ctnd "sea", to form a sentence 

r e ad i. n g " The k e e 1 s c t' o s s e d t he de e p " . By the first deletion a 

synecdoche is forme d , and by the second, a metonymy, and the 

latter is important to my argument. 

The t.wo as~ects of a text, myth and story, can thus also 

be characterised as the metaphoric and metonymic aspects of a 

text. As has been indicated, some texts attempt to approach one 

or the other extreme, and sometimes succeed as in the case of 

myth, but. texts more usually contain elements of both as 

essential to their constitution and to their comprehension. 

A poem thal contrives to reach as far as possible in the 

direction of both extremes without tearing itself in half is 

Yeats's "No Second Troy" (Allt. 1957, 256): 

Why should I blame her that she filled my days 
Wlth misery, or that she would of late 
Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways, 
Or hurled the little streets upon the great, 
Had they but courage equal to desire? 
What could have made her peaceful with a mind 
That nobleness made simple as a fire, 
With beauty like a tightened bow, a kind 
That is not natural in an age like this, 
Being high and soJjt.ary and most stern? 
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Why, what could she have done, being whHt she is? 
Was there another Troy for her to burn? 

The poem deals w:ith the poet's perception of the l ife of a 

specific individual, Maud Gonne, (although the identity of the 

individual is not given in the poem and this knowledge is not 

essential in order to understand the poem). It operates almost 

exclusively in terms of simile and synecdoche, apart from the 

major figure of the poem, whi ch is the metonymy of Troy. It is 

in this figure that the elements of story and myth are, quite 

literally, u nited. Yeats uses metonymy, the figure associated 

with story, but the content of the figure is a recognised myth . 

The very c hoice of the city of Troy for the figure grounds the 

poem in the myth of Troy, makes Maud Gonne into Helen, and raises 

the poem above the plane of the specific. Instead of being a re-

telling, lhe poem becomes ~ true model of the poet ' s experience 

of a woman, offeri.ng a way of seeing and comprehending which is 

nol dependent on the reader's possessing biographjcal 

information. I t is t he de I. i. berate c r· e a l ion of t h i. s so r t o f 

tension b etween the two extremes of myth and story lhat. leads 

Stallworthy to speak of Yeats's "detachment'' which is ". 

unique , in a self--confessed romantic poet, who wrote so 

constantly out of his own expe ri e n ce" ( 1963, 6). The technique, 

I sha]] argue, is characterislic of Yeats, and the terms of myth 

and story, and metaphor and metonymy, provide a useful way of 

discussing it. 

Lutman claims that a natural language is a primary 

modell i ng system, and anything that LS constructed from a natural 

language, such as poetry, is a secondary modelling system. He 
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acknowledges however, tha t a poem, operating within the 

consl.raint.s of, amongst olhers, grHmmar and of notions of what. is 

appropriately called poetry, can only ever be a finite model of 

an infinite universe. Another way of spp roaching this is to say 

that poetry is a translation from the realm of natural language 

t o t. h a t. of poet i c: l an g u age , t hat " i t :i s t he r e f 1 e c t :i on o f on<·! 

r·eality i.n another, that is, i.t 1s always a transli'ition" ( Lotman 

1977, 210, original emphasis) . As a lranslation, however, a poem 

will also transcend i ts context, because it is a translation from 

natural lHnguage, whjch attempts to reflect reality accurflt.ely 

and literally, to the language of art which c laims no such th i ng. 

Poetry mety c 1 a .im to bel p us understand real:i ty, but it s e ldom 

p e r f o r m s t h i. s fun c t i. on b y a c cur a t e and l i. t e r a l r· e f l e c t i on . 1' h i s 

transcenden ce of context. js a function of the mythological aspect 

of a text. 

Myth, which Lotman i denti fies with the frame of an 

artistic text, is the ordering principle. It offers an 

inclusive, overall paliern and unity as opposed to the flexible 

complexity of individual ene rgy and experience that is story . 

Myth is the sine qua non for understanding story . Jerome McGann 

points out that 

One of the special graces of poetic works - -probably 
t he ir chief social value-- is that they are conceptual 
forms which operate at a high level of generality, on 
the one hand, and at an equally high level of 
particularity on the other. The particulars, the 
" m a t t e r s - o f ·- fa c t " , a r e s u b j e c t e d t o a g en era 1 
organizing structure which precisely does not reduce 
those particulars to conceptual finishedness, but 
instead preserves them in a state of (as it were) 
freedom. The particulars are grains of sand in which 
the world may be seen- -may be seen again and agajn, 
in new sets of relations and differentials. 

(1985, 12; orig:ina.l emphasis) 
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In individual and personal terms , the story consists of the 

particular events of a life, and the myth is that which organizes 

the ev e nts into a co herent whole. In thJs sense a myth is any 

larger system of beliefs that enables people to comprehend and 

attribute meaning to their lives. Jn a poem, the mythologica l 

aspect will often not be articulated in the text itself. A poet 

does not. make apparent in each poem he writes what the system of 

belief is that constrains him to wr i te in that particular way. 

lf it were not there ordering and organ izi ng, however, th e poem 

would be indistinguishable from that which it was attempting to 

model . Without the mythological aspect, translation fai]s. Once 

aga1.n, "No Second Troy" is a useful example. The only indication 

of th e onler :ing princ:ip]e of the poem j s the singl e word "Troy", 

but it is suffi c ient to distinguish the poem from the specific 

instance, and indicate thRt. :it is ·in a discourse that is a model 

of natural language, and as such ts a discourse that i.s 

attempting to reflect upon the experience by using such figures 

as metonymy. 

Myth and story then, would seem t.o be necessary features 

of a poem, perhaps especially so in Yeats's poems, where the 

story almost Jnvariab]y has a biographical reference ~nd, from 

autobi.ographical and biographical records, it is possible to 

determine the myth with which he orders the story, whether that. 

of the occult, of Ancient Greece, of Ireland, or A Vision. It i.s 

not sufficient, however, to examine Yeats's poems singly Jn this 

way, as they come to seem obscure and esoteric, requiring 

decoding by means of biogrephical information before they can b e 
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understood. This is something thet appears to be particularly 

true of later poems such as "Blood and the Moon'', which LS 

seemingly inexplicable without A Vision . Thjs is partly the 

result of Yeats's choice of the lyric form. One lyric poem 

serving as a model of the world is almost bound to seem arbitrary 

and constrained. Several lyrics, making up a map of inter locking 

poems, can begin to reflect the structure of the world. The 

significant text then becomes the collection of poems, and not a 

single poem. In Jam~s Olney's words: 

From a most disjointed and random diversity, Yeats's 
poems me~ke lhe.ir way, through quat.ern :ities, 
trinities, and antinomies, to the most intense unity. 
The poetic act is an exact. im:itat.:ion of t.he 
Demi.ourgos' creation, fitting the many together as a 
unjf :ied image modelled on the single paradigm: a 
sensible living creature that is a likeness of the 
jolelligible Living Creature. (1980, 360) 

There are two reasons for approaching Yea ts's poems in 

collections, and in terms of story and myth. The first is that 

Yeats himself was acutely aware of the way he organized his 

poems. Hugh Kenner points out. ". Yeats's most radi cal, most 

casual, and most characteristic maneuver: he was an architect, 

not a decorutor; he djdn't accumulate poems, he wrot e books" 

(1984, 139). Kenner goes on to show how The ft'.i ld Swans at Coole 

develops from the title po e m to th e final one of the volum~, "The 

Doubl e Vision of Michael Robartes". 

The purpose of Yeats wri t:ing these books was t.o expl on~ 

himsel.f. Hazard Adams agrees that Yeats's poems should be read 

as a whole, as a single book made up of a number of smaller ones, 

and explains why: 

Yeats's poems [form] a book . an 
antithetical book with a narrative-mimetic plot, the 
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main character of which is a fictive figure who 
cvPntually names h i mself Yeats. This view has 
certain radical consequences for the reading of many 
of Yeats's poems, because it requires that we 
transfer· the utterances in any given poem from that 
of the author Yeats lo that of the fictive created 
character Yeats. I hold that we had better begin 
reading Yeats's poems with the assumption, at least 
provisional, that we can no more directly identify 
the speaker of, say, "Byzanliurn" w.i.t.h the historical 
author than we can identify a soliloquy of Hamlet 
with the historical Shakespeare or the Duke's 1 ightly 
veiled threat \ ... ith Browning . (1986, l) 

The strength of this kind of approach lies 1n its concentrating 

on the poems themselves and how they work, and its denial of 

biography as adequate criticism. In this thesis 1 shall name the 

speaker of the poems as Yeats, but it will be this fictive Yeats 

of whom T speak: the mask, and not the man behind jt. This l.S 

because what is interesting is the story Yeats told himself in 

order to make sensE~ of the world, and of himself: "one's se]f-· 

identity is the story one tel ts one's self of who one is" (Laing 

1969, 9:~). This slory is contained 1n the poetry, and it. is noL 

"true" in the sense of bei.ng autobiographically accurate, but it 

is spiritually accurute. 

The second reason is that the concepts of story and myth 

as aspects of a text seem to link both the practice and lhe 

lheory of Yeats's poetry, the major myth or ordering generality 

of w h i c h is , I shall con tend , the i de a -of g a i e t y . A tentative 

definition of gaiety might be that it is 

a union of opposites. For when we see through 
the illusions of our boundaries, we will see, here 
and now, the universe as Adam saw it before the Fall: 
an organic unity, a harmony of opposites, a melody of 
positive and negative, delight with the play of our 
vibralory existence. When the opposites are realized 
to be one, discord melts into concord, battles become 
dHnces, and old enemies become lovers. 

(Wilber 1981, 28-9) 
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As the quotation suggests, gaiety is the result of the 

reconci 1 :i.aU on of opposites, or Unity of Being. Yeats finds 

Unity of Being at phase fifteen of his Great Wheel, and describes 

the possessor as a "be.ing" who has: 

selected, moulded and remoulded, narrowed its 
circJe of living, been more and more the artist, 
grown more and more "distinguished" in all 
preference. Now contemplation and desire, united 
into one, inhabit a world where every beloved image 
has bodily form, and every bodily form is loved. 

(A Vision, 135--1.36) 

The subject is only a "being" because this kind of extreme unity 

is norma]Jy unattainable in life. Yeats claims, however, that it 

ts easier for those who find themselves in phases sixteen to 

eighteen, nnrl he counted himself as a man of phase sev e nteen . ln 

"Per Arnica Silentia Lunae" he gives a mort-~ personal account of 

the phenomenon: 

At certain moments, always unforseen, I become happy. 
I look at the strangers near as if I had known 

them all my life, and it seems strange that J cannot 
speak to them: everything fills me with affection, I 
have no longer any fears or any needs; I do no1 even 
remember that this happy mood must come to an end. 

(Mythologies, 364- 365) 

In the poetry, it is the oppositions of story and myth 

that must be reconl: iled in order to generate gaiety. Story and 

myth here are both the antinomies of life that are discussed in 

the above quotation~, and the feature~ of a text. To say this .is 

to equate life and art, and to understand them in the same terms, 

as does Nietzsche, who views art as a structuring of chaos, and 

explains life in the same way: "to become master of the chaos one 

is; to compel one's chaos to become form . that is the grand 

ambition here" (cited in Degenaar 1.986, 20). What this does is 

to make the artist's life into a work of art, so that il is 
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poss i ble to speak of story and myth both in terms of life and art 

and to mean the same thing. Still in Nietzschean tet·ms, life 

involves "sexua1it.y, intoxi c ation, cruelty" (ibid.), and these 

must be transformed by Art. Yeats takes these "states of animal 

vigour" (ibid.) and turns them into poetry, subduing the 

Dionysian chaos of story in an Apollonian form. It is as the 

reconciliation of the two features of the poem, and so of the 

life, occurs, that a new third feature is produced. The poem 

becomes greater than the sum of i ts parts, as does the life. As 

E.E. Cummings ~vrites in the intr·oduction to his collection is 5: 

II whereas nonmakers must conten t themselves with Lhe merely 

undeniable fact that two times two is four,he [t he poet] rejoices 

ln a purely irresiHtible truth(to be found,in abbreviated 

costume,upon the title page of the present volume)" (Cummings 

1981, 221). It is obvious that, as elements of a poem, story and 

myth can only be reconciled within a poem, locating gaiety 

unequjvocally in the poem, much as Keats locutes melancholy " 

in the very temple of Delight" ("Ode on Melancholy" 1.25, Keats 

1977, 349). The next. sl.ep Js to say that without the poem you 

can not have gaiety, and so, paradoxically, poetry is gai ety. 

Having located it at the hea rt of lhP poetry in thJs way, jt 

becomes clear that dealing wi.th gaiety is inextricable from 

dealing with style: mylh and story reside in the language, and 

particularly in Yeats's metonymic use of language and in his 

sense of closure. 

Closure js " a modification of structure that makes 

stasis, or the absence of further continuation, the most probable 

succeeding event.'', according to Barbara Smith (1968, 34; original 
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emphasis ). It is i mportant because Yeats's po e try ena c ts the 

pro cess of reconciling myth and story to achieve gaiety , and that 

moment is achieved as the poem ends, and as the collection of 

poems is completed. Closure is a formal and stylistic 

consideration, and it suggests Yeats's concern with unity and 

c ompletion, which he expresses in "Per Ami.ca Silentia I.unae" : 

When all s e quence comes to an end, time c omes to an 
end, and the soul puts on the rhythmic or spiritual 
body or luminous body and contemplates all the events 
of its memory and every possible impulse in an 
elerna:l poss e ssion of itse)f :in one single moment. 

(Mythologies, 357 ) 

At this point it becomes necesssary to stress once more 

t.hHt, while Yeats's poems can be read in isolation, they ought. 

not to be: they lend themselves instead to examination in layers. 

Tht~ first lHycr is thai. of the indiv.i.dua ·l poem, with its elements 

of story and myth. 'l'he second layer is that of the organization 

of the poems into collections. Here story and myth are present 

not only in the indi.vidual poems, but as aspects of the 

collection itself, giv e n Lhat in its own righl it is a text. The 

final layer is the organization of the collections into lhe 

Co.l.l ec ted Poems. Once more, the larger text also has the aspects 

of story and myth. 

The final structure of the Collected Poems is much like 

one of Yeats's gyres: there is a movement from level to level by 

means of the meaning- producing conflict between story and myth, 

the end of it all being to attain the state of gai e ty . 
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I I 

Yeats's adoption of a myth, and of one culminating in 

gaiety in particular, and the way in which he ordered his poems, 

was no t unique . He was working in a long tradition, in fact in a 

number of traditions, and it is i.mpor·tant to take cognisance of 

these. 

With regard to the use and choice of myth, Yeals owes a 

large debt to William Blake. He began reading Blake seriously in 

the 1890's when he collaborated with Edwin Ellis on the Quaritch 

edition of Blake's work and it 

had a very particular impact on his own creative 
work. it provided him with an enlarged 
repertoire of symbols that he would repeat and reflne 
for the rest of his life. In addition, the 
'd:iagrammati.c', systematising approach . . was a 
precedent for his own attempt at an all-encompassing 
psychological and historical system some thirty years 
later in A Vision. (Masterson 1985, 75·-76) 

Yeats returned to read Blake, as the letters show, in 1902 and 

again in 1~317 (Wade 1954, 379; 6:31) . In an 1890 letter to 

Katharine Tynan he writes: 

You wi ll like Blake's system of thought. It is . 
amazingly poetical. tt has done my own mind a great 
deal of good in liberating me from formulas and 
theories of several kinds. You will find it a 
difficult book, thls B1akc interpretation, but. on~! 

that will open up for you, as it has for me, new 
kinds of poetic feeling and thought . 

(Wade 1954, 152 - 153 ) 

Yeats was beginning to understand how system and poetry could 

operate together. He was a l r e ad y i n t e r e s t e d i n the " Per en n .i a 1 

Philosophy'' and he confirmed its presence in Blake. Aldous 

Huxley, in his book of that title, describes the perennial 

philosophy as follows: 

PHILOSOPHJA PERENNIS ·-- the phrase was coined by 
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Leibniz; but the thing-- the metaphysic that 
r e cog n i z e s a ci i v i. n e He a 1. i t y subs tan t i a l to t he w o t' l d 
of things und lives and minds; the psychology that 
finds in the soul something similar to, or even ' 
iden1.ical with, divine Reality; the ethic that places 
man's final end in the knowledge of the immanent and 
transcendent Ground of all being·-- the thing is 
immemorial and universal. (1945, viiJ 

Thr·ough hjs st.udy of B1ake, the Tarot, and his membership of the 

Hermet ic Society of the Golden Dawn, Yeats pract ised himself in 

this philosophy, and by 1917 was ready to commence the writing of 

his own system, A Vision. A system is necessary at all becnuse 

the world that. seems so diverse to us--or worse than 
diverse: fragmentary, chaotic, painful, and 
meaningl ess--will never be a un iverse , will never be 
an ordered whole, except through a living system 
capab]e of discover ing a unit.y in p1urality. 

(Olney 1980, :359) 

Yeats must also have been aware of the statement Blake gives lo 

Los in Jerusalem 1 10: '"I must Create a Syslem or be enslav'd by 

another Man's I II (Blake 1969, 629) . Jonathan Culler offers a 

mod ern v a r i an t o f t. h :i s p r o b 1 em : " He who does n o t w r .i t. e . .i s 

himself 'written' by the system" (1.975, 2!-)4), Yeats i.s as 

determined as thJs to undPrstand the world without compromising 

his genuine and carefully gained beliefs. The system he finally 

chooses is Platonic in it.s insistence on the necessity of both 

the One and the many and the reconciliation of the many in the 

One. He nce Yeats's attraction to Nietzsche, whose 

II Apollonian - Dionysian duality, in the final analysis, 

reduces to the distinction between the divid~d many ~nd the 

primogenial one" (Ab[·ams 1973, 317). Johan Degenaar points out, 

however, that Nietzsche criticised Platonist me taphysics, and he 

suggests that 1ve ". rather see him as a philosophical 

explorer of metaphors and parables with a keen sense for poetry 
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and for the mythology hidden in language, and also as a 

philosopher who discoverPd the psychological dimensions of 

philosophy and the role of experience in th'inking" (1986, 23). 

This last view is much more Yeatsian. The first has something of 

finality about it, suggesting that concl u sions are possible in 

terms of the system, whereas the duality of story and myth is 

never finally resolved, and has to be explored over and over in 

var ious ways, this exploration providing the need for and the 

impetus to creativity t hat Yeats felt until the end of his life. 

The need that makes even Plato's ghost sing out in 

dissatisfaction: 

'The work is done,' grown old he thought, 
'According to my boyish plan; 
Let the fo o ls rage, J swerve d in naught, 
Something to perfection brought'; 
But .louder saJJI[ t.hnt. ghost, 'What f."hen?' 

("What Then?" 1.1.16- 20; Allt 1957, 577) 

The d u ality of story and myth is that. wh i ch is present in 

both art and l ife, and in the process of trying to resolve it, 

art becomes the life a n d the life becomes art. T h i s :i. s an o t he r· 

Nietzschean appr·oach, and Degenaar points out that in The Oa.v 

Scien ce Nietzsche's contention 1s that 

this aspect of art, namely: the re-enacting of 
experience on a different level, the de­
pragmatisation of life, enables man to view things 
from a distance and to see himself in perspective. 
Without this distance man would be nothing but 
foreground· ·-a state of affairs which excludes any 
form of perspective. (Degenaar 1986, 21) 

A poem which might seem to contradict th :i s view is "The Choice" 

(Allt 1957, 495), yet it is a moment in which Yeats can look with 

utmost perspective on his life: 
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The intellect of man is forced to choose 
Perfection o f the life, or of the work, 
And if it t ake t he second must refuse 
A heaven l y mansion, raging in the da r k. 
When all that slury ' s finis hed, what's the news? 
In luck or out the toil has left its mark: 
That old perplexity an empty purse, 
Or the day ' s vanity, the night's remorse. 

This is Yeats's comment on the choice he has mode to be a poet, 

and it is ostensibly a negative and regretful comment. Yet i.t 1s 

ln lhe form of a poem, suggpsting that t h e way Yeats understands 

his life is throug h t he medium o f his art. Oegena<u· commcn t s on 

N:ictzsche's insiRtence that ar-t br .ings pE-rspective to "life Anci 

says : "I read this to mean that eac h person should becomn an 

art..ist - ·· a poet of his own life-· .in creating his lif(:! by not 

remaining in the foreg r ou nd but building into life the liberating 

distan ce of perspective, by structuring it in a personal way, by 

tel.ling a story about himself" (l!j86, 21). Here, i.n a nutshell, 

.i s Y e a t s ' s poe t .i c t e c h n .i. q u c• , an cl t h e rea s on f o r i t . Yeats rf.-'.ad 

Nietzsche, and found that he " completes Blake and has the 

sam~:• roots II (Wade ]954, ::l79) . 

In t h e expression of his system, then, Yeats relies on 

Lhe symbols of Lhe Tarot and of the Cabbala, and other esoter j c 

studies, all of which have for their mat n theme one version or 

another of the perennial phjlosuphy. For the word, joy or 

gaiety, that defines the moment to which he aspires he goes to 

the Romantic s : Wordswo r th and Coleridge amongst others. John 

Lucas points out in "The Poet in His Joy" how the word joy came 

to change its meaning radically in lhe cou rse of the eighteenth 

century, ~nd became associated with the transforming power of the 

imagination, and the religious slate of grace (Lucas 1982 , 30-
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49 ) . So at the beginning of the nineteenth century Coleridge 

could write in "Dejection: An Ode'': 

0 pure of heart' thou need'st not ask of me 
What this strong music in the soul may be! 
What , and wherein it dol.h exist, 
Th i s l i g h t , this g lor.· y , t hi. s fait· l urn in o us m .is t , 
This beautiful and heauty- making power. 

Joy, virtuous Lady! Joy that ne'er was given, 
Save to th~ pure, and in their purest hour, 
Life , and Life's effluence, cloud at once and shower, 
Joy, Lady! is the spirit and the power, 
Which wedding Nature to us gives in dower 

A new Earth And new Heaven, 
Undreamt of by the sensual and the proud·· -
Joy is t.he sweet. vo :ice, .Joy the luminous cloud·-·· 

We in ourselves rejoice! 
And thence flows all that charms or ear or sight., 

All melodies the echoes of that voice, 
All colours a suffusion from that light. 

( l I . 5 9 ·· 7 5 ; l 9 6 9 , 3 6 5 - :H> 6 ) 

C1early, JOY 1s somet.hi.ng of extraordinary power~ capab:te of 

uniting the individua l and nature, and transforming utterl.y 

perceptions of t.he wor.l.d. Commenting on the Greater Romantic 

Lyric, M.H. Abrams explai.ns why a stanza as gratulant as this one 

should occur in a poem about dejection: 

In some of these poems the confrontation occurs at a 
time of splcitua.l crisis wh _ich is ca:l]ed 'dejection' 
( t he acedia 1 de i e c t i o 1 o r· s p i r· i. t u a l a r i d i t y of the 
Christian exp<'rts of the interior life); and the 
ancient struggle for the blessedness of 
recoocillalion with an alienated God becomes the 
attempt to recover i.n maturity an earlier stage of 
integrity with oneself and the outer world, in a mode 
o f c o n s c i o us IH~ s s f o r ~" h i c h l hE~ s t an dar d name i s 
'joy'. (197~~. 123) 

The confrontation is between the subject and the object of 

Romantic thought: the self and the outside world; more 

specifically, the self and nature . This might be a description 

of Yeats's poetry, but for the fact that the difference between 

him and the Romantics lies in what is to be reconciled. For 

Yeats tt the colloquy is no longer between mind and nalurc 
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but between antithetic aspects of the single mind: 'A Dialogue of 

S e l f an d S o u 1 ' " ( A b r am s 1 9 7 :3 , l 2 2 ) . Nonetheless, unity is still 

the desired good, and the word used to describe the state is 

s t i. 1. l j o y , o r g a i e t y . 

The important thing about the unity of joy is that it is 

momentary. Abrams locates in Augustine, particularly in the 

Co11fessirms, the suggestion tha t "this exper .ience of eternity .in 

a moment anticipates the translation of all time into 

el.ern:i ty at. the apocalypse" (1973, ~85), and he goes on to 

d i s c us s W o t· d s w o r t h as " . preeminently a poet of the 

revelatory and luminous Moment'' (1973, 387). Wordsworth's "spot.s 

of time'' are moments of unity and comprehens ion, and therefore of 

joy: 

There are in our existence spots of t.ime, 
That with distinct pre- eminence retain 
A renovating virtue, whence, dPpr0sscd 
By false opinion and contentious thought, 
Or aught. of heavier or more deadly weight, 
In tr·ivi<:~l occupations, and the round 
Of ordinary inter·course, our minds 
Are nourished and invisibly repaired; 
A virtue, by which pleasure is enhanced, 
That penetrates, enables us to mount, 
When high, more high, and lifts us up when fallen. 
This efficacious spirit chiefly lurks 
Among those passages of life that give 
Profoundest knowledge to what point, and how, 
The m j n d i s ] or cl and master-- - outward sense 
The obedient servant of her will. 

( J'b c Pre 1 u de ( 1 8 5 0 ) X I I 2 0 8- 2 2 3 ; 1 9 7 2 , 4 7 9 ) 

It is on this tradition that Yeats draws, although his pt·oduct is 

so vastly different from Wordsworlh 1 s . 

Another piece of common ground between Yeats and the 

Romantics is the idea of the sublime. Ramazani points out that 

" the theory of the sublime is close to being a theory of 

whal Yeats cal ls 'tragic joy', for the sublime transforms the 
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painful spectacle of destruction an d death into a joyful 

assertion of human freedom and transcendence" (1989, 163) . HH 

also points out that "iP all ver:sions of the sublime, not just 

Yeals's, the moment of gaiety presupposes the pain or death from 

w h i c h i t r i s e s " ( 1. 9 8 9 , l 7 3 ) . The implications of this for. the 

modc~rn as opposed to the Romantic poel are profound. As Abrams 

has indicated (see above), the conflict in modernity is located 

in the s~lf, it is no longer an external battle. This means thai. 

the pain or death occurs within the self. Ramazani speaks of the 

sublime in Yeats's "visionary lyrics", and says that. "sueh poems 

enact the strengthening of the e go by introjection, and y<~t, in 

do i n g s o , t. hey a d m .i t an ' a 1 .i en v o i c e ' , as He .i de g g e r c a ] l s .i L , 

that seems to Lear the boundaries of the ego, bringing it 

per:ilously c .lose t.o ann.ihilat .ion" (1989, 165; orig:inc-d emphasis). 

Yeats's myth, then, is drawn from a number of sources, 

and he combines them into a system uniquely appropriate to 

hims elf and his needs. The fact that he did this is by no means 

unusual. Abrams points out that Schlegel, Schelling, Coleridge, 

Shelley and Keats all made, and advocated the making of, their 

own myth o 1 o g i e s ( 1 ~3 7 :~ , 6 7 ) . The other Romantic who worked quite 

explicitly within a system wa s Wordsworth . Some of the central 

belief of that system has been elucidated above, but it is 

importanL to noti ce that he deliberately arranged his poems 

within that system. In lhe preface to the 1814 ed:i t.i on of The 

Recluse Wordsworth discusses the relationship between that poem 

and .The Prelude, which was seen as an introduction to it: 

the two Works have the same kind of relation to 
each oth~r, if he may so express himself, as the 
ante-chapel has to the body of a gothi.c church . 
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Continuing th.is allusion, he may be perm.ilt.ed to add, 
that his minor Pieces, which have been long before 
the PubJic, when they shall be properly arranged, 
will be found by the attentive Reader to have such 
connexion with the main Work ns may give them claim 
to be likened to the littl e cells, oratories, and 
sepulchral recesses , ordinarily included .in those 
edifices. 

(Wordsworth Vol.IJ 1977, 36) 

Abr·ams's comment on this is that "Wordsworth could not have been 

mor·e precise or insistent.: he envisaged al.L his pof~rns as one 

immense work, a poem mad e up of poems, written in accordance with 

a single coruprehens.ivC' desi1,n" (1973 , 20). From his f:irst. 

col le rtion of poems, Yeats is writing with the same insistence on 

syslem nnd order, although he only hegins to derive reHI energy 

from this organisation once he has clar if ied his thought in A 

l/.i s .i 011 • 

While it js important to understand the historical 

context of Yeats's ideas , it remains my contention that Yeats's 

writing and organisation of his poetry is so careful and 

deliberate that it is possible to under stand almost all of it by 

a careful and deliberate reading of all his poetry in its correct 

seq uen ce , without h aving to become an expert, either· in h:i.s 

esoteric symbolic syslem, or in his b.iographjcal details. Th .i s 

is b ecause Yeats's poetry is the ritual in whi.ch he exer·cises his 

b elie f, and so it is an accurate reflection of thal system of 

belief. The next chapter will attempt, in the light of such a 

reading, to examine some of the major poems that are sources of 

the idea of gaiety , and to see how Yeats qualifies and changes 

the inheri led idea, by means of his style, to suit his particular 

t ime and purpose . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

we artists . are the servants not of any 
cause hut of mere naked life, and above a ll of thnt 
l .ife in its nobler forms , where joy and sorrow are 
ant-!, Arti .f.icc~rs of' the areat Moment. 

Essays 8nd rn t roduc t- ions, 260 . 

The poems examined in this chapter are some of t.hose 

w h i c h de a l , i. n on e 1v a y o r an o t he t' , w i t h Y e at s ' s G r e a t M o rue n t . I 

have chosen those that offer most scope for the kind of 

commentary I wish to make, although the generalisations that [ 

draw from the examination of these poems are applicabl e to n]] 

his work . 

James Oln e y suggests lhHt: 

the typical psychological and philosophical progress 
of Yeats's poems is from ego to eidos, proceeding 

by way of logos and mythos, and passjng from 
this temporal world abou t us to t he eternal world o f 
the work of art through exercise of memory Hnd 
anamnesis. (1980, 278) 

He goes on to point out that the poems begin in the world of 

division, and end with unifying and timeless truths. What is 

interesting here is not so mu c h the movement itself, which 

Yeats's philosophy makes inevitable, as how it is accomplished. 

Olney's t erms of e go and eidos, and Logos and mythos can be 

equated to Lotman's terms of story and myth, and the process of 

the poem concerns the placing of the individual and personal 

story in the context of myth in order that parts may be made 

whole. The poem imjtates this unifying action of the 

imagination, and thus it can provide the experience of gaiety as 

the poem comes to a n end. All poems are mime ti c , even :if a]l we 
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can say of them is that they imitate historical utlerances (Smith 

1968, 15) . What makes Yeats's poems particularly difficult is 

that they ·im.i tate ". in a much subtler, more Pythagorean and 

Platonic way . ' an intensity of pattern that we have never 

seen with our eyes ' in t/Jjs )ife" (Olney 1980, 274; 

original emphasis). Before Yeats's eyes are the Ideal Forms of 

his system, and he shares them with us by making them inlu poems, 

which are then Forms in their own right. 

The .f:i n; t of l.hesc Forms !.hat I shed 1 examine .is "A 

Prayer for my Daughter" which is collected in Mi chael Robarles 

and the JJancer ( Allt 1957, 40:~) - The t. i t. l e poem d .is cusses 

Yeats's view of female beauty, which he sees as an ideal Form, 

prov i ded il is accompanied by labour to the end of beauty alunP; 

women must not wor k at intellectual pursuits. This concern is 

echoed in a number of poems in the colleclion, but jt is 

accompanied by a series of poems that are disturbed at the threat 

to this, and th e refore to all the Forms. "A Pn:jyer for my 

Daughter" combines these two i.nterests. 

The poem opens with a storm that matches the turmo i l in 

the poet's mind and provides a physical threat to match the 

metaphys i cal un e that his mind conjures : 

Once more t he storm is howling, and half hid 
Under th .is crtldle--huod and coverlid 
My child sleeps on. There is no obstacle 
But Gregory's wood and one bare hill 
W he reb y t he hays t a c k-- and roo f - l e v e ll i n g w i n d , 
Bred on the Atlantic, can be stayed; 
And for an hour I have walked and prayed 
Because of the great gloom that is in my mind. 

( 11.1-8) 

True to Olney's description, the poem begins with ego: the child 

of the tille i s asleep, and we arc focussed on the poet . He 
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walks and prays, Rnd his imagination 1s stimulated by the sound 

of the wind, omnipresent in its threat. Yeats characterizes his 

slate of mind as being an "E>xciled rev e rie" ( 1.13), and t.hls 

paradoxical description is indicative of the state of division in 

which the poem beg:ins. The paradox :is echoed in " the 

murderous innocence of the sea" (.1.16), and this in turn is an 

echo of the lines in "The Second Coming": "Tht-~ blood- dimmed t.ide 

is loosed, and ever·ywhere/ The ceremony of innocence is drowned" 

( A U t 1 9 5 7 , 4 0 2 ; 1 1 . 5 -- 6 ) - The sea is the element of ch~nge and 

process, and it breeds a wind that breeds in Yeats's mind fear of 

a fut.ur.e, full of division, that "Danc:[es] to f:l frenz :ied drum" 

( " A P r· aye r f o r my D aught e r " 1 . l 5 ) . 

T h e r u 1. u r e t h a t t he s c-~ a an d the w :i n d p res a g e t. h n~ a t. ens 

not Yeats, but his daughter, and as the prayer begins in the 

third stanza he asks that. she will not be made so beautiful as to 

cause either others or h erself to be "distr·aught" (1.18). In 

other words, that she wi1J not. be so beaut :iful that she will noi. 

have to work at it . Distraught coincides with the three 

adjectives of the pre\1ious stanza: exc :ited, frenzied, and 

murderous; and it is against the possibility of such emotions of 

division absorbing his daughter's Jife that Yeats makes h.is 

prayer. That beauty i.s a source of division he makes plain 111 

the fourth slanza: 

He len bejng chosen found life flat and dull 
And later had much trouble from a fool, 
While that great Queen, that rose out of the spray, 
Being fatherless could have her way 
Yet c hose a bandy- legg~d smjth for man. 
It's certain that fine women eat 
A crazy salad with their meat 
Whereby the Horn of Plenty is undone. 
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Here he mentions Helen and Venus, two mythological women renowned 

for their beauty, and suggests that both of them have betrayed 

the cornucopia ll1at was in their keeping by marrying r espectively 

a fool and a bandy - legg~d smith. Beautiful women, Yeats is 

suggesting, have a responsibility to live according to that 

beauty, because they are Ideal Forms, and to shirk this 

responsibility is to dPprive the world of these Forms. Rut ULi s 

res pons i b i. 1 i. t y is exceed in g 1 y heavy and so he p r· a y s t hal his 

daughter will not be made disturbingly beautiful. Jnslead, he 

would have her taught courtesy, which he defines as including 

charm and kindness, for these things earn more hearts than b eauty 

WlllS. Men that have been fools and rovers for beauty have been 

made wi se by chetrm and captivat e d by kindness. The reason for 

this is that courtesy is a ritual where all action is prescribed, 

and there is no possibility t hHl wilful action of the kind 

available to perfectly beautiful women will destroy the inherited 

and carefully cultivated Forms. It is important to note that 

courtesy is learned, and for Yeats this means that it is a 

difficult thing, much more difficult than being naturally 

beautiful. 

Curse": 

The 1. ines to r·ecall here are those from "Adam's 

'To be born woman is to know--­
Although they do not talk of it at school-­
That we must labour to be beautiful.' 

I said: 'It's certain there is no fine thing 
Since Adam's fall but needs much labouring. 

( A 1 l t l 9 5 7 , 2 0 5 ; 1 l . l 8 ·- 2 2 ) 

Courtesy will gi.ve her tht-1 ability to be " . a flourishing 

hidden tree" that is "Hooted in one dear perpetual place" 
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(l.l.41,4B ) . Her thoughts will be like linnets in the tree, with 

" 

sound" 

no business but dispensing round/ Their magnanimities of 

(11.43-44). The permanence and stability of the tree 

image is given poignancy by the roving man, and by the 

realisation that for Yeats this is a high and difficult way to 

be. The tree is also that of unity: all its parts make a perfect 

whole- - down to the birds who live in it-- and it is a symbol of 

gaiety. This i.s the tree of "Among School Children": "0 

ch e stnut - tree, great - rooted blossomer,/ Are you 1.he leaf, the 

b loss om o r t he b o 1 e? " ( A ll t 19 57 , 4 4 6 ; 11 . 6 l ·-6 2 ) . Slowly but 

surely lhP weight of myth is growing as Yeats gives the ordinary 

words an increasingly symbolic weight to bear. As surely Anne 

Yeats is becoming a symbol of the things thHt will hold up 

against a threatening future. Yeats i s busy" . . unchaining an 

image from its first ord e r reference to the world and also from 

its merely subjective associations in order to give it a new role 

in understanding" (Degenetar 1986, 74). 

For a moment now the poet returns to himself, confessing 

that the things he values are scarce, and so h i s mind has be c ome 

unfruitful. By this confession he reiterates that this way of 

life is a difficult one, and places more emphasis on his 

daughter, not only as a symbol of unity against the chaos of the 

future, but as a personal symbol of hope for himself in his 

barren state. Yet despite his current inertia, the poet knows 

that hatred is perhaps the most dangerous thing of all for his 

daughter. Hatred c an destroy the integrity of mind that the tree 

s ymbo l:i s es, and ] e av e her vul nerab 1 e to the omnipresent 11 

hays t a c k - an d r o o f- l e v e 1. l i n g w i n d " ( 1 . 5 ) that w i 11 11 tear 
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the 1. innet from the leaf" ( 1.56). The worst hatred of all is 

said lo be intellectual hatred, and Yeats gives another example 

of a beautiful woman who has rejected the responsibility that 

goes wjth the cornucopiu of beauty "Because of her opinionated 

mind" ( 1 .6 1 ). There is only one way for a beautiful woman to 

think and to remain faithful to the cornucopia, and that is to 

think with her body: 

-- if they 
Wi 1.1. banish every thought, unless 
The lineaments that please their view 
When the long looking-glass is full, 
Even from th e foot - sol e think it too. 

( 
11 M i t; h a e l Hobart e s and t h e Dancer 11 11 . 4 7 -5 l ; 
Allt. 1957, 387) 

These li.nes must have those of Donne's in mind: " Her pure, 

and eloquent blood/ Spoke in her cheekes, and so distinctly 

wrought,/ That one might almost say, her body thought" ("Of the 

Progresse of the SouJe: The Second Ann .i versary" 11.244- 246; Donne 

1.9:38, 259 ). 

If a woman can live ]ike this, either accepting the 

responsibility of beauty or being trained in courtesy, and 

rejecting hatred, the result is what Yeats describes in stanza 

nine--gaiety: 

Considering that, all hatred driven hence, 
The soul recovers radical innocence 
And learns al last that it is self- delighting, 
Self-appeasing, self-affrighting, 
And that its own sweet will is Heaven's will; 
She can, though every face should scowl 
And every windy quarter howl 
Or every bellows burst, be happy still. 

(11.65 - 72) 

She will learn that the soul i s responsible only to itself, and 

she will e xperi ence resolution and unity with the greater scheme 

of things. She will also be immune to the influence of the 
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dividing forces that surround her. Her innocence will be " 

nidical. " (1.66), both extreme and rooted. 

At this point we are approaching eidos. Anne Yeats has 

been transformed from a sleeping baby to an Ideal Form, and Yeats 

is expressing his belief as to how that Form must be maintained. 

The trouble in "The Second Coming" is that "The c:eremony of 

innocence is drowned" ( 1.6; Allt 1957, 402), and Yeats asks in "A 

Prayer for my Daughter" which follows directly after: 

How but in custom and in ceremony 
Are innocence and beauty born? 

(11.77-78) 

He goes on to c] ar j fy the ent :i. re poem in the 1 a st. two 1 :i nes where 

he expresses the final Idea: 

Ceremony's a name for the rich horn, 
And custom for the spreading laurel tree. 

( 1 .Z • 7 9-B 0 ) 

Ceremony is the cornucopia that is given to beautiful women in 

order that they may continue lo create beauty and to inspire 

others to do so, and custom is the uniting tree which a courteous 

woman becomes as she labours through ritual. 

Yeats's "Imagining in excited reverie" ( 1.13) has become 

his lmaginallon working againsl the violence of the dJvisive wind 

that the sea breeds; working to create a Form that will contain 

and constrain the violence, and by the end of the poem that Form 

has been created, both in the definitions of custom and ceremony 

that have been worked out, and in the physical shape of lhe poem 

itself . We may assume that the poet ' s restless and anxious 

pacings are over, that. " the great gloom that. is in my mind" 

(1.8) has been lifted. 
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This lifting, however, 1s temporary. Once more it 1.s 

important to notice that gaiety is momentary. No s o on e r has :i t 

been achieved than it is gone, and the search for resolution 

begins again. Yeats does not always find resolution in the same 

way. Now it will be in the timeless moment experienced from an 

otherwise very temp orn] state of mind, then it will be only in a 

p e r m au en t e s cap e f r· om t he w o r l d o f p roc e s s . The dilemma .1s 

s :i m .i ., a r t o t h e on c l h a t. K eat. s faces i n 11 0 d e on a G r e c i an U r n 11 
: ·i s 

it better to be a figure on the urn, eidos, and never fulfilled, 

but never experienci ng pa:in either, or to llve in the world of 

process, ego, and experience both pain and joy? Keats's fi.nal 

p o s .i t. .i. on i s u n am b .i guo us 1 y ex pres s e d i n the 11 0 de on Me 1 an c h o J y " : 

Ay, in the very temple of Delight 
Veiled Melancholy has her sovran shrine, 

Though seen of none save him whose strenuous 
tongue 

Can burst Joy's grape against his palate fine; 
(11.25 - 28; Keats 1977 , 349) 

Yeats always makes a cl1oice, hut. that choice i s seldom both -·and 

in one poem. He more usually settles for one way in one poem, 

and another way 1n u second poem, and it is part of the task of 

the larger dialectic of the collected works to make a choice. 

This mov ement is imitative of Yeats's gyres, which spiral round 

from division to unity to division and back to unity again, with 

each splral moving closer and closer towards a final resolution. 

Yeats finds his gyres c los e to home, and one of them forms the 

central figure of a collect i on: The Winding Stair and Other 

Poems. 

The mosl obviously dialectical poem in this collection is 

11 A Dialogue of Self and Soul 11 (Allt 1957, 477). The poem begins 
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with Soul issuing a summons to Self to mount " the winding 

ancient. stair" (J . l) . The summons is an old one, to a religious 

pilgrimage which will result in stasis and peace and unity in 

"Tha t quarter where aLl thought is done 11 (1.7). Self rejects the 

invitation and concentrates instead on the sword he holds across 

his knees. It is as new, and is wrapped around with some old, 

faded, embroidered silk torn from a court-lady's dress. As Soul 

points out, these things are "Emblematical of love Bnd war 11 

(.1.19). The sword is an instrument of bloody political change, 

and the dress wrapped around the sword is a sign of the 

conjunction of male and female and the process and change 

involved in and resulting from that meeting. Self is intrigued 

by these things because although they are instruments of change 

and process, they themselves have survived, and they provide Self 

with a link wi.th past generations, whose concet'ns have been much 

the same as his own, and a talisman against the Soul, who wishes 

him to abandon all this and seek oblivion: 

Thjnk of ancestral night that can, 
If but imagination scorn the earth 
And intellect its wandering 
To this and that and t'other thing, 
Deliver from the crime of death and birth. 

( ll. 20-··24) 

Self is adamant, however , and he deliberately sets up an 

antithesis, with the sword, the embroidery and the day, against 

the tower and the night. His final claim is the right, because 

he has the sword (and ihat is both the weapon and his manhood), 

II to commit the crime once more" ( 1.32). That is, the cr1me 

of being involved in the process of birth and death and the 

Eternal Return. This i.s in direct contrast to the following poem 
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"Blood and the Moon" (Allt 1.957, 480), where Yeats chooses the 

tower for his symbol, and follows the winding stair. 

Soul has one last chance to persuade Self, and offers a 

description of that quarler where all is on e and the senses are 

nullified by assumption into the darkness: 

My Sou]. Such fullness :in thai. quarter overflows 
And falls into the basin of the mind 
That. man :is str icken deaf and dumb and blind, 
For intellect no longer knows 
Is from the Ought. , or Knower from the J(nown- ­
That is to say, ascends to Heaven; 
Only the dead can be forgiven: 
But when I think of that my tongue's a stone. 

( 11. 33--40) 

The dualistic divisions between Is and Ought, Knower and Known 

are negated. This sounds like gai ety, and :it. is, but Soul offers 

it as a permanent state of being, and that is unnacceptable. One 

of t.he things that is Jost in th :is stat.e is speech, and that :is 

not a conceivable sacrifice for a poet. 

Jt ought to be said that this poem is a variation on the 

theme that Olney describes, as it concerns ego arguing with 

jlself and trying to define the kind of eidos it seeks. Ego is 

present much more strongly throughout the poem than Olney's 

scheme suggests, although the poem does close on a note that 

shows that story has been translated into myth i n the course of 

the wr i t ing , beginning with Self's consci ous adoption of the 

sword and the silk as personal emblems that give his actions 

authority and meaning. 

Al this point Soul disappears from the poem, having 

t hough t i t s e l f i n t o s i. 1 en c e , an d S e l f t a k e s o v e r . Harold Bloom's 

comment on this is that: 
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The most neglected of truths about the Dialogue's 
famous declurulion of autonomy by the Self, is that 
the Self ignores Yeats's account of the laws of 
process as completely as the Soul Hccepts them. The 
poem's largest irony is that the Soul is an esoteric 
Y e H t s .i an , an d t. he S e ] f a n a t u r a .1 man . 

(Bloom 1972, 375) 

It is ironic, but it is profoundly Yeatsian in the continued 

questioning and adjusting of supposedly fixed positions. 

Ramazani is perhaps more accurate when he says that ''however hard 

Yeats tried to be a mystic, the lyric self in his poems is rarely 

the pa.ss.ive vessel of the Daimon" ( 1989, 1.66). In this case the 

Self bla~es forth with the declaration that he would endure it 

all again: 

l am content. to live it all again 
And yet again , if it he life to pitch 
Into tbe frog- spawn of a blind man's ditch, 
A blind man battering blind men; 
Or jnlo t.hat most fecund ditch of all, 
The folly that man does 
Or musl suffer, jf he woos 
A proud woman not kindred of his soul. 

1 <:lin conLcJit to follow to its source 
Every event in action or in thought; 
Measure the lot; forgive myself th e lot~ 

When such as I cast out remorse 
So great u sweetness flows into lhe breast 
We must laugh and we musl sing, 
We are b.lest by everything, 
Eve r ything we look upon is blest. 

(11.57 - 72) 

Compared to". Lhe basin of the mi.nd" (1.34) that Soul offers 

this is indeed an impure ditch, but it is better, because here, 

as we l.earnt in "A Prayer for My Daughter", gaiety is the result 

of the soul being accountable to itself. As Yeats says in Essays 

and Introductions: "I am self-possessed in self-surrender 

" (1961, fi24 ) , and her e he can fina.lly "Measure the lot; 

forgi.ve myself lhe lot~ " (1.67). "Yeats sees his life and. the 
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world he looks upon as all gratulnnt, although not by a 

Wordsworthi an but by a Nietzschean act of heroic self- forgiveness 

and sel.f- r· edempti.o n" (Abr·ams 1973, 122) . This ultimate 

acceptance of self by self leHds to sweetness and laughter and 

song: ''In the psychic economy of these lyrics the energy released 

by the escape from the father --or from death, the finaJ form of 

authority- - often manifests itself as laughter" (Ramazani. 1989, 

165). The authority in this poem Js Soul , with its vision of 

permanent stas is from which Self escapes to accept moments of 

joy, such as the one experienced at the end of th.is po em. The 

final irony i.s that although Soul is an esoteric Yeatsian and 

S e J f a n <:t Lura l man·, the terms i n w hi r. h S e 1 f expresses h .i s r e J Pas e 

from the authority of Soul are terms that more rightly belong to 

Soul: forg :iv e ness, remors e and blessing. 

it needs from Soul, and Yeats unites antinomies once more. 

A second poem from th.is collection :is " Vacilb-d.ion" ( Allt 

1957, 499 ). This poem i.s not constr-ucted directly as a dial.ogue, 

hut i ts constitution as one long poem made up of n numb er of 

shorter ones, forming sub ·-sections, allows a dialectic to take 

place. Yeats's more important poetic statements often follow 

this form as it allows for qualification and expansion in a way 

lhal a single, short lyric does not. Part of this qualification 

and expansion involves Yeats's vocabulary. He frequently begins 

a poem using words with their accepted meaning, and as the poem 

progresses he sl.owly unchains them from that convention, or 

deconstructs their meaning, so that he can reconstruct them with 

a meaning quite p articula r to the poem. He builds his symbols 1n 

much the same way, for instance the silk and the sword in "A 
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Uialogue of self and Soul" and Anne Yeats in "A Prayer for my 

Daughter". 

Yeats builds in this way because o f his resistance to 

metaphor. Rather than claim the likeness between one thing and 

another, Yeats prefers to show how one thing might come to be 

illuminated by b~ing discussed in terms of another, or how one 

thing might come to stand for another. To reiterate part of the 

discussion of Chapter One: the figures that allow for the 

deletion of what js nu1. central to Yeats's thought are metonymy 

and synechdoche rather than metaphor, which is inclusive rather 

than exc1usive. This is part of the process of turning slory 

into myth. lt cannot happen in one fell declaration. It. is a 

careful wurkJng und reworkjng to transform the experience into 

something much greater than i.tself, into e .idos; to mal<e the poem 

int.o a Form, mu ch as Coleridg<~'s ". Frost performs its secret 

ministry" ("Frost at r'<1idnight" 1l.l,72; Col er idge 1969, 240), not 

changing the shapes of things, but transforming the perception oi' 

them. "Vacillation" is an attempt to transform our perceptions 

of joy, and to continue the dialectic on gaiety. 

The poem begins with the simplest, tightest statement on 

Yeats's system that is possible: 

Between extremities 
Man runs his course; 
A brand, or flaming breath, 
Comes to destroy 
All those antinomies 
Of day and night; 
The body calls it death, 
The heart remorse. 
But if these be right 
What is joy" 

(11.1-·10) 
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Man exists between extremes, and these might be, for instance, 

the race and soul of "Under Ben Bulben" (Allt 1957, 637), or the 

self and the mask of the anti - self, or the One and lhe Many. 

Yeats offers furlher clues when he calls them " those 

antinomies/ Of day and n i ght" ( 11 .5·- E)), as we discovered in "A 

Dialogue of Self and Soul" that day was aligned with Self, the 

sword, the silk, and the life of generation, while night stood 

for Soul, the tower, and stasis. Particularising the extremes is 

n o t e s s en I. i a 1 , f o r Y e at s b e 1 i e v e d w i t h B ·1 ak e t h at " W j t h out 

Con t t' a r- i t~ s is n o progress ion" ( "The Marriage of Heaven and Hell" 

p]ate 3; Rlake ]966, 149). The point is simply that there must 

b1~ contraries. Next, something comes to cancel out those 

con L r· a r i e s : " A b rand , or f 1 ami n g breath " ( 1 . 3 ) . But the question 

is whether or not this cancellation is a good thing. "The body 

ca.lls it death,/ The heart remorse" (./1.7-8) , so the experience 

of the destruction of oppositions is perceived very differ·ently, 

and which is correct? Yeats suggest H that they are b o lh wront{, 

by the final. question: "But if these be right/ What is joy?" 

( 11. 9- 10) . The suspicion immediately raised i s that. death and 

r· em o r s e a r e m i s g u i de d res pons e s , e s p e c i. a J. l y i n t he l i g h t o f " A 

Dialogue o:f Self And Soul" (Allt 195'7, 477) where it is quite 

clear that death must be accepted and remorse cast out. But the 

quest i on launches us into the rest of the poem, and we mus t read 

fur-ther and be prepared to abandon or qualify those suspicions. 

In the second section Yeats unites the antinomies in one 

tree, laterally divided into flame and foliage. These seemingly 

incompatible elements are paradoxically the necessary halves that 

make up t he o n e , o r· g an i c a 1 l. y who l. e t r e e , w hi c h we h a v e s e en i n " A 
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Prayer for My Daughter" (Allt 1957, 403) and "Among School 

Children" ( Allt 1957, 443). Another paradox about the tree 1s 

that ". half and half consume what they renew" (1.15), 

introducing the sublime notion that destruction is the necessary 

prec u rsor of creation . The wo r shipper who app r oaches the tree 

partakes of this paradoxical e x istence and experiences ". not 

g t' i e f " ( 1 . l B ) . Yeats can on l y define the emotion negatively. 

is not sure yet whether or not this is joy, but he is quite 

certain that it is not grief. Harnazani suggests that " 

poems of tragic joy might be thought of as a countergenre to 

e l t~gy" (1.9B9, 166), and we fi n d a confirmati.on that body and 

h e a d . a r e w r on g i n t he i r· n ega t. .i v e · · - e l e g i a c -·- r e s p on s e t o t h e 

reco n ciling of antinomies. 

The appropriate response to deuth and memory (the 

p r o v o k e r o f r em o r s e ) i. s j o y , an d t h i s i s ex p r e s s e d e v e n more 

He 

the 

strongly in the third section . Here the conventional aspirations 

of men are called". Lethean foliage If (1.27), and rneu 

are advised lo abandon them as vain endeavours that never bring 

satisfaction. Instead i t is better to concentrate on honing the 

l:i.fe ·-work to meet the standard of ". such men as come / Proud, 

open-- e yed and laughing to the tomb" ( .11.3:3 - 34), hardly an elegiac 

response to mortality. 

These first. three sections of the poem come togethe r jn 

the fourth, where the poet e xperiences a moment of gaiety. It 

comes without seeking, and has no effect whatsoever on the 

outside world , but it enables the poet to receive and to give 

blessing in a stule of happiness. In all these things the po e t 

corresponds to foregoing descriptions. His body blaz es like the 



foliage of the tree in section two, and he laughs like the man in 

section three, aud he exists in a perfecl equilibrium of ~{jving 

an d r· e c e i v i n g , me an i n g t hat t he r e i s n o c on f l i c t , n o con t r a r· y . 

This is a momenl of progression. 

That this state is transient is made explicit in the 

following section, where the poet is racked by remorse . The move 

from the previous section to this 1s so sudden and sharp as to be 

an almost phys:ical"Jy sickening drop. The poet struggles here 

with memory, and he calls himself to account for sins of both 

om.ission and com.iss :ion, much as he does in "The Man <:~nd the 

F. cho '' : 

All thut 1 have said and done, 
Now that I am old and ill, 
Turns inl.o a question till 
I lie awake night after night 
And never gel the answers right. 

(11.6-10; All.t 1957, 6:32) 

As i n t. h a t p o em , however , Yea t s f :i n d s a s o .I u t. i on . I n 

"Vacillation" it is expr-essed in section six, and consists i.n 

surrender to the understanding that one is but a small part of 

the larger process, and that one's actions are ultimately of no 

rea 1 j rn p or l <m c e : " • Let. a 11 l h .in g s pass away ' '' ( 1 l . 61 , 6 6 , 7 ) ) i s 

the refrain that Yeats has the great men speak, and the sentimen t 

is echoed elsewhere: 

Come lel us mock at the great 
That had such burdens on the mind 
And tolled so hard and late 
To leave some monument behind, 
Nor lhuughl of the levelling wind. 

("Ni.neteen Hundred and Nineteen " 
11 . 93-97 ; Allt 1957, 432) 

Which i.s not to say that one should do nothing at all, but rather 

that on e should always bear in mind the lev e lling wind, wh i ch 
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cancels the need for remors e . AnJ ultimate ly, the ac tio n s, non -

actions and th e thoughts that lead to them come from no l e ss an 

ambiguou s place than ". man's b 1 ood·-s odd en h ea r t II 

( 1.67 ). T h i s i. s e c hoed i. n " W h a t e v e r f l ames upon t he n i g h t I Man ' s 

own r e s i no us he a r t h as fe d " ( " Two S on g s from a P 1 a y " J 1 . ] 5 ·- ) 6 ; 

Allt 1957, 438 ) , and in man y other place s Yeats expresses doubt 

about. the suitability of". the foul r ag-and·- hone shop of lhe 

heart" as a so ur ce for th ings th a t might be goo d ( ''The Ci.r·c us 

Animals' Desertion" 1.40; All t 1957, 630). 

This resinous, foul and bloody heart is in trac table, 

however, and :i.n section seven :i.t wins out. above the concerns of 

t h e s o ul.. It wi.l l not relinquish what it sees to be its destiny, 

w h ·i c h ·j s 1.. o s .i n g , an d l o s j n g o f " Lhings that. seem" and 

It original sin " ( /1.72,77 ). By original sin Yeats means the 

things that c on cern man mos t ne arly h e r e and now, as opposed to 

the mor e esoteri c idea of sa lva tio n tha t the Soul offers. Along 

with salvation goes being "stru c k dumb :in the simpl:i.c:it.y of 

fir e '" ( /.75 ) , and this i s un acceptable to one who ts" a 

s:ing e r born " ( 1.73). As Ellman e xplains: 

To fol l ow the so ul into another world is to give up 
one's heart and self, and worst o f all for a poet, to 
g i v e up one ' s tongue , for i n t he p r· e sen c e of that 
unbl emi shed world our tongue's a ston e , in the 
simplici ty of f i re we ar e st ru c k d umb. 

(1954, xiLi) 

Here above all is the explanation of why gaiety must be just a 

mo menl and no more. Th e rest , the entropy of the moment is 

immensely t e mpting, hence Yeats's vacillation, but to participate 

in :i. t permanently c os ts too muc h. Gaiety is at the hearl of the 

system , is the r easo n fo r th e system and the poetry, but i.t is 



only valuable so long as i t 1s mostly unattainable . It is the 

gre :i .I . 

ln section eighL of the poem Ye ats finds another 

contrary, the figure of Von HUgel, and tests the new-found 

r f.~s olut.i.on of sect..ions six :'llld seven against h.i.rn. The conclusion 

is that the poet plays " a predestined part ./ Homer is my 

exarnpJe and h ·is unchris tened he ar t" (J.J .H6 - 87). So Von Hli [{~J 1s 

dismissed, Yeats having ascertained that the moment at the centre 

of this poem has been one of progression and resolut ion----untiJ 

next tim(-=. 

Rut " . man's l:ifc IS t.houghL", says Yeats in ''Met·u" 

(1.:3; Allt 1957, 563) , and l.ike it or· not he cannol help bul 

begin Lhe questioning anJ the examlning all over again . Th.ls 

time Yea ts's cl.aim is that all of civilization is rul ed by 

.illusion: "C.iv:il iza lic>IJ is hooped together, bruughl/ Under n 

rule, under th e semblance of peace/ By manif;ld i llus ion. " 

( JJ.l--3); dlusion no doubt. of the kind that he menUons in "The 

Tower" (Al ll 1957, 41.5): 

Death and life were not 
Till man made up the whole, 
Made lock, st.ock and barr e l 
Out of his bitt er soul, 
Aye, s un and moon and star, a]], 
And further add to that 
That, bein~ dead, we rise, 
Dr eam and so create 
Trans]unar PHradise. 

(11.148-156) 

Yeats is not. quite as radical as he seems here; he is saying that. 

man makes up the systems of meaning we attribute to these things, 

rather than that he makes up the things themsel ves. Nonetheless, 

this means that we are living in a fabric of illusion and that 
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our systems are desi.gned to protect and cushion us. For all 

that, man is nut content to live securely with:in those systems 

"And he, despite his terror, cannot c~~ase/. . j Ravening, raging 

and uprooting that. he may come/ Into t.he desolation of real it.y" 

( " Me r u " I Z • 4 ·· 7 ) . 

What Yc::ats ·is large]y concerned with here 1s the notion 

that gaiety involves destruction, but he has refined it to the 

poinl where th~ syslem that. produced gaiety in the first place .is 

destroyed, and man bears the tille of both creator and destroyer . 

.In the process, another definit-ion of ga:i.et.y is offered: :it .is 

the ability to do entir·ely without system, to gaily 1-1ave goodbye 

to Egypt, Greece Hnd Home, and to live like the hermits, e xpus e J 

1.n the full. undet·standi.ng "That day brings round the night, that 

befort• duwn/ His glory and hi.s monuments are gone" (1!..13 · 1,1). 

The great ironic tension in this poem is that it is a 

sonnet. It. is the ultimate :imposed system of order, containing A 

refutation of that order. In this most civilized form, Yeats 

expr·esses, in the ravening and raging of man to overturn the 

system and discover reality, tl the rhetorical violence of 

the sublime . II ( RHma~ani .19H9, 163) . 

This concern with gaiety as a result of the cyclical 

nature of things, and as lhA appropriate human response, is 

expanded in "Lapis Lazuli." (Allt 1957, 565), and the word itself, 

as Geoffrey Hutchings points out in his discussion of the poem 

(1984, 24-25), i.s subject to a careful process of qualification 

by foregrounding that leaves us with lhc fullest and clearest 

definition of the state of gaiety that Yeats offers. 
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This poem is clearly an example of the move from e&·o to 

~.idos. Even though the ego in question is not directly that of 

Yeats, the poem begins h' .i th the speech of ". hysterical women 

" ( l. 1 ) ' and t. hey speak i n c l :i c h c s , w h i c· h i. s about as 

mundane a context, and as far removed from eidos as one could 

wish. The first use of "gay" occurs 111 this contE'xt, and .is 

slightly pejorative as a description of the poets, but not 

particularly startling. lnstead of an open refutation of LhP 

Platonic claim that the poets are irresponsible, Yeats quietly 

begins by put.L.ing t.he ent :ire human race on the stage~ in R 

t r·agedy: 

All perform thf~:i.r trag ·ic p .lay, 
There str·uts Hamlet, lhere is Lear, 
That's Ophelia, that Cordelia; 
Yet they, should the last scene be there, 
The great stage curtain about to drop, 
If worthy lheir prominent part in the play, 
Do not break up their lines to weep. 
They know that Hamlet and Lear are gay; 
Gaiety transfiguring all that dread. 

(.ll.9-L7) 

He lists some of the greatest tragic roles and enters them into 

the poet's party by describing them as gay. This tJme t.he us e of 

the word is startling, and it is clear that the usual meaning of 

guy as "full of or disposed to joy and mirt.h" (OEJJ) ]s not 

intended. To assist us, Yeats provides a brief explanatiou of 

what. gaiety does, wh .ic:h is to" t.ransf:igur[e] all that 

dread 11 (1.17). He goes on to say that it is something to which 

all men have aspired, which they huve att.Rined, and then lost 

again. It is characterized by extremes: 11 Black out; Heaven 

b]az]ng .int.o the h~!ad" (1.19), and it cannot be dimin]shed or 

augmented in any way. This sounds very much like a description 
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of the transcendent and immutable One, but it is puzzling to 

consider the possibility of human beings being One. 

Leaving it there, Yeats moves his focus from the 

drHmat:i.c, to civil:izat:ions and t.hc:ir v ·is ual arts and learning. 

He r-eiterates the notion of "Meru", that civilizations pass 

eventually, and he spends some time on a be~ut:iful ~nd intricate 

description of the work of Callimachus, which no longer exists. 

The length and care of the description help us to understand t.he 

full weight of the final lines of the stanza: "All things fall 

An d a r e b u :i 1 t R g a :i. n , I An d t. h o s e t. hal h u i 1 d t h em a g H .in a r E-! e: a y " 

( .l 1 . :3 5 --:3 6 ) . It is impossibl e to avoid knowing that even the most 

p e r f e c l ~"or k w i 1"1 s t an d f o r on l y a d a y , ~ n d i n t. b (~ face o f t h i s 

knowledge those who continue to make things, to seek the e i de, 

ar~ extraordinarily courageous. '1' h us g a .i e t y j:{ a .i n s an o t h e r .l u y e r 

of mean i.ng. 

The final symbols of gaiety are the Chinamen: 

Two Chinamen, behind them a third, 
Ar~ carved :in ] apis l azul:i, 
Over them flies a long - legged bird, 
A symbol of longev:it.y; 
The third, doubtless a serving--man, 
Carries a musical instrument. 

( .1 .1 . 3 7 -- 4 2 ) 

They themselves are not real, but a work of art, and thus 

someone's attempt at creation despite the certain knowledge of 

destruction. The carving is carefully described, as might be 

expected by now, and then, as the des cri ption progresses, Yeats's 

imagination takes over. The move is quiet and almost 

unnoliceab]e, and it is not immediately apparent that the last 

seven lines of the poem are not the carving at all, but Yeats's 

imaginative crealion: 
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1 
Delight to imagine them seat e d there; 
Ther e , on the mountain and the sky, 
On all the tragic scene they stare . 
One asks for mournful melodies; 
Ac c omplished fingers begin to play. 
Their e yes mjd many wrinkles, their eyes, 
Their ancient, glittering eyes, are gay . 

( 11.49 - 56) 

He tak e s them where the carving does not, all the way up the 

mountai.n, ]ike the h e rmits of "M e ru", and the Soul going up t.he 

winding stair, to sit wher e they can see the tragic scene. Here, 

from a p o s .i t i on o f u n d e r s t a n d .i n ~ ] :i k f~ t h a t o f the " . . 1 ong·-

l egg e d f l y upon t he s t t' e am " ( " L o n g - l e g g e d F l y " 1. 9 ; A l 1 t 1 9 5 7 , 

61 7 ) , t h e C h .i n am(·~ n can p l a y t. h c i r m us :i c j n d e f .i an c e of t. h e w o r ] d 

of process and change , and for a moment they exist i n the harmony 

of the me lodies th e y cr e at e , just as Ye ats ex:ist.s in the harmony 

of his completed creation, with eyes that are gay in their 

c ourage and defia nce. 

Th e way that the word "gC~y" :i s qua .l if .ied i n th i s poem :is 

a small exampl e of the way in which Yeats's system is embodied in 

h .i s poet r y . In on e poem a word will change its me aning, or be 

turn e d int o a symbol, and this will happen across many poems 

until an entire vocabu l ary is created and a system eluc i d a t e d. 

The philosophy emerges from the poetry ". as a process 

i m .i t at. e d , d ram H t .i z e d , and em h o d i e d " ( 0 l n e y J 9 8 0 , 2 3 7 ) . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

YeALH's early voetry was not always as assured and 

s k .i I ·1 f u I a s I h e p r e v ·1 o u s c h a p t e r m i. g h t. s l l ;, g e s t. . His f'aJ" I i.er ~vork 

h a s m u c h 1 e s s ~~ n ~~ r· g y a !I d <t u t h o r i. t y i h a n t h e p o 1:.> m s o f l h e g r· e a t 

momt•n t • Crossi-lwys ( IBB~ll, a st~ries of lyr .ics fjrst. pub! ish<-·d 

wi. th Th r-' ff<1ndt~riog·s of' O.isin, and now the fit·st collection o f 

Co//(•Cff-•d J>oelJis, t s so callt•d '' 

tt· i.t~d many pathways II (A l ll l9fi7, 845 ) . fl.t i· hi.s nnr·ly stae:t' 

i n h i s p ot• t i C' c a 1· t·' e r , Yea L s i s s I. i '1.1 s n t! k i n ~( l o work i n l. o ; 1 

cobf~t·t~rd sy!:;tem Lhf' myths that wi 11 gj Vt~ Lhe rc~ quired slt·,.,.ngtb 

a n d d 'i. r r> c l i o n L o h i s p o e t. r y , t o l h e s t o r· y h c lHH~ t. o I. 1 • ·1 I , w h i c h 

i. s l h e s t o r y o f h 1 rn s ~~ l f . As h i s s e a r c h f o r· i den l i. t y p r o gr.· e s s e s , 

yea L s t- r .i e s () ll v a r i 0 us i. cl ~ n t li. i e s : h (! l e I l s h ·j m s fd r a 11 IJ Jn lH~ r· () r 

d i [ f e r· e n t s t o r· i. e s l h a l a r e c on t ex t u a l i s ~: d i n a n u m b ~~ r o f 

d i f r e r ( ! n t. rn y t. h s . The e<H· .ly poetry 1s per·haps best describ u rl n!-~ n 

s e r i. e s o f a t t e m p t s a t s f~ i f ·- i d e n t i t y . In thi. s search he begins, 

no t h :v i n v en l. .i n p; h .i s own rn y t. h s , b u t. b y ado p l. i n ~ t. h e e)( h1 n L 

s y s L ~! m s o f o t h t~ r· s t o us e as co n t ~~ x t u a l i s i n g my t h s [ u r· h i s 

st.ories. C h .i e r am on g s t. l. h e s y s t e rn s a r· <:! 1 h o s c of t. h c o c c u 1 I 

of fr·elanrl. These systems inform and direct lhe poetry, but 

and 

becaust! th<!Y are not Yeats's O\vn i .nvent.:ions the r<~sult i s that. of 

an imp o s e d co n v e n l i o n , r a t he r t han a f r-am e w o r· k t h a l has g r own b y 

necE>ss.il.y from tb t~ cenlral thoup, h l of lhe p o e m. Rather l.han 

Yeals finding a form for a thought, be finds a thought. to fit a 

form . T h c r e s u It 1 s t. h a t. h t·' 1. s u n II a p p y an d con s t. 1· .i c t e d , an d h i s 
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major concern is to escape, something he acknowledges in a letter 

to Katharine Tynan: 

1 have noticed some things about my poetry I did not 
know before, in this process of correction; for 
instance, that. it is almost all a flight :into 
fairyland from the real world, and a summons to that 
f:l :i. g h t.. The Chorus t. o the " S t o 1 en C h Lt d " s u m s ·i l 
up--that it is not the poetry of insight and 
knowledge, but of longing and complaint- -· t.he cry of 
the heart against necessity. I hope some day to 
alt.er thut and write poetry of insight and knowledge. 

(Wade 1954 1 6:3) 

'l'he chor·us t.o "'l'he Stolen Child" reads as follows 

Come away , 0 hum a n child! 
To the water s and the wild 
W.it.h a .faery, hand .in hand, 
For the world's mor·e full of weeping than you 

can understand . 
( 11.9·- 12; Allt 1957 , 87) 

The fi.rst poem in the Crossways collection, "The Song of 

the Happy Shepherd" (ALit 195'7, 64), has a ~.imil<·n· theme!. :rn 

this poem, Yeats appears to bewail the loss of Arcadia and of 

dr eams· ··-appears to, because :it. is not at a.l. ·1 certain that he 

does . The basic argument of the poem is that the old world 1 

wh.ich was good, fed on dreams. Now, in the new, changing and 

dreary world, Yea ts has nothing to uphold except the value of 

words, whi cb ". alone are certain good" (1.10) because deeds 

pass away. T he r e f o r e h' e a r e i. n s t r u ct. e d no t t o r- e v ~~ r· e n c e deeds , 

and furthermore, not to toil after truth ''Lest all thy toiling 

only breeds/ New dreams, new dreams ll (11.25 - 26). The only 

r esort is to exercise words, to sing; but Yeats does not. seem to 

notice that the making of words into song is both toil and 

productive of dreams. The closing injunction of the poem , 

however, is to "Dr·eam, dream, for this is a l so sooth'1 (1.57). By 

now the reader is not at all sure whut he ought to do, and 
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neither is Yeats. Th~ real problem here is Yeats's failure to 

define his vocabulary sufficiently: the wot·d "deeam" seems to 

mean two different things in thP two contexts Yeats gives. On 

the one hand, the dreams of old Arcadia, and the dreams that we 

must. dream :in place of those, are good, but the dreams that are 

d r· e am t as a res u l t o f s e e k i u g a f t e r t rut h an y w he r e ex c e p t i n your 

own heart. are false and beguiling. The connection that needs to 

be made, but which is not, is that between Arcadia and the heart. 

C on s e que n t l y the d i f fer en c E-~ b e tween t h e two t y p c s o f d r e am L n g i s 

indistinct, and weakens the poem. I n l a t e t· poems , as l he 

previous chapter show~j, Yeals :is capable of exercising power over 

his vocabulary in a way that he is not capable of here, and he 

l en r n s t. o .i den t. i f y t. h o s c~ d r e am s i n w h .i e h res p on s i b .il i t y b e g i n s 

(Allt 1057, 269). 

Hichard Ellman offers a similarly critical reading of 

this po e m, and suggests that the weakness arises from Yeats's own 

unceri.a int.y as to whether his longing was really for Arcadia, or 

whether this focus was misguided (1961, 39-40). The letter to 

Tynan qu6ted above suggests that Yeats was looking for som~thing 

far more rigorous and concrete than H dream world . Already the 

myth of Arcadia fails to provide an adequate context for the 

story Yeats wishes to tell. In a negalive sense, it is the 

inadequacy of Arcadia that is a context, albeit an unintentional 

one, which sets Yeats off on the search for a system that can 

contain h.is experience and its expression. It i s not just 

Ar·cadia that 1.s insufficient. However unintentionally, this poem 

LS typical of Yeats's experience that all systems not his own 

prove to be insufficient. 
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"The Sad Shepher·d 11 (Allt 1957, 67) 1s the test of the 

ad v :i c e o f r c red j n '"r he S on g o f t h P. Happy S h e ph e r d 11 
, and Y e a t. s ' s 

way of pointing out the inadequacies of the latter poem. As he 

does so, he senses a way forwHrd to a more coherent story of 

himself . The man in the poem discovers that everything around 

h.i.m is engaged in reflexive activity: the stars, the sea, the 

dewdrops , the shell. None of these is interested 1n his words, 

and the sh e .ll goes so far as to change everything he says 11
• 

to inarticulate moan" ( 1.27). The man longs to tell his story in 

o r d e r t o e s cap (> t he b u r d en o f s o r row t. hat. h e b e a r s . The probl em 

is that everything else has just such a story to tell, and 

despite the fact that. he uses words, which are supposedly 

powerful, the listeners either ~ontinue to listen for their own 

sounds, or they change the speaker's words entirely. It see ms, 

then, that the only way out is to become reflexive , to tell one's 

own story over and over aguin t.o onesc]f; ]ike the dewdrops, to 

listen ". for the sound of their own <it-opping" ( 1 . 16). 

Arcadia does not. exist , words are not magicaJ chHrms that wi]l 

r· e l e as e t he s o u 1 : 11 
• • • t he r e i s n o t r· u t hI S a v i n g i n t h i n e own 

heart" ("The Song of t.he Happy Shepherd" 11.26-- 27), and 

redemption is o nly possib l e if the journey is downward and 

.inward, to the centre of self. Yeats uses a me thod here that is 

most characteristic of his later work- - that of creating a 

dialectic between two poems and offering a resolution in neJlher, 

but in the result of their interaction. The dialectic between 

these two poems produces what. turns out to be on e of the key 

ideas behind a l 1 Yeats's poetry: that poetry must come from the 

std f. The problem at thjs early stage, however, is the borrowed 
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self from which the poetry comes, and what this means for the 

style in which it comes. 

Yeats's di ction unt ·il nnd including The Wind Among tile 

Ret?ds ( l899) is best described as crepuscular. It is equivo ca l, 

languid, esoteric and frail, a fact he acknowledges himself: 

I have buried my youth and raised over it a cairn-­
of clouds. Some day J shall be articulate , perh aps. 
But this book I have no great hopes of- -it is all 
sluggish, incoherent. (Wade ] ~l54, 84) 

The search here is for a diction that will be more than an 

inarticulate c ry, and a style tha t will contain and direct the 

energy of that diction. Yeats condemns himself to vagueness, 

however, because the myths around which he has structured his 

life, those of the occult and of Irish patriotism, are not his 

own invention, but. are fldopted. Furthermore, they are not 

adopted as an appropriate context for something Yeats wishes to 

say, as ·in t.he cRse of "Ea!:->lcr 1916" or "No SC'cond Troy" (Alli 

1 95 7 ' :~ 9 1. ; 2 56 ) . Instead the myths are the context into which 

Yeal.s has l.o ·inject some content. They provide an artificial 

context around which Yeats must shape his li.fe, which then 

b e c om e s a n a b s t r a c 1. c rea t i on , cl i s s o c i a t e d from 1. h e genu j TH~ s e "[ f' , 

and subject to confused e xpression be c ause it is nat clearly 

understood. Again , it is A letter to Katharine Tynan which 

indicates that Yeats was aware of this tendency to artificiality: 

We both of us need to substitute more and mor e the 
landscapes of nature for the landscapes of art. I 
myse l f have another and kindred need--to substitute 
the feelings and longings of nature for those of art . 

We should make poems on the famjl.iar landscapes 
we love, not the strange and rare and glittering 
scenes we wonder at; these latter. are the landscapes 
of art, [?not] the r·ange of nature . 

(Wade 1954, 99) 
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The "lanJscHpes of nature", accord.ing to the same letter, are the 

habitual thoughts and feelings of the genuine self. The tension 

expressed here is Yeats's growing awareness thai. he was 

interested in and striv ing for something that was not habitual at 

all, and yet mosl attempt.s to write at a distance from the self 

were unsatisfying. 

Y e a t s ' s s u c c e s s f u 1 e a 1· 1 y poet. r y i s prod u c e d when he 

ignores himself a l together and concentrates solely on the 

business of writing poetry. "Down by the Salley Gardens" (AJJt 

1957, QO) is a n exampl e of an early poem which does not try to be 

anyLhlng mor e tha r1 the sum of its parts, and so succeeds : 

Down by the salley gardens my love and I did meet; 
She passed the salley gardens with little snow- whi te 

feet. 
She hiri me take love easy, as the leaves grow on t.he 

tree; 
Bul J, being young and foolish, with her would not 

agree. 

In a field by the river my love and I did st11nd, 
And on my leaning shoulder she laid her snow-white 

hand. 
She bid me take life easy, as the grass grows on the 

weirs; 
But I was young and fooljsh, and now am ful l o1· 

tear·s. 

The poem tells one of the oldest stories ·in the world, and the 

power of the story resides in the candid, unadorned style in 

which it is related. Because the focus is on the events, not the 

individuals, "my love" and "Ifl become symbols, the l atter· 

representative of all who have loved ". not wisely, but too 

we 11 " ( 0 the 11 o V i i. l 9 5 ) . liThe Meditation of the Old FishermA.n" 

(AJ.lt .L957, 90) , which follows directly after "Salley Gardens", 

i s by comp A. rison ]A.vlsh with the emotion of nostalgia, and not 
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nearly so moving: 

You waves, though you dance by my feet l .i.ke ch:i.l dren 
at play, 

Though you glow and you glance, though you purr and 
you dart; 

1n the Junes that were warmer than these are, the 
waves were more gay, 

When r was 1.1 hoy fl-'J th never a crack .iiJ my heart:. 

The herring are not in the tides as they were of old; 
My sorrow! for many a creak gave the creel in the 

cart 
That carried the take to Sllgo town to be sold, 
When I was a boy wi til never a crack in my heart. 

And ah, you proud maiden, you are not so fair when 
h.i.s oar 

Is ht!ard on the water, as they were, Lht! proud and 
apart, 

Who petced :in lhe eve by t.he nets on the pebb]y sho r <', 
When I was a boy w.ith never a crack .in my heart. 

Both these poems are wrilten from conversat. ions thut Yeats had 

with, respectively, an old woman and a fisherman (Allt 1957, 

797 ) . Thus the subject matter ·is not. taken from himself, 

a l t b o ugh i t de f i n i t e .l y fa ll s w i t h i n t he t· an g e o f n a t u r e • What 

makes the one successful and the other not is the facl that he 

has avoided particularizing the first poem, whereas he allows the 

first-person narrator of the second poem to be overcome with 

self-indulgent emotion, which is alienating to the reader, and 

does not allow the same weight of meaning that an impersonal 

symbol does. These two poems show Yeats in the process of trying 

on various personae both in pursuit of what he wants to say, and 

in pursuit of a voice that will accurately convey his meaning. 

Th i s usP. of personae becomes a sk.ill that Yeats develops into the 

theory of masks . 

48 



At the bottom of the theory of masks is Yeats's awareness 

of the dual nature of existence: that it is both one and many, 

and that without contraries there can be no progression . He 

claims thus that "no mind can engender till d ·ivi.ded into two" 

( A u t: obi of{ rap h .i e s, 3 4 5 ) , and goes on to s a y that : 

J think that all happiness depends on the energy to 
assume the mask of some other self; that all joyous 
or creative life is a rebirth As something not 
oneself, something which has no memory and is created 
in a moment and perpetually renewed. 

(Autobiographies, 503) 

This statement was written in 1909, some twenty years after lhe 

poems thal have just been examined, Hnd it ]
• <.• _, jnlerest.ing t.o 

notice that Yeats is still not willing to commit himself as lo 

exaet.ly what that ot.her self might be. 

The nexl book in lhe Collected Poems is The Rose (1893). 

It too is a co11ect.ion of lyrics fjrst published with a longer 

wor·k, The Countess Cathleen, and Yeats named it The Rose". 

for in them he [Yeat.sl has found, he believes, the only pathwHy 

whereon he can hope lo see with his own eyes the Eternal Hose of 

Beauty and of Peace" (A]lt 1957, 846). This is Yeats's attempt 

to give his poetry more force, to write more surely of natural 

landscapes. H.i.s method is st.i .l] at fault., however. A1though he 

now has a goal, and a means of attaining it, both are still 

borro\ved. The Rose, which is t.he unifying symbol of the 

perfection to which he aspires, is also his muse, and thus the 

means of attainment. While she becomc~s Yeats's personal symbol, 

he has taken her and her values from his dealings in the occult 

and .i.n the myths of Ireland, and she is also, conveniently , the 

traditional symbol of love and romance. 
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'I' he qua 1 i. f i. cat i. o n s o f " To t he R o s e upon t he R o o d of T i me " 

(Allt 1957, 100) show how even the great and unjfyjng rose 1s 

inadequate. In the poem she is implored to come near--but not so 

near that. she shuts out ordinary } ·i fc··, or· thP 1 andscH.pes of 

nat u 1· e : " Come near , come neat· , come near- ·- A h , leave me s t i 1. 1. I A 

.li.i..t.le space for the rose- breath to fi1] !/Lest I no more hear 

common things " (11. 1 3 - 15). Yeats recognised her as an 

esoteric symb o] t.hat wou 1 d serve , j f anyth .i ng, t. o R.l i en ate him 

from the Lives of ordinary people, about whom and for whom he 

wished to write. Thus, an ear]y con ·f"l :ict. becomes Yeats's 

strength: the combination of opposites in argument in order to 

reach a solution. Here, however, it is ~o.~eak and i.nc:onclus .ive 

because the arguments are not Yeats's own, and the diction a n d 

rhythm in which he couches them are equivocal and dreamy. 

The visual impact of the title of the poem is perhaps 

more expressive than the poem itsel f . Yeats positions the Hose 

upon the cross of time, which she transfixes and transcends, het· 

path leading to another, more desirable staLe of existence. As 

Yeats was to put it some fourteen years later in the essay 

"Poetry and Trad:it :ion": " [Art's) red rose opens at the 

meeting of the two beams of the cross, and at the trysting-place 

of mortal and immortal, tjme and eternity" (Ess~1ys a11d 

Int r oductions 255). The rose is both the means and the end, and 

in this sense, a progression for Yeats from the confused 

wanderings of Crossways. In terms of the Lotman paradigm, the 

Hose is the gateway at the axis or Story and Myth. lt. is at this 

p o i n t o f i n t e r· s e c t i on l h a l poe t r y a 1 m s , an d i f i t s u c c e e d s , i t 

draws together Story and Myth and provides a moment of 
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tr<'lnscendent joy, or gaiety. V :i s u a .1 l y , Y e e1 t. s u n de r s t and s w h a t. i t 

is that he s ee ks . The probl e m seems to be to find an assured and 

convincing way of expressing in words the ambiguity of the 

des i.re. The desire is ambiguous, because while gaiety is the 

Good, i t. is only so if .it .is transient and temporary. Gaiety can 

only occur as a poem reaches its conclusion, or achieves a moment 

of extreme stasis such as that at t.he centre of "Vac:.i] I at. ion" . 

Process is necessary f o r the poem to be written at all. At this 

polnt. ir1 his caree r Yeats's equ ivocating between the possession 

of gaiety and the process upon which possess ion is contingent LS 

unconvincing. Tu the lat("r po em s Yeats eit.het- majnt.a:ins the 

tension between the desire for gaiety and the desire for process 

by expr·essing both Jesin~s through d :ifferent. speakers, as in "A 

Dialogue of Self and Soul", or he uses separate poems to initiate 

a dialectic on the tension , as in "Vac:i1lHtion". In "To the Rose 

upon th~~ Hood of Time" he attempts to express the tension through 

the wnverj11g of one speaker jn one poem and, far from leading him 

to transcendence, the poem to the Rose, romantic and defeatist as 

it. is, leads h.im into a twilight. world: the muse, it seems, 

betrays the poet. 

"The J.ake Isle of Inn.isfree", from the same col]ecUon, 

abandons the use of the Rose as a symbol and as a muse. Ellman 

suggests that the poem is composed in two styles (1961, 142) . 

The first and third stanzas are plain. They are landscapes of 

nature using concrete details, while the middle stanza with its 

strange metaphors is in fact a landscape of art, and thus ornate. 

The poem embodies another, deeper experience of the poet : t hat of 

the struggle for style, whi ch is an integral part of the 
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fot' self. 

In Autobjogi·apbies Yeats characterizes the two 

possibilities for style as solar and lunar, solar meaning 11 

elaborate, full of art.i fice, rich, a.ll that. resembles the work of 

a goldsmith . II and lunar meaning 11
• all that is simple, 

popular, t.rad:it. ional, emot :iona:t" (371). Other terms for solar 

and Lunar woulrl be metaphor and roetortyrny, and EsnaulL's 

distinc:tion between metony~y and metaphor is helpful here: 

11 tvtetonyroy does not open new paths like metaphorical intuition, 

but , taking too famil :iar paths in its stride, it shortens 

distan c es s o as to facil Ltate the swift intuition of things 

already known" (ci t. ed .in l.t:!ech 196!1, 152- 153). As Yeats's own 

symbolism will tell him, the ideal harmony is achieved at the 

union of solar and lunar . 

JusL as lhe desire Lo unify his myths 1n the Myth of the 

Rose provides for more fruitful, although still flawed, poetic 

enterprise, so the dr.ive to combine the t.wo styles produces more 

skilled work, work that is worth the endless re-writing that 

Yeats did. An :impor tant example of re-writing in this collect.:ion 

is II The s 0 r r 0 w 0 f L 0 v e ot ( A 1 lt 1 9 57 ' 119 ) . Th is poem is still not 

one of insif{hl. and knuw]edge:~ , although it. comes closer to t.h:is 

goal, largely becau se the sy mbo lism unites the persooal 

exper:ience of Yeats and the myths of Ancient Greece. The two 

versions of the poem are as follows, the earliest printed version 

first, and the revised version second: 

The quarrel of the sparrows in the eaves, 
The full round moon and the star- laden sky, 
And t he loud song of the ever-s inging leaves 
Had hid away earth's oJd and weary cry. 
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And then you came with those red mournful lips, 
And with you came the whole of the world's tears, 
And a ] ] t. he s o 1· rows o f her ] abo uri n g s h i p s , 
And all the burden of her myriad years. 

And now the sparrows warring in the eaves , 
The crumbl i ng moon, the white stars in the sky, 
And the loud chanting of the unquiet. leaves, 
Are shaken with earth's old and weary cry. 

The brawling of a sparrow in the eaves, 
The brilliant moon and all the milky sky, 
And aLl that famous harmony of leaves, 
Had b l olLed out man's image and his cry. 

A girl arose that had red mournful ]ips 
And seemed the gr·eatness of ~he world in tears, 
Doomed like Odysseus and the labouring ships 
And proud as Priam murdered with his peers; 

Ar·ose, and on the instant clamorous eaves, 
A climbing muon upon an empty sky, 
And al l that lamentation of the leaves, 
Could but. compose man's .image and his cry. 

Ellman discusses " The Sorrow of Love" in The Identity of 

Yeaf.s, ctntl suggests that although the second version of the poem 

is not wholly satisfying, It the second version Joes not 

demand so much .indulgence from the reader as does the f.irst." 

(1964, 123). The poem was originally written in 1891, and 

rcv.ised slightly in 1899 to give the first printed version quoted 

a b o v e , an d f i n a l l y r· e v i s e d i n l 9 2 5 ( S t a l l w o r t h y l 9 6 3 , 4 6-5 3 ) . 

The date of this last revision means that at the time of 

rewriting Yeats had begun to work out his own system, and was 

m<>re consciously and more skillfully turning story into myth. 

This is apparent particularly in a comparison of the middle 

stan~as of the two poems. The poem IS no longer about ". 

earth's old and weary cry" (1.4, first ver·sion), but about". 

man's .image and his cry" (1.4, revised version). And t.o that. end 
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the g.irl .in the second stanza has been generalizetl, by the 

indefinite article, and slightly alienated by the use of "arose", 

which suggests somet.h jng out of the ordinary, and increases the 

vigour and possible effect of her appearance. The use of 

Odysseus and Priam fi r mly locates the gi r l as Helen, and as 

firmly locates the experience which Yeats is discussing in one of 

l h e m y t h s t. h a t .1 s an u n H v o i cJ R h l e :i 11 h e r· ·i I. H n c: c~ o f we s t e r n h u 10 a n i t y , 

mag n i f y i n g i t b e yon d l he p a r t i c u l a r· s o t hat i. t t s a d i s c us s :i. o n o f 

th e sorrow of a.l.l love, not. just Y(~at.s's . As Jon Sta.llworthy 

poi.nts out in a discussion of t. IH~ two poems: "Where an 

id enti fiabl e persona .lily cou]d not suppor·t the we"ip;ht. of 

hype r· b o .l e [ t he who l e w o r I. d ' s t e a r s ] , a s y m b o l c a n " ( l 9 6 3 , 5 l"l . 

Yenls has understood how to make the landscapes of nature more 

than just decorati.vc . Once the girl has arisen the entire 

funct..ion of the natural surroundings i.s to " . compose roan's 

image and his cry" (1.12, revised version) . 

any sense of description for jts own sake. 

There is no lo n ger 

The sorrow of love Js 

so great that the enti r e natural world 1s only just sufficient to 

give expression to th~ feeling. 

Jacques Derr.i da .Ln Writing and JJ.i fference speaks of the 

art of the writer as ". a labor, a del.iver·ance, a slow 

gestation of the poet by the poem whose father he is'', and quotes 

from Edmond Jabes' L 'espace blanc: '''Little by little the book 

will finish me'" (l97B, 6!i). Derrida goes on to say that. "the 

poet is thus indeed the subject of the book, its substance and 

its master, its servant and :i.ts theme" (ibi d. original emphAsis), 

wl1ich is an accurate description of Yeats's poetic enterprise. 

This i s writing at its besl, and Veals came to be ab.le to say 
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that "My s r.~ 1 f m us t 1 r· em a k e" ( " An Acr-e o f G r d s s 11 1 . 14 : A 1 1 t l 9!) 7 , 

57h l 1 and that "Th(~ patnt.(~r's brHsh c-on~~umes hjs dr-eams " (" Two 

Songs from a 1-' l n y " l I J 2 ; A 1. l t l 9:1 'i , 4 :Hn , but t h i. s D ware ness i s 

I 11 t h ~! .I 8 9 0 1 !~ h e j s ~; t. i l I s c e k i n g 

both subj~c t matt er a nd style. His po~ms are experiments in 

h i m s e I :- , an d n u t. , n s y C! t 1 s I r o n p; E' 11 o ugh t. o f~ i v c> b :i t" t. h t o h i m . 

Ni.el: zschr:•, discussi. n~ tiH• htli.ght of the Dionysiat' r! r.stas y , s a y s 

th at man 1s "no longf~r th~ urf .. ist. , he h~·~ h.im!:a•lf bl~l' Oilil' n work 

of ::~rt' 1 
( l ~15f), 24; or i.gi.na l eru pbas i.s 1 . Yeats \vas acute l.y a \vat·f! 

of' the int.imaiP l in]{ bP twc>en at·t..ist and <"! J" t., and il !~:-tv<~ t· ise to 

t h e c u n s t a n t: r E~ lv r i. t i. n g h P. d i d I as tv e l l a s a n u n t. i t I e d q 11 a t r a 1. n 

l.hat. was not included in (,'ullt~clrd Poems, but which ~v c.1s publ ·ishc·•d 

in l !H) fs: 

The fr.iends that have. .it. do tv ron I{ 
W h e n e v e r· I. r· e m a k e a s o n g I 

Should know whHL issue is at. .: l.ake: 
l t i ~:; Illy s e l. r t h at. l t' e ru a k e . 

•,Al i t. l!-l57, 778 ) 

The struggl e lowards po••try of this calibr e is Hn arduous 

one , u n cl Y t~ a t. !·; con f (! s s e s o 1' h i m s e I f i n t b e ' n .i n ~d. i (:' !> t. h a t h c:~ 

s u c c u m b e d I. c) c r e a l i. o n w i t. h o u l t u i l ( H o n e I. 9 7 J. , !·I ij ., . The las t 

coll<~ ct. i oTI of l.ht~ 'n.inc~t. ·ic•!.':, 'l'he Wind Amon8 l.iJt-• Heeds (1R99), is 

f u l J. Q f t h ~ des i r· P. for bv i l i. g h "L , and for sh e lter beneath th e 

beloved'~~ hHir: " 0 womtu1, h .i d t hf' yaunf[ men I ay/ .Their 

heads on your knees, and dro»'JJ their eyes with your hair" ( "He 

t P 1 l s o f H. V a I l e y f L\ .I l o f L o v c r s " J J . 5 ·- fl ; A 1 1 t 1 9 5 7 , I 6 3 ) . ] t j s 

only creation with toi.l lhat will bring clarity a n d light and Lhe 

conflict thH.t enables resolut ion. 



As the century turned, so did the tide of Yeats's poetic 

ener·gy, and fr·orn .Tn l.lJt! Seven Woods (] 904) onwards he began t.o 

gain in direction and vigour, producing poems such as ''Adam's 

C u r s (~ " ( A 1 l t 1 9 5 7 , 2 0 4 ) . Tn this poem he acknowledges t.he need 

for lahour in lines that have become a standard description of 

Ye a ts's work -·· :indeed of all poetry: 

We s a t t o g e t he r· a t o n e s u m me r ' s en d , 
T hal b c aut. ·i f u 1 m i l d \v oman , y o u r c .l o s e f r j en d , 
And you and I, and talked of poetry. 
1 sH.id: 'A lin e wi .ll take us hours maybe; 
Yet if il does not seem a moment's thought, 
Our stitching and unst.itching has been nauKht 
Bet t e r· go down upon you r marrow·· b ones 
And ::>crub a ki tchen ·· pavement, or breal< stones 
Like an old pauper, in all kinds of weather; 
For to articulate sweet sounds together 
Is to work harder than all these, and yet 
Be thought an idler by the noisy set 
Of bankers, schoolmasters, and clergyme n 
'I' b c m c! rt. y r s c a l ·1 t. h e w o r ] d . ' ( 1 I . l ·- l 4 ) 

Prom "The Oreen He./ met and ol.her Poems" ( l ~310) produces 

even morl~ work of strong self-consciousness, such as "'J'he 

Fascination of What's Difficult" (All.t .1.957, 260). In this poem, 

as in "Adam's Curse", Yeats exam.in e s hi.mseJ. f with frankn e ss in 

Lerms of his poetic enterprise, aud how that enterprise is 

affected by h is Jife. This Js an early and a good example, if 

not a great one, of contextualising the story of life in the myth 

of poetry: 

The fascination of what's difficult 
Has dried the sap out of my veins, and rent 
Spontaneous joy and natural content 
Out of my heart. There's something ails our colt 
'J'hat must, as if it had not holy blood 
Nor ou Olympus l eaped from cloud to cloud , 
Shiver under t.he ]ash, strain, sweat and jolt 
As though it dragged road-metal. My curse on plays 
That have to b e set up in fifty ways, 
On the day's war with eve ry knave and dolt, 
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Theatre business, management of men. 
I swear before lhe dawn comes round again 
l'll find the stable and pull out the bolt. 

As t he poem s how s , t. h i H w a s ti' P. p e r .i o d w h e 11 Yea t. s was m o s t. 

involv ed with the theatre, and this collection c ontains "The 

MaHk" (A Llt. 1957, 263) , which is one of the first indic:ahons 

that this idea imported from the practice of drama is going to be 

a profound inf:luen<:e on Yeats's thought and on h.i.s poetry. 

Another poem from this collection that is indicative of the way 

i. n w h .i. c h h .i s t hough t. was m o v :i. n g , :i s the q u a t. r a i n " T h e C om "i n g o f 

Wi.sdom \'lith Time" (Al.l.t 1957, 107) . This is an expression of the 

l'lat.on.i.st not.jon that. t.hert-~ lS one root for al1 life, the 

rhizome, and that indi.vidual.s are simply the blossoms tha t stem 

from this one rool . C.G. Jung expressed it as follows: 

Life has always seemed to me like a plant that lives 
on :i. t. s r h :i. z om e . I t s t r u e 1 i f e i s in v i s j b l e , h ·i d d (-: n 
i n t he r h i :t. om(~ . T he p a r t t hat a p p e a r s a b o v e g t· u u n d 
lusts only H single summer. Then it withers awuy--an 
ephemeral apparition. I have never lost a sense 
of something that lives and endures underneath !.he 
eternal flux . What we see is the blossom, which 
passes. The rhizome remains . 

(Cited in Olney 19BO, .L) 

This is another way of dealing with the many and the one. 

Yeats's quutraln reads as fo1lows: 

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 l may wjther into the truth . 

Apart from the philosophical implications of this poem, it is a 

good way to describe what was happening to the poetry at this 

stage: Yeats was sloughing off the experimental personae, and 

vigorously pruning away the flowers and the leaves of emotion in 

order t o be left with the starkly beautiful truth of his soul. 
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Responsibilities (1914) is the last collection of poetry 

to be pub 1 i shed wi t.h o ut. the benefit of A V:is .i 011, or at. ] east the 

beginnings of the work it involved. Even so, it is the most 

coherent and unified of the early work. 

Gaiety is more clear·ly dealt with and more obviously the 

p o i n t o f many o f t he p o L~ m s j n t h i s c: o 1 1 e c t .i on . Yeats is striving 

to find "that shaping joy ."that will unite". 

overflow.ing turbulent energy, and marmorean stillness " 

(Essays and Tnt roduct ions 255). For instance, in "'l'o a Friend 

whose Work has come to Nothing" Yeats does not offer anything 

like the conventl.onal comfort , but urges the friend t o seek 

s om e t. h i n g s 1. :i I 1 m o r e d j f f :i c u l t : 

Bred to a harder thing 
Than Triumph, turn away 
And like a laughing string 
Whereon mad fingers play 
Amid a place of stone, 
Be secret and exult, 
Because of all things known 
That is most difficult . 

(11.9-16; Allt 1957, 291) 

Here is the secret, almost manjc moment, quite contrary to 

mourning, sought for itself alone because it is "most difficult". 

This poem is an explanation of why, despite the fact that Yeats 

has lo as k his ancestors' pardon at the beginning of Lhe 

collecllon for not having produced anything except a few books, 

he contiuues to write. It is the only way in which he can 

achieve this most difficult moment. Stephen Donadio comments 

that: 

At the very moment of creation, the dialectical 
process of art appears suspended, for the artist 
comes to regard his will as an expression of lhe 
nature of reality itself. Accordingly, although lhe 
act of artjslic creation necessarily iilvolves the 
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imposit..i.on of" for·m on a res.ist.Ant mater·ial, the form 
t hat the artist seeks to impose does not appear to 
him to bt~ merPly an Arbjt.rary oue : in his view , tha t 
for·m corresponds ( i.n the part iculat· case ) to the 
discovcr~d structure of reality itself, and that 
structu re, that pattern of meaning toward which the 
reality Appears to striv e but which, lacking 
consciousness , it i.s incapable of attaining , 
ul timateJy enlists the art i st as the agent of its 
t· e a I i 2 a t i. on . L i k e t h e s c u l p t o r who has g l i m p s e d. t h (~ 
figure in t h e stone , he must obey that form which 
represents itself a s necessary, and as a consequenc e 
the reality he lAbors to hrjng int. n being seems t.o 
him far more than his personal fabrication: for him, 
it is ultimately the world itsP1f which is his 
handiwork, and he seems to have no cho i ce but to 
yield to it.s plea for ex i stence. 

(.l978, 243 ·· 244) 

For Yeats the nature of reality is that it ts a constant tussle 

between opposites, rewarded by r are moments of unity. The on.ly 

way to achieve that unity is to recreate both it and the conflict 

t h at. is its precond:it.:ion. 

'I' h t~ con s c i o us n e s s o f h .i s art , an d of h :i s p 1 a c e i n t. h at. 

art is one of the important features of t his collection . Yeats 

j s a t a t ] as t we .l .I o u t o f t. h e s had ow o f t he b E~ 1 o v e d ' s b a i. r , a n d 

he looks around him to tuke cognisance of his inner and outer 

wor.lds, and to f.i nd a way to bEdong jn both of them. As T.H. 

Whitaker· has it:: " Yeats's quasi - autobiographical poetry 

began . to dramat.ize the history of his time in utterances 

that combine proud assertion and honest admission, social 

criticism and tragic purga tion . II ( .l964, .l 60). 

The poem that follows "To a Friend II is 11 Paudeen" 

(Allt. .1957, 291), and jt. too .is expressive of gaiety, but in a 

very different way. It is Yeats's realisation, after scorning 

the ignorant and materialist majority 

That on the lonely height where all are in God's eye, 
TherQ cannot be, confusion of our sound forgot, 
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A single soul that lacks a sweet crystRlline cry. 
( 11 . f)-- 8) 

It is a moment of acknowledgement and apology such as is seldom 

f o u n c..! 1 n Y <~ :-1 t s , w b o .i s on th e whole more i n teres ted j n g i v :i n g 

II not what t hey would,/ But the right twigs for an eagle's 

nest '" ( '' To a We a J. t h y Man 
,, 1.7.35- 36; Allt. :1957, 288)-

Yeats needs to make these acknowledgements, however, or he will 

faLl foul of h.is own sl.ral<~ gy. Ellman points oui that in 

Responsibilities Yeats's technique is to call on the Ghosts of 

t.h e past and "- to pose the experiences of lhe present 

against these shadowy judges and their high, non - mortal 

standards" ( .l9oiJ, .114) . ln oth£·!r words, Yeat.s's slory is the 

present, and the contextualis i ng myth is the past. He lives in 

thP present, however, and has on ly mortal st.Rndards. One of the 

costs of choosing a system that leads to a perfect moment is that 

one is pPrpelually falling short of what. ·is requ:lred, and here 1n 

Reponsibilities Yeats is learning that one of the keys to gaiety 

is not ang(:> r and self··hatred at. the inabi]i.ty to ma:int.<t:i.n :it, but. 

acceptance of its brevity, and forgiveness of and rejoicing in 

the failures of the self. Wh i taker discusses the arl of the 

shaping joy a nd its implications for its practitioner and says 

tha l: 

such art. weds the Apol lonian and the Dionysian. It 
puts oo and consumes the temporal body; it accepts 
and transcends history. Its ecs tasy arises from at 
least three sources: the artist's joy in experiencing 
our limited temporal life; his joy in cont e mplating 
i.t, ami d defeat, as an "eternal gesture" of "life 
herse.lf"; and his "shaping joy," which has enabled 
him to bring to a single focus those contrary joys in 
the bounded and the boundless. (1964, 148) 

This is more a description of Yeats 's art al its fullest, but i t 
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is the direction tn which he 1s heading at this stage of h i s 

c areer. 

system . 

After Respoos.ibi l .it. ies Yeals set to work seriously on his 

Perhaps one of the real ironies of this pre-system work, 

.in terms of t.h ·is i.ht~ s.is at. any rate, is that biography js helpful 

tn its explication. Yeats did not have at his disposal the 

energy and conviction of hjs system that made the crenlion and 

ordering of the later work sn authoritat~ve and self-explanatory. 

The c on t c x t f o r t. }H~ e a r 1 y work ·i s t he p o e t. ' s s t. rug g 1 e f o r s e 1 f , 

and it is the insufficiency of this context that drives YeBts to 

find n new l>ne> . 

In L917, when he fin :ished Per Amicn Silentin Lunae, he 

wrote to his father to say that "1 find the setting i.t al l. lO 

order has helped my verse, has given me a new framework and new 

patterns. One goes on year after y e ar gradually getting the 

d i s .order of on e ' s m i n d :i n order· and t h i s i s t. he r ea J .i. m p u 1 s c t. o 

c r eate" ( Wade 1.954, 627). Yeats never stopped trying to get his 

mind into order, end never stopped creating. He became more nnd 

more accomplished at using his system to write his story into 

myth, and the final chapter is an attempt t.o show how the use oJ· 

the concepts of story and myth are helpful in a close reading of 

Yeats 's poetry, i n part .i cul ar of Last Poems. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The <:u· t .is t i s i 11 deed the c h i 1 d of" h .is i:'llf e . 
flis thtune he wi.lf, indeed, take from t:he present. ; but: 
his form he will borrow from a nob.ler t-ime, nay, from 
beyond t .ime altogetht!.r, from the absolutP, 
unchanging, unity of his being. 

.c.,~ch.i 11 er. 

I 

In 1~125 Yeats arrcmged a private printing of A Vision, 

for subs c ribers only (Wade 1968, 151). He had set himself to 

complete it jn 1924, and Hone suggests that 

this is nne of Lhe aspects of Yeats which might seem 
part of his humorous self- dramatization. Yet whal he 
really strove for above all was to speak with 
H u t h o r i t. y , an d 1. h :i s m a k e s i t a l 1 t he s t r an g e r t h a L he 
was so successful in his resistance to even the 
greatest of the doctrines. It is as though he wished 
( i. n A V i s .i on ) t o t u r· n h i s he I' e s y i. n t o a n e w 
orthodoxy. (197] , 363 ·-364) 

To turn his heresy into a new orthodoxy is of course exactly what 

Yeats wished to do--·he had to create his own system or be 

e nslaved by another man's. Yeats was not content with t he 

version of 1925, however, and he continued to work at his system, 

still seeking independence and authority. Finally, in 1937 he 

published a revised version, and Wade's comment on this is that 

"so much which app t~ared in the first vers i.on of A Vis .ion, 1925 

has been omitted and so much new material added, that i.his 

is almost a new book" (1968, 192). It was this new book that 

guve Yeats the final assurance he sought that he had indeed 

created his own syslem- - two years before his death. The poems 

written i n those last lwo years benefit enormously from the 
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poet's sense of control and authority in a way that even the 

great poems of 1Y l7 to 1936 do not, and they are finally the 

ritual in which he exercises his belief. 

At the centre of t h is belief is the idea of gaiety, and 

it is exercised in terms that have already been examined: story 

an d my t h ; ego an d t~ i do s ; me t o n y my r a t he r t han me t a p h o r . The 

collection that encompas s es a] these things in a controlled and 

conscious way is Last Poems. 

IJ 

In the revised order of Last Poems (see introductory note 

on t ex t. s ) , l he p o em t h c:d. opens t. h e co 1 l e c t i on i s " U n d e r B en 

B u l b e n " ( A I l. t l 9 5 7 , 6 :3 6 j • It is quite clear l y Yeats's own 

ep.itaph, and p.laclng i.t. at the beginning of the co ]lection means 

that all the poems that follow this last will and testament come 

t. o u s f r om b e yond t tH~ g; r- a v e : Y c-! a t. s i s on e c y c 1 e a he a d o f h i s 

merely mort~l readers. He might be saying to us, in the words of 

Machado de Assls: 

1 am a deceased writer not in the sense of one 
who has written and is now deceased, but in the sense 
of one who has died and is now writing, a writer for­
whom the grave was r eally a new cradle . 

(1985, 19) 

Curtis Bradford calls "Under Ben Bulben" an " . overture", and 

says that :its funct:i on is to serve as an introduction to the 

themes of the coll.ection, whi ch is Yeats's " farewell to 

l .i.f'e und art" (1968, 77). 

The first seclion of "Under Ben Bulben" suggests that 

Yeats has found two things that are valuable enough to swear by . 
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The firsL is the speech of the sages whic:h ". set the cocks 

a· crow" (1.4) . 'l'he secont.l i.s "Thai. pale, long- visaged compnny" 

(1 . 7) that i s su~erhuman and possessed of completed passion, and 

that belongs ·in Ireland, "Where Ben Bu]ben s e ts the scene" 

( 1. J. 1 ) . 

The sages suggest learning and wisdom- - not necessarily 

Irish- - that 1s lik e the dawn: it sets the cocks cr owi ng; it 

b r· i n g s ] i g h t. . The horsemen and the women, specifically of 

freland, h ave whc~t Yeats most str iv es for: gaiety. They have won 

comp"let.eness of their pass.i.ons, they ar e immortal and superhuman, 

and they too are at home i.n the dawn, h~o)arkeni..ng back to the 

fishPrman for whom Yeats wishes t.o wr· i. l.e one poem ". rna yb t-~ H s 

co 1 d I An d pas s i o n a l e as t he d a~-~ n " ( " The F i. s he r man " .l .l . :3 9 - 4 0 , A l l t 

.l 9 5 7 , ~~ 4 B ) . 

Having presented these t.wo groups of figures in whom we 

are to believe above all others, Yeats offers the rest of the 

poem as an cxplicat.i.on of them. The second section makes it 

clear lhat the pale co mpany and the sages are associated with 

race and soul respectivl~ ly. ln th.is i.nst.unc e Yeats concentrates 

on the pale company, which embodies the racial ideal, and 

privileges jt with all the knowledge. Speaking with authorjty 

from his grave- - and so per h aps with the knowledge of ancient 

Ireland ( ]. )6) ·-- Yeats's assurance is that death .is noth i ng to 

fear . 0 e s p i t e t he s t r· e n g t h an d end u ran c e o f t he g r a v e ·- d i g g e r s , 

and the sharpness of their tools, their labour is in vain . 

does not end in the grave because the grave - diggers simply 

Death 

II thrust the .ir bur·:.ied men/ BH.ck in the human mind agajn" 

( 1 I . 2 3 ·- 2 4 ) . Not only is man invovled in a constant cycle of 
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reincarnation, but once the body is gone, he survives in human 

m<~mory and ·imagination . Olney points out Yeats's strategy in 

this poem, and in the collection as a whole: 

from h.is "single m.ind", Yeals passes by way of the 
intermediate minds of family and nation . to his 
eventual goal whi ch is the Great Mind, focussed now, 
however, as the gyres turn back on themselves once 
m o r e , :i n Y e a t. s ' s ow n s .i n g 1 e m .i n d . ( ] 9 8 0 , 2 ~1 6 ) 

Th e purpose of this return to the human mind, and a 

descr .iptiou of the ideaJ stat.e of the human mi nd, Are the subject 

of the third section of the poem. A man is to strive for the 

complet..i on o.f' ". h.i.s part.ial mind" (.7.30). A partial m.ind is 

one tha t i.s prejudiced in some way, lc::tcking balance, and 

therefore not. whole. A I I L h :i 11 g s m us t b e h e .L d i n e q u :i 1 .i b r .i urn· 

"Cast a cold eye" ( 1.92) on both life and death---before 

com p l e 1. .ion c a 11 be g a :i ned . Completion thus involves the 

appropriation of the negative prejudice i11to your being. ln 

Y e a t s ' s t. e r m s t. h i s .i s i. h e a b s o r p l.i o n o f t h e o p p o s .i t e , o r t h e 

adoption of the mask. Completion is what distinguishes the 

company of Ancient. Ireland, and the sages, and js achieved only 

tlu· o ugh c o n f 1 i c t . The r· e s u l t of i. t , s i g n i f i can t l y , is ease and 

laught e r·, a:tbeit "For an instant II (1.31)- But no mat.tc~r 

how brief the period of completion it is an enabling time ( mu ch 

like Wordsworth's "spot. of time") and HS a result of :it a man can 

" accomplish fate,/ Know his work or choose his mate" 

( 1.1. 35·-3Ei). The moment of ease and laughter is the moment of 

gaiety, the moment \.,hen "Like a long-legged fly upon the str·eam/ 

His m.ind mov es upon silence" ("Long- legged Fly" 11.9·-10, Allt 

1.957, ol7 ). 
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In section four, Yeats moves his focus from man in 

g enera l, to the particular man, the artist. Amongst those who 

can he generally characterised as striving for c ompletion, each 

person has a particu]ar las.k , and the task of the artist. .is an 

enormously responsible one. He is required to understand what 

the snges say about. that e tr!rn.i !.y of the sou.L (section two), and 

to instruct man in this respect: "Bring the soul. of man to God,/ 

Make him fj11 the cradles r.ight " (11 .40 - 41). Trrespect:ive of 

styJe or period this is always the artist's task, and as he 

strives for completion of himself as an indiv i dual, he is a.Lso 

striving for the completion of humanity, or as Yeats will have 

it: "Profane perfection of mankind" (./.fi2). From Egypt., I o 

Greece, to the Renaissance, the purpose of the proportion and 

perspective of art hHs been perfect.jon . The Quat.trocento 

p a i n t i.. n g , b ~~ c au s e i t i s p e r f e c t , p r o v i d e s e as e f o r t he s o u l , o r· 

gaiety, and thus a vis.ion of heaven. Yeats claims that. other 

gr·eat men, amongst them Blake, contributed imaginatively to a 

v i s .i o n o f p c r f e c t. :i o n f o r t. h e w o r 1 d . After the passing of these 

men , h o I.Y e v e r· , n o - on e a r o s e t o t a k e t h f~ i. r p 1 ace and " C on f us i on 

fel J upon our thought" ( 1. 67) . 

Al this point it is important to discuss brief ly Yeats's 

notions of language, imagination and reallty. An awar·eness of 

his understanding of these concepts can help to clarJfy his use 

of such te r ms as "perfection" and "heaven". 

ln the tussle between imagination and reality, there is 

no doubt that for Yeats the former is more powerful. One of the 

tensions conslnnlly informing Yeats's poetry is t.hat between 

action and observation. Finally , however, Yeats is a poet and as 
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such has achieved a kind of transcendence, because he realises, 

as does Conrad, the1t. 

Only i n men's imagination does every truth find an 
effecti.ve and undeniable existence. Imagination, not 
i.nvention, is t.he supreme master of nrt. as of life . 

( Conrad 194£-3, 25) 

Yea t s h i m s e l f ex p r e s s e d i. t a s a b e l. i. e f t h a t " D eat h and l i f e we r e 

not/ TiJ.l man made up the whole" ( "The Tower" JJ.14B- 9, Allt 

l!:J57, 41.5). This is not so much to say that there was no such 

t. h .i n g as r e a 1 i t y u n t i .l m an j m a g ·j ned i t , a s t. o s a y t h a t t. he r ~! was 

no m~<wing to death and life until, by the exercise of his 

imagination , man constructed one. 

Yeats was fully Aware of reality, and this thesis ts in 

some measure againsl Ellman's contention that ". Yeats :is 

more the poet of the sea torn by sexuality and tormented by time 

Lhan the poel of the perfect. moment." (Ellman 1964, 222): :it 

con t ends that t h c;! con f ] i c t i s f in a 1 l y on 1. y a p r· e --con d i t i on f o r 

the ultimate poelry. But. there is no escaping Lhat "I must lie 

down where all the ladders start,/ In the foul rag-and-bone shop 

of the heart" ("The Circus An -imals' Desertion 11 11.39·--40, Allt 

1957, 6:30). It is imagination's role, however, to order this 

sordid reality by providing it with an ideal alt.ernative·- -an 

image. Even in the poetry at its most tormented, the informing 

image is an ideal, nn archetype, because it 1s only possible to 

reach a perfect moment by following the example of such an ideal. 

That this should be so is part of Yeats's philosophy, and is 

explored in poems like "A Prayer for my Daughter" (Allt 1957, 

4o:n . He notes that ". its befitting language is the 

r e s e a r· c h o f a 1 i f e t i me . II (Essays and [n troduc lions, 511) . 
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What Y~ats found in this research was that the best 

J anguage for poetry ~vas that wh .i ch ". coincide[d] with that. 

o f pas s i. on a t e , no r m a l s pee c h " ( i b i d , 5 2 l. ) . Again and again he 

reiterAtes to Dorothy Wellesley that. the best way to organise 

words is '"the natural words 1.n the natural order'" (Wel l esley 

l9E14, 5!:) ) , and "You have the best .language among us because you 

most comp l etely follow Aristotle's advice and write 'like the 

c ommon peop]e'" (.l bi.d, 44). Along with Yeats's insistence on t.he 

us e o f " o nii n a r y " 1 an g u age i s h i s de t e r· m i n at i on t h a t t he J. an g u age 

should be old and t.rad ·itional, hearkening back as far as 

possible: ,, we . reject every fo l k art that does not go 

bHck to Olympus", he says ( Rss nys and Introductions, 5L6), and 

again: 

,I have never s <J .i d c I e cH' l y t. hat J con d c~ m n a I 1 t. h a t. i s 
not tr a dition, that there is a subject-matter which 
has descended like that 'depos it' certain 
p h i 1 o s o ph e r s s p e a k o f . T h i s s u b j e c t - m a t t e r· i s 
something 1 huve received from the generations, part 
of that compact with my fellow men made in my name 
before I was born. [ cannot break from it without 
breaking from some part of my own nature . 

(Ibid, vi ·ii. ) 

What Yeats is trying to achieve in this insistence on the 

unexlraordinary JS a continuing concern of Modern and 

contempo r ary poets, includi n g Wallace Stevens in "Chocorua To Its 

Neighbor", part XIX: 

To say more than human th .ings with human voice, 
That cannot be~ to say human things with mort·) 
Than human voice, that, also, c annot he; 
To speak humanly from the height or from the depth 
Of human th.ings, that is acutest speech. 

(1984, :300) 

The discussion presents a picture of Yeats as a poet who 

believes in r eality, but even more firmly in the power of 
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imagination over t.hat reality. He is also R poet who wishes to 

speak of these things in a language as close as possible to that 

of his non- poeticaJ fellows. He chooses, as fl:ir as possible, not. 

t o p r i. v i l. e g e h i s v o cab u l a r· y w i. t h s p e c i a l me an i. n g s . As I have 

indicuted he crPates his own particular meanings within the 

course of a poem, but he seldom commences a poem using esoteric 

meHninp;s. lf a word like heaven calls to mind al l the ways in 

which people have ever thought of tt, so much the better for 

Yel:it.s ' s purpose of reaching back t.o the roots of human memory: 

"He t hal s i. n g s a 1 as t i n g song I Thinks in a marrow --bone" ( "A 

Prayer for Old Age" 11.3 - 4, AlJt 1957, 553). 

Returning to "Under Ben Bulben", it ts clear that Yeats's 

concern 1n secllon five js to encourage the exercise of 

i mag i. n a t i o n a g a i n s t t he t h t' e a t en e d con f us i o n o f s e c t i on f o u r· . 

lronically, Yeats's speech is privileged here, but not jn terms 

of meaning. This poem i.s his epitaph, so he speaks as one who 

has already been thrust back into the human m·ind. He is one 

cycle ahead of hi.s readers and he can presume to instruct them . 

The instructions he gives, in this case specifically to the Irish 

poets, are fir·st in the area of form. Much as measurement began 

the might of mankjnd (sectjon four), so too it will be the might 

of the Irish poet. Propcntion and perspective bring gaiety- -the 

momentary ease of the soul - -lhat is the permanent possession of 

only Lhe sages and the pale company of riders and women, the two 

groups that Yeats says are worth swearing by. The subjects of 

these perfectly formed poems are to be the people of Ireland: the 

peasantry, t.hc gentry, t.he holy, the profane, and above ali 

" the lor·ds and J.adies gay '' ( 1. 78), ''That pale, long-
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visaged company/ That air Ln immortality/ Completeness of their 

passions won" J 1 . 7 .. ~~ ) . These are figures of the past., and even 

o f o t he r· w o r 1 d s , an d t he p o e t ' s co n c en t r a t L n g on t hem w i. l 1 en a b l e 

hi m to c r f~ at. e an I r :i s h sou ·1 l o put b e fore God , :1 n d thus en a b .I e 

the creation of an Irish race- - ". t h e i. n do m i t a b l e I r- i s h r· y " 

(1.83). 

Yeats returns to the individual poet in section six, lhe 

poet whose trade is now complete, whos e life Js complete, and who 

JS in a position to instruct - --for this poem is not advice. ]f 

the I rish poets wish to inherit from Yeats, these are the 

cond.itions: I i fe and death must. bo t.h be looked upon co:t dl y, for 

they are not what m~ tte r. It is the synthesis of the two, the 

m o v em en t b e L ~.; e c~ n t. h e e t. ern i t i e s o f r a c e a n d s o u l , that p r o d u c e s 

ease and peace, and this synthesis is only possible if the poet 

achieves a distance from ]jfe. Should the horseman ever wish lo 

resemb le his ghostly counterparts in the completeness of the ir 

pass .ions he must. "Cost a cold eye/ On l ·ife, on death" and then 

"pass by!" (11.92-·94). 

It. is c ·l ear t.hat t.he sections of "Under Ben Bulben" are 

t he parts of a whole. Each t·esonates wi th the others, and t h e 

poem accumulates range and intensity until it explodes in to the 

extraordinary epitaph that denies both life and death, while 

affirming someth ing greater. In Lotman's terms of myth and 

story, the story of the poet (his life, work and death) is being 

explored in terms of his artistic and spiritual inheritance, and 

hi s racial ancestry; that is, in terms of his myth. The 

synthesis of myth and st.ory results in detachment and passion- ­

the r·ider and the horse ··· ···in gaiety. 
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It is important that the poet 1s telling a story, and 

t. h a t t h ~ c h u r a c t e r a l. t h E-~ c e n t. r e o f t. h e s t o r y :i s h i m s e .J f . This 

story is not "true", it 1s not accurate autobiography, it ts an 

imaginative attempt to create n persona whose attit.udes and acts 

constitute meaning for the actual poet. 

S u c h H rea d i n g o f " ll n d f~ r R en B u l b en " s u g g e s t s the way 1. n 

which the collection Last Poems is to be read. The poem is a 

m i c r o c o s m o f t h e c: o J l e c t. i o 11 , o r , t. o r e c a l l B r· a d f o r d ' s t. e r m , a n 

T h e p u r p o s e o f an o v t~ r· t u r e i. s i. n t rod u c t o r y , and tt U n de r 

B en B u 1 h en " c on t a ·i n s fl I l t h e ] e :i t m o t. i. f s o f t h e c o ., 1 e c t. i o n a s Cl 

whole. [ n sect ion t h' o of t lw poem Yeats sees deal h p t' i mar j I. y as 

H wHy hack jnl.o t.he human mind . Hav :ing commenced the coLlection 

with this poem of death, he is able to launch into an explo r ation 

of his own mind. T h e p o :i n t. t. o r e c a .l 1 h e r e i s t. h a t t h i s :i s t. h e 

final collection of lyrics in a long series of such collections, 

and it must be read jn th~ light of its predecessors . 

It ts possible then to divide this collection, L3st 

Poems, into four movements. "Under Ben Bulben" provides the 

o v e r· t u r- e . The second movement is an expl.orati.on of the first 

t. h r e e s e c t. :i. on s of " U n de r Ben B u l b en " , w h :i. c h ex p l ore i. h ~· n o t :i on o f 

belief in the context of Ireland and tradition. The poems that 

compr.ise t.hls movement are "Three songs to the One Burden", "The 

Black Tower", "Cuchulain Comforted", "Three Marching Songs", and 

"In Tara's Ha.lls". The third movement .is an expansion of 

the fourth section of "Under Ben Bulben", and builds on the 

themes of art, e~nd the srtist's role in the world. The poems 

concerned are "The S tatues 11
, "News for the Delphic Oracle", 

" Lon g - .I e g g H d F 1 y 11 
, " A B r on z e Head " , an d 11 A S t. :i c k of I n c en s e " . 
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The fourth and f i n a l m o v em en t , w h .i c h .i s :i n t r o d u c e d by s c c t :i o u s 

five and si.x of "Under Ben Bulben", is more personal. The poems 

are expressions of t.he ] i fe and work of this Irish poet in 

particular, and they include "Hound Voice", "John Kinsella's 

Lament. for· Mrs Mary Moore", "H:ir;h Talk", "The Apparitions", "A 

N a t i v i. t,~y " , " 'l' he Man a n d t he F. c h o " , " The C i r c us An i m a l ' s 

Desertion", and final .ly "Pol .itic-s". 

T.li 

The second movement of Last Poems js built upon t.he 

first three parts uf "Under· Ben Bulben": 

Swear by what the sages spoke 
fl. o u n d t h c~ M a r eo t. i c T. n k e 
·r h a t t he W i t c h o f At 1 as k n e w , 
Spoke and set the cocks a ·· crow. 

Swear by those horsemen, by those women 
Complexion and form prove superhuman, 
That pale, long-visaged company 
That air in immortality 
Completeness of their passions won; 
Now t.hey ride the winlry dawn 
Where Ben Bulben sets the scene. 

Here's the gist of what they mean. 

II 

Many l:imes man lives and dies 
Between his two eternities, 
ThaL of race and that of soul, 
And ancient Ir·eland kn~-~w it all. 
Whet. he r· man cl.i e j n h .i s b e d 
Or the rifle knocks him dead, 
A brief p~rling from those dear 
Is the worst man has to fear. 
Though grave- diggers' to il is long, 
Sharp Lheir spades, their muscles strong, 
They but thrusL their buried men 
Back .in the human mind again. 

Ill 

You that Mitchel's prayer have heard, 
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' S e n d w a r i n o u r t i me , 0 L o t· d ! ' 
Know that when aJ I words are said 
And a man is fighting mad, 
Som~thing drops from eyes long blind, 
He completes his rartial mind, 
For an instant stands At ease, 
Laughs aloud, his heart at peace. 
Even the wisest mHn grows tense 
With some sort of violence 
Before h e can accomplish fate, 
Know his work or choose his mate . 

Th:is is Yeats ' s exam:ine:djon of bel ·ief in the concept of race, one 

of the eternities between which man l ives and dies. As race 

provides the group of figures -- the horsemen and the women--which 

Yeats feels holds some measure of t he truth, it needs careful 

ex am ·inal.ion, and Yea ts c asts i t. :i. n the l:ie;ht of f ·ive poems. 

The first of these poems is "Three Songs to the One 

Rurden" ( Alll 1957, 605). The immediately obv :i ous connec t ion 

with "Under Ben Bulben" is in the refr.ain that occurs at the end 

o f e a c h s t a n z a : " F r om m o u n t. n. i n t. o m o u n t a i n r i. cl (~ t h e f i e r c e 

hor·semen". The horsenwn have alr·eady been identified as idea l 

representatives of r Hce who " . air in immortality/ 

Completeness of their passions \.,on" (UB B 11.8- 9). In "Three 

Songs'' they provide a background against which Yeats's three 

mort a l r ep resentative s can explain their position with regard to 

race and tradition. 

The first speaker, "The Roaring Tinker . It (J l ) ' 

subscribes to the ideal of the fierce horsemen. He is a man of 

It character " (I 13) who does no work, but wanders a r ound 

the countryside. On his O\.,n admission he detests ". t.he 

common sort." (1 3), which is inevitab.le . The c ommon are 

c haract erl.ess. His main objection to them is that they breed 
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others who are common, and he wishes that he and Crazy Jane were 

young enough, both to breed uncommon peop l e and to enc:ourage 

others to do so. For Mannion the tinker the way to attain to the 

rCic .itt1 ideal of t.hP horsemen is a matt er of breed .ing for. 

p e t· f e c t i o n . 

Henry Middleton, the second figure, is equally a purty to 

what the horsemen symbolise, although his response to it is qui te 

d.i.ff<!rent. from the tinker's, who for aLl his rav .ing, can only 

wish lo control the breeding of the ra c e. Middleton withdraws 

from the wor.ld and becomes a rec .luse so that he can live 

a c co r· d i n g t o r a c i a 1 t r· ad i t i. o n . He makes no effort whatsoever to 

en <..: ourage ol.h<~rs in the trHdition, although he pities the young 

because they do not have access to it: "The wisdom of the 

peop1e's gone,/ How can the young go straight?" ( II 16··] 7). 

Despite the fact that Middleton wears a fashionable coat, hi.s 

s l r en g t. h an d p r i de i s :i. n t r a d .i. t. i on , j n " Memo r i e s o f t h e t a J k I 0 f 

henwi.ves and of queer old men" (II 22 .. ·23). He believ e s 

implicitly in the value of the racial tradition, but instead of 

attempting to promulgate it, he determines to be content with 

1 :i v .i n g u p l o i t. as b e s L h e c a n . 

Both Middleton and the tinker are individuals, men of 

character. The final song introduces the actors, whose 

profession is to assume charttcl~r and to subl i mate individuality. 

The players gather to commemorate the uprising of 1916, when the 

first person to die was the player, Connol ly. On this occasion 

the action was no t on a stage, and the actors participated as a 

1,roup--.. not as me n of charact.er -.. - in a political event.. The th.i.rd 

stanza c laims that the mo t ivation behind the actions of some of 
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the p l. ayers was no t t he thou g· h t o f v i. c t or y , but " That .l r· Ed an J ' s 

mind be grealt~r,/ Her heart mount. up on h:igh" (111 2.1 - 22). Yet 

the glorious motivation, and the deed that it inspired, is 

qual:i. f ·if~ cl by the sense of waste: Conno.l.ly ". m .i g h t. h a v E" b e en/ 

A famous, a br- i l liant figure" (III 15-16). His action as one of 

the crow d has excluded the poss ·i b :ilit.y of muc-h greater things. A 

further qual.i.ficati.on is "And yet who knows what's yet to come?" 

(111 23), suggesting that the deaths of Easter Monday 1916 have 

not accompl.ished what they set out to, that Ireland's mind and 

heart. Hre not greal.er and higher, and that Patr .i ck Pearse's 

prophecy of further· bloodshed is a fear·ful nnd unwelcome one. 

While :in al.l three songs that comprise this poem the 

f i g u n'! s h a v e a s e n s e o f c om m on p u r· p o s e , t he p o e t s e <~ m s t o qua 1. j f y 

this purpose. Mannion the linker can only wish to c ontrol the 

br·eeding of a perfect Pice . Henry Middl eton is a recluse and 

does not want lo be :i nvo.l ved w:i t.h the commun :i ty. The men of 

character do not act in the world : "The best lack all conviction 

" ("The Second Coming" I. 7, A.tlt 1957, 402). The actors, 

who lose their character as soon as they leave the stage, have no 

g u a r a n t. e e t h a t. L h e :i r o f f - s t a g e a c t. i o n s w :i ) 1 n o t e 11 d :i n t r a g i c 

waste. The fierce horsemen continue to ride thr- oughout the poem, 

a n tl p e r h a p B i. h c y r i d t·: f o r e t. e r· n .i t y , b e c a u s e i t. i s c 1 e a r t. h a t. 1. h e 

mortal can not achieve the immortal. Yeats seems to be affirming 

the theoretjral :idea of a perfect race, while at the same time 

denying that it can be achieved by human action. 

The men of "The Bla ck Tower" (Allt. 1957, 635) hCJve no 

compunction about acting in accordance with their ideal. Their 

problem is rather t.o determine who il is that they serve, and 
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a l t. hough :i. t. c o s t s t hem de a r .1 y - - " . they but feed as the 

goatherd feeds,/ Thei.r· money spent, their wine gone sour" (11.2 ·-

~{)· · ·· t.hey are adamant that they wLll not. succumb to false 

1 e ad e r s h i. p : "Those banners come not i. n '' ( .l. 6) . The suggestion 

that t . h~ banners carry is that it is foolish to care who the king 

l. ~ " 
-~ . w h e n h i. s ow n r i g h t k i. n g ' s f o r g o t t e n " ( l . 1 3 ) , i. m p J y i n g 

that race and belief are subject to t:im~ and change and can 

b e c om e o u t w o t· n . The men's bel i ef continues unabated because they 

hear the wind shaking the "Old bones II (1.10) , threatening 

to bring them t o life, and because others are afraid of them in 

the st.renp.;t-.h of their b elief: "Why do you dread us so?" ( ! . .16). 

The fervour and lhe rightness of the men is questioned, 

however. The old cook, who " climbfs] and clamberfs ] / 

C a t c h i. n g s Ill a 1 J. b i. t· d s i. n t he dew o f t he ru o r n " ( 1 l. 2 l -- 2 2 ) , c 1 n i m s 

to have heard the approach of the r:ight ki.ng. Supporting the 

cook ' s c l a i Ill a r. e : b is age ( and pet· haps t here for· e h i. s w i s do m ) ; t he 

fact. that he has cJ .imbed to a vantage point.; the cunning he has, 

whi c h enables him to catch small birds; and the fact that he 

moves :i.n the duwn, which is a time of en.lightenment.. 'I'he res t of 

the men do not see this, and it is as though, in their fervour, 

the :i r en t. :ire faj th has been consumed by their task as guard.i ans, 

and they no longer truly expect or desire the return of the right 

king. The final chorus then becomes Hn affirmation for the cook, 

and for the reader, and excludes ". the men of the old black 

tower" (.1.1). AL this point it is clear that race remains an 

ideal, but it is equally clear that there are many pitfalls for 

the unwary b e 1 i. e v e r , i n c l u d i n g J o s s o -.t' b e 1 .i e f an d fa l s e b e 1 i e r . 
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" C u c h u 1 a :i n C o rn f o r 1. e d " ( A 1 ] t. l 9 5 7 , 6 :~ IJ ) 1 s a f u r t b e r 

comment that belief in race may entail some unexpected things. 

Cuchu lH in, the archetypn] hero of the rnce, finds himself among 

the dead. He is cha r·acterised as "Violent and famous " 

( 1 . 2 ) , a n d w o u l d s e (~ m , i n t h e word s o f " U n d e r B en R u l b en " , t o " 

prove superhuman" (l.fi). Part three of "Under Ben Bulben" 

offers a descriptjon of the violent man, especially one like 

Cuchulain who is ". fighti ng mad" (1.28), and expL-:t ins, in 

terms t. hat r c c a -1 1 the no t _i on o f t he s u h 1 i me , t. hat '' . some 

sort of violence" ( / . :~4) i s necessary before a man " 

completes his parl.ial m:ind,/ For nn inst.an1. stands n1 elise, / 

Lau g hs aloud, his heart at p(:•ace" ( 11.30-32). 'l' hi s i s p tH' h aps 

s om e t h i n 1, o r what c: o u _l d h e c x p e c t e d t o h a p pen t. o C u c h u .l a j n :i. n 

"Cuchulain Comforted". But the moment of ease and of co mpl etion 

is only possible whPn opposites ar0 united and transcended. For 

Cuchuluin the her·n this means being confr·on t ed by and tak.i.ng 

lessons from "Convicted cowards II (1 .21), fln enormous.ly 

difficult thing for him to be expected to do. He is asked to 

throw off his arms, and to make a shroud using needles that. h<Jve 

been threaded by men whom in life he would surely have despised. 

'fhe resu -lt of' his acquiescence is that he can join the shrouds a~~ 

they sing like birds - -natu r ally , sweetly, and without conscious 

effort. The mom ent of ease is attained. 

'l'he effect of this poem is to qualify radically the 

meaning of comfort. ]l becomes something that, fllthough 

desirous, is difficult, and even exactly the opposite of what 

mighl be expected. Even the heroes of the race have worked and 

s u f f e r· e d f o r· " C om p l c t en e s s o f llu~ i r p as s i on s won " ( U B B 1 . 9 ) . As 
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we 1.1 as b t-~ i. n g an a f f i r mat i. on o f l he i. de a l o f t' ace , t h is poem i s 

l.hus r~lso a re:itc~ raUon of the :idea of "To a FLiend whose Work 

b as come t: o No t h i n g " ( A 1 l t 1. 9 5 7 , 2 9 0 ) : t h e i de a 1 l s t' each e d 

i. h r o u g h i n d j v ·j d u R l c o n f r· o n t a t. i u n " . nf all things not 

impossible the most difficult II ( Mytholog.ies, 3:32). 

" 1' h n~ e M arch i n g; S on g s " ( A I lt l 9 5 7 , 6 .L 3 ) con t. ·i n u e s t he 

em p has i s o n t he i. n d i v i d u a l i n a n e g a t i. v e way -- --b y u n de r m i. n i. n !s t h e 

idea of causes. 'T'he first. song :is an exhortation to rernemb c' r 

those who in the past have given their lives for Ireland. 

sacrifices make con t.emporHr·y su<·cess H1l the more essent.:i a I: 

"Fail, and that history tut·ns into rubbish" (I 21.). 

however , u n d P r c-ut ~:; l h :i s pat. r i o t. j c f c• r v our : 

B (~ s t i. I. J , b e s t i. l. I. , \v hat c an b e s a i. d ? 
My fa t. h c-· r s an 1, t. h a t s on g , 
But time amends uld wrong, 
And a1] t.hat :i s fjnjshed, let :it. fade. 

(I 7 - 10) 

'l'he reft·ai.n, 

'l'he tone here is far more pacific, and suggests a willingness to 

e xi st in time and to b e acted upon by lime, ralher thr~n 

energetically to transcend time by remembering the past, a nd then 

to ust! that past as a spur- t.o pr·esenl action. 

The second song affirms that there have always been 

objects of belief and hcli~vers. Humanity, it seems, need~; 

causE.·s. But there is u chance that believed and believer are 

e q u a 1 1 y d e l u de d an d t hat " A. s 1 a v e b ow s d cnv n t o a s J a v e " ( I I 6 ) . 

A potential slave is the mind: hungry men will forgive if they 

ore but given food (lJ 14). The mind can be imprjsoned by the 

past and believe that its freedom is contingent on the overthrow 

of that past.. Defeating t.he past is seen to necessitate belief 

in--imprisonment by --a cause that justifies the dismissal of the 
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past , and so the m i n d is never f r ~~ e to f o t' give , to " . let it 

fade" (1 .lO ) . Worse sti.ll, "What if there's not.h.inp; up lhere <it. 

the top?" (II 21). Once more Yeats is warning agai.nst unexamined 

acquiescence in a cuu~;e>. Thc-~re is no clear answer to the 

questi.on "Where are the captains that govern mankind?" (II 22) 

and it is quite possible thai. the unforgiving mind will attach 

itself to something insubstantial, II a tree that has nothing 

w i t. h ·i n :i. t " ( 1 l 2 :n , n n d b e t. o r n d o w n b y t. h e i n d i s c r :i. m i n a t e w ·i n d . 

The r·efr;:ti.n of this song, rather than providing an opposition, 

e c h o t~ s t h e t. e r d b I e d o u b L H h o u t t. h e v a l:i d i t y of t h t' c au s e . T h t• 

young man i.s eager to join whatever it is that marches down the 

mount.Rin pass. The o .I d m an r e s t r a i n s h .i m , b e c au s e " . no IDHII 

k n o 1¥ s lv b at t reads t he gr. ass " ( I T l 0 ) and i t i. s imp o r· tan t to be 

car P f u l whom y o u a 1 l y you n:; t~ 1 f w i. t h s o l h a t. you can r e t a .i n t hr. 

freedom of mind that will allow you both to act, and to forget. 

VinaJly Yeats presents a believer .in causes. Grandf~-ttlv·r 

s i n g s u n d e [' t he g a l 1 ow s an d a f f i r m s t h a t 11 
• a good strong 

cause and blows are deli p;ht" ( J l f ] 4). He has understood 1 bed. 

some violence is necessary to experience the moment of ease, to 

" accompLish fale" (UBB l.3fl), and he is so exuberantly al 

ease that he can replace his stolen tambourine with the moon. 

But a good strong cause is also what tip;hlens the noose nruund 

your neck and prevents you from completing your song. Cuchulain 

can 1 e a r· 11 t o s i n g J i k e a b :i r d , b u t. G r u n d fat her ' s " throat 

[is] too small" (III 24). 

lf absolute belief in causes, more especia.lly the caus e 

of race, LS not the way to attain to the ideal of the horsemen 

and women, whHL is ? "In Tara's Halls" (Allt 1957, 609) goes some 
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\v a y t ow a r d s H n s w e r· i u p; t. h <~ q u e s t. i o n . The man in tho poem is old, 

and he decjdes to vow in public that, although he has given love, 

he wi] ·1 never ask to rr.r.r>.i ve 1 ove. One yea r later the desir~ to 

be loved comes upon him, and he keeps his vow: 

He• bad<>, his hundred and first year at. end, 
Diggers and carpenters make grave and coff in; 
Saw that. the grave was deep, the c offin sound, 
Summoned th e generations of his house, 
Lay i n t h <' c o f f i n , s t o p p (~ d h i s b r e at h an d d :i e d . 

(11. 16 -· 20) 

Y ~~ a t s p r· a i. !H! s l: h i. s m a n b e c a u s e h i s r e s p o n s e t o t he c a u s e o f r a c e 

.is the corre ct. one. H e :i s a n ·i m p o r t. a n l m P m b c> r o J t. h c c om m u ll .i t. y 

( J e f fa t· e s n o t e s t h a t '1' a r a " . was once the seat of the High 

K:inf(s of Jreland" f l~lH4, 4.12)), he upholds 'it. s insL ·i t.utions 

( It. lhe Sacred House II ( I.ll )) , and he believes in the 

importance of his own fami.ly ( .7.19). Yvt he 1s free lo ma ke 

choi c es, and has th e individual strength Lo act in the c ommunity 

with in t.egri t.y. H<.> has sensed "That someth.i n~ :is about. to happen 

It ( 1. 4 ) ' and is excited at the prospect of". the 

a d v t•Jl t. u r e o f o ] c! a ~ e " ( 1. 5) . When th:is advent.ure turns out 

to be that of facing his own limitations, he does so willingly, 

like a mun who truly does''. accomplish fate,/ Know his work 

" (lJBB 11. 35 - 6 ) . H t~ approaches de at h w i t h c u l m res o l u t i on , 

glad to be ". t.hrusl. . I B a c k ·i n t h c human m :i n d a g a i n " 

( U B B 11 . 2 :3 ·- 2 4 ) . 

Yeats seems finally to be saying that belief 1n race :is 

valid when that belief is a means to an end, an d not an end in 

itse]f. Th e old man is praised because, although rac e provides 

t he c on t ex t i n w h i c h he l i. v e s , he t h i n k s an d a c t s as a c h a r a c t e r -

fu .IJ :ind.i.v.iduul. Race is a means to the ov P rcoming of h :i s 
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p a s s .i o n s . The irony ls that. race .is .itself t.h<!. cause of our 

p as s i on s : i. f l he t' e we r· e n o race , an d t he b o d y t hat m us t go w i. t h 

. I 
1 '· I there wou.ld be no passions t.o overcome. Race and body are 

both curse and delight. 

That race has a p]ac:e .tn the scheme of things is 

undeniable, but it is only the first turn of the spiral to 

perfec1.ion···· there is stiLl the soul to be reckoned with . Hace ·ts 

t h P nu~ an s to over· com i. u g t he pas s 1 o us , but as N i e t z s c he p o in t s 

out: "The mAn who has overcome h :is pHssi.ons has en t ered .into 

possess i o 11 o f the m o s t fer t :i. 1 e g r· o u n d The overcoming 

:i t. s e .l f ·i s on l y a me ;-)JJ s , n o l a g o a I " ( cj1.ed in Ho11ingdnle 

1977, 233: original emphasi. s ) . 

1 v 

IV 

Poet. and scu) ptor, do lhe \vork, 
Nor let the modish painter shirk 
W h a t. h i s g r t~ a t. f o r e f a t. h e r s d i d , 
Bring the soul of man to God, 
Make him fjlJ the cradles right. 

Measurement began our might: 
Forms a stark Egyptian thought., 
Forms thal gentler Phidias wrought. 
M .i c h a e 1 An g e l o l e f l a p r o of 
0 n t he S is t in e Chap e l r· o o f , 
Where but. half - awakened Adam 
Can disturb glob e ·-tr·otting Madam 
Tj]l her bowels are in heat, 
Proof that there's a purpose set 
Before t.he secret. working mind: 
Profane perfection of mankind. 

Quattrocent.o put in paint. 
On backgrounds for a God or Saint 
Gardens where a soul's at ease; 
Where everything that meets the eye, 
Flowers And grass and cloudless sky, 
Resemble forms that are or seem 
When sleepers wake and yet s LiJl dream, 
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And when its vanished sli]l declare, 
With onLy bed and bedstead there, 
That heav£•.ns had opf!ned. 

Gyr~s run on; 
When that greater dream had gone 
Calvert and Wilson, Hlak~ and Claude, 
P r· e p a r· e d a r e s t f o r t h e p e o p l e o f G o d , 
Palmer's phrase, but after that 
Co nfusion fell upon our thought. 

Section four of "llnde·r Ben F\u]ben" gjves the ar·t ist. hi~> 

supreme commission, and discusses its purpose. It is the 

func:t ·ion of art, and so of the artist. , to med ·iate between th(! two 

poles of man's Life : those of r·ace and s oul. Ar·t, which is the 

m o s l r e r l i 1 e g r o u n d ~.; h .i c h the n o \\1 ego - ] e s s a r t. :i s L p o s s e s s e s , 

b r i n g s t he s o u l of man l o God , o f fer in g i. t a v i s io n of i t s c l f 

that js p~rfecL And complelc. As Ol ney says: 

it may be that God creates man in his Ol\111 image, but 
·j J s o . I. h e a r I. .i s L , w o r k i n g o u !. o f t h e s p i r ·j l u a I 
history of the race, first created that idea l trnage 
and presented .lt to God that he m.ight see himse l f 
more clearly, know himself better, and so thereaftt'r 
create more i n tensively. the poet's creation 
may he an i.mitali.on of Go d' s, but God's creation must 
wait on the poet's for the cradles lo he fllled 
right. Which c omes first it would he difficult to 
say . Nevertheless, it is clear that for Yeats 
c rea tion is a human/divine and mortal/immortal affair 
that is both circular and continuous. 

(1~380, 262 ) 

This ability of art to provoke God to imitate it is for Yeats 

p r o o f t h a t. t h <·) u .i t. :i. mat e go ~tl o f t h e a r t. i s t .i s " Pro fan e p e r f e ct. 1 on 

of man k ind" (UBB 1.52). This, at lP-ast, is the theory . In five 

of h .i. s most. com p r· esse cl an d e .l us :i v c poems Y e <1 t s ex p 1 ores t. he 

implications of Lhis belief, and whether or not it is even 

possible. 

" The S L a t u e s " ( A 11 l 1 9 5 7 , 6 1 0 ) i s s t. ron g i n i t s a s s E' r l ·i on 

that such faith ts possible. In it Yeats expres ses his belief i n 
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the value of the sciPnce of m~asurcment b~cause it has given 

proportion and perspective t.o art., which becomes then an 

objective ideal for the subj~ctive human rare. As the poem 

begins Yeats is pcq>l exed at the res ponse of the pt~ opJ e to the 

statues that Pythagoras's numbers make possible. It is, 

huwPvcr, the very perfection of the statues that disturbs the 

people. T llf! i. de a 1 p lt y s i c a l image is a c h a l l en g e t o more 

s p _i_ r :i t. u a 1 n o t. i o n s o I' h u m H n p f~ r f e c t. :i. o n - - LlH! a t. l. r i b u !. e o f 

" c h a nu~ t e r· " ( 1 . :n . The people who respond appropriately 

t o t. h e s t. a l u c~ s a r. (' !. h e y o u n g , w h o d e s i r e m o s t o f a ] J a n i d e :1 I 

physir.al ima!$e, a fo cus for.· their physical. desi. ce. They 

u n d e r s t. a n d t h a t. :i f I h c s t. a t u (~ :i n i l s (:~ :1 f' ( <1 n d t. h u s an y w o r k o I' 

n t' t ) e x p n~ s s e s p e r· f e c t h a r m o n y i. t i s go o d . All that ts required 

t. o b r j n g t h e s t. a t. u f~ l o J:i f e .L s p a s s .1. on , a n cl !. h a t t h e y h a v e 1 1 1 

abundance. The objective, however, is defint~d only by the 

presence of thP subjective, and Yeats makes i L c l ear that. the ~rt 

work has no meani.ng outside of the context provided by the human 

respons e to :it.. 

The Hrt. work 1s much grealer thun its creator, and 

Pythagoras's numbers have unseen consequences. They enable the 

construction of perfect forms by many people, and these forms, 

not military endeavour, are responsible for the rl~feat of all 

t.hings, whethe r they are pictures or philosophies, that are nol 

perfectly harmonious. Yeats attributes these ". vague 

immensities" (1.12) to Asia, setting up a cont.rasl between EasL 

and West. Asia is represented by "The many- headed foam . II 

( l . ] 4 ) , an d F. u r o p c b y t he s l. a t u e s of Phi d :i as 1 w h i c h , 1 ·i k e the 

murbl.es and bronzes of the first stanza, provok~ women to dream, 



and provide dreams with a reflection of themsel.ves. 

Not. r. on ten t w ·i t h a p a<! an L o t h P order and perf e c ll on of 

things that are ~easured and precise, in stanza three Yeats 

offe:rs a vis ·i on of LhE' consequences of the faj] ure to tt .put 

down " ( 1 . l. l ) , e i t he r· b y b at t 1 e o r b y cap t u r i n g i n me as u r· em e n t , 

t .hese vague immensities. One image escapes the Pythagorean 

advance , that of the Buddha. It gr·ows" r·ound and slow" 

(1.18), :in au uncontrolled way, nnd ns a rPsu .lt., jnsl.end of 

providing a c l ear and unambiguous ideal for those who do not have 

clreams, or an image of drt•Rms t.IH:mse .lv es, ·i_t mirrors 

u n s e J e c t i v e l y w h a t ~! v e r· c o 111 e s h e f o r e i t , d e n y i n g L h e p o s s i. b i I i t y 

o f m <~ a n ·i n g : 

Empty eyeballs knew 
That knowledge increases unreality, that 
M i r r or o n m i r r o r m j r r o r· e d i s a Ll t h e s h ow . 

(.ll. 20-22) 

The descr·ipti.o n of the worshipper of this vagueness is 

un f] at t c r i n g . He is reduce:d to Gr :imalkin, "an old female c at" 

(Jeffar e s l984, 416), defeated before". emptiness" (1.24 ) . 

Th .i.s ·is what happens wh en "Confusion [fnJls] upon our thoughttt 

(UBB 1. G7) . Grimalki n is also a wi. tch's familiar ( Ma c beth I i 

B ll ) , a n d p a r t. o f w h a t .i s b e i n g p .! a y e cl o u l. h e r e i s a r l~ .1_ i f. .i o u s an cl 

mystical drama where the b l ank gaze of the east nullifies the 

power o1' the pantheon of western supernaturalism, adding to the 

confusion. 

ThP final stanza makes it clear that for YeoLs confusion 

is pervasive. The present is characterised as " . this filthy 

modern tide" (1.29), on whose" formless spawning fury" 

( 1. 30) the Irish race has been " wrecked" (1.30). It is 
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also clear, however, that when Pears~ summoned Cuchulain there 

was a ,. e s pons t ! , a n d t. h a t. " .i n t e J 1 e c t. , I calculation, 

number, measurement II ( l l . 2 G - 2 7 ) o f s om e k i. n d d i. d t' e p i y . 

G i v C·! n t. b e ci r c u rn s t a n c e s , t. h e :i n 1. e l ] e c t. , c: a .l c u 1 a t ·i o n , n urn h e r an d 

measurement that r eplied would seem to be those of the Irish 

art. ·ist. who fash ·ioned t.he si.at.ue nf Cuchula:in !.hat. sl.f!ucis in the~ 

Post Office. P (~a r s e can p 1. ace h i. m s e l. f i n t he l i n e o f I r i s h 

racial heroes b~cause an arli~t has provided an ideal image of 

such heroes. lt 1s by such artistic actions that the Irish will 

he P.nab led to "Climb to our proper dHrk, t.hcd. we mBy trace/ The 

l. i neamen l s of a p lurnm e t ···measured face'' 11.31-:32). Proper, 

because it is t.he "particular, d .ist.inct.i.vc~" (OEJJ) possess.ion of 

t he [ r· i. s h r ace , a n d dar k , b e c au s e t h e a c t u a I. n u t 1 i. n e s o f t h e 

o b j c c t i v e i d c H ·1 are as y c~ t. in d :i. s t .inc t. - -· ·i t is :i n the process of 

being made by Yeats and his fel low Irish arlists. 

Jt. .Ls appropria te that t.h .i.s poem, com.i ng as :it does 

strBight after the group of poems on race, should concentrate on 

the way i n whJch art ca n perfect race. The following poem moves 

f u r t he r f r· o rn t he con c: e r n o f r· a c e and c x a m i n e s l he n o t i o n o f 

me as u r e d p e r f e c t i on s o p r i v i l e g ~=~ d i n " The S t a t u e s " . 

In ''News for the Delphic Oracle" (Allt 1957, 6ll) it .is 

th e purpos e• of' Lhe art..ist, "Profane perfection of mank.ind" ( UBB 

1. 52)' that comes under scrutiny. "There It ( 1. J.) is lhe 

stale that :i.s reH.ched once art and measurement have produced 

profane perfection. Contrary to expectations the news is for 

the De lphic oracJe, not from :it, and the news is bad. In this 

p l a c e o f go l d a n d s i l v e r· - -- t he comb i n a t i on o f w h i. c h s i. g n i f i e s 

perfection (J 1d'fares Hl84 , :~5) ·- · th(:' inhab:itnnLs arc .ironically 
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cal led ". codgers . It ( .1.1). None of them is satisfied 

w i t h h i s p e t' f e c t i o n b e c a u s c L h P. s t a t e i. s a s t e r i l e o n e - - t h e r· e i s 

no Sf!X. N .i. a m h a n d 0 :i s i n , t h ( ~ n r c h t • t y p a ., J r :i s h I o v c J'" s a r c• 

dissatisfied there. So is Pythagoras, whose numbers made this 

possible in the fjrsl. p]ncc~ . The newcomer PJol.jnns joins 1he 

chorus of s ighs, which are all quite specifically for sex. Sex 

e n t n .i 1 s c h ct n g e a n d 1, en e r a L.i o n , t. w o t h ·i n g s :i n a d m i s s i h 1 e :i n a 

perfe~t paradise. If this is the". p r· o p e r· d a r· k II ("The 

Statues"7.31) that. lies on Lht• other s.ide of 11 .this fi 'lthy 

modern tide" of " formless spawning fury tl ("T he 

S t a t u e s " 11 . 2 ~J <Hl ) , I. h ell :i t s des j l' a b j I .i t. y :i s q u c~. !d. :i on a b 1 C! • 

ln the second stanza Yeats moves his focus from the 

p a r a d :i s ~· .i t s e ] f , t. u t h c~ s c a a r o u n d :i t . Com.ing ncross lhis seH 

a r· e t h e H o l. y I n n o c e n t s , t h o s e b a b e s m u r· de r· e d d u r· i u g He r· o d ' s 

search forth!:' infant Christ.. Dan:iel A]br:ighl suggests that. 

their most important aspect is lhe extreme 
d :ispHrlty in age and intellect between them and Lhe 
golden codgers. The shift from the codgers to the 
l n ll u c en t s :i s l he f i r s t. s i g n i n t he poem of i.JH~ s h i ft. 
from the effete paradise of the first stanza back 
jnlo t.he g~nPrative world. (1972, 140) 

T h (~ I n n o c e n t s a t' e i n t h e s e a w h i. c h i s a p 1 ace o f pro c e s s , an d 

they are being carried by the". brule to (1 .20 ) 

dolphins . Their cries, as they endure the process of being 

" thrust. I Back in the humHn mind <l!.{ain" (UBB 11.23·-

24), are" s wee t an d s t r· an g e " ( 1 . 1 8 ) , and c au s e t he w a t e r s 

to laugh in ecstasy, creating an atmosphere t.hat .i.s quite 

different from the bored sighs of the first stanza. Also 

·important. :is the fnct. lhat the lnnocents never reach the shore. 

They are deposited in the water by lhe dolphins, and they are 
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surely much happier there. 

The fina ·l stanza js a resoundjng rejection of '' The 

Poverty of H<~aven" ( Albright 1972, 117), that is d<~pi.cted in the 

first. stanza. Peleus and Thetis stand in the sterile paradise, 

in what i.s clearly a potentially sexual situation, and his only 

rc~sponse, nnd jt. is the only poss .ib1P response "There. " 

! 1.1.), is to weep at her bP.auty. ln the sea, however, a very 

d .i f f e n~ n t. s c t~ n e i s t H k .i n g p I a c: e , an d T h e t j s .i s j n s t i n c t .i v e 'I y 

d r· a w n t o t h a t . Pan's "intolerablt~ " ( 1.32) music drives the 

nymphs and satyrs to a frenzied orf{y " i n the foam" I. :; (i ) , 

in the element that 1n this puPm is significant of the world of 

generation. 'I' h e w o r d f o a rn a .I s o r e c a l 1 s t. h c~ " mHny · hef!dc-•d 

foam a t Salamis" ("The Statues" 1.14) which is defeated by lhe 

me as u n~ n)(~ n t. o f P y t. hag o nt s and the stat u e s of Ph i d .i as . ln "Tht· 

Statues", howP.ver, it is measurement and the perfection it brings 

that .is asp.ir<•d to. In "News for t. h e Delph .i c 0 r H c ·1 e 11 t. he st. n i e 

achieved through measurement is found sadly ~'Ianting. 'I'hl" bad 

news for the oracle is that lhe vision that she usua]]y presents 

o r p a r· a d i s e as a p l ace 11 w h e r e a l l i s u n i s o n an d w i n n i n g 

t.endern~ss and guileless joy II ( MucKenna in Jeffares 1984, 

:322), i.s not a welcome vision at all . 

It. is typical of Yeals to bui]d up a particular view of 

paradise and then to reject it. Exactly the same procedure is 

followed in "A Dialogue of Self n.nd Soul" (Allt. 1957, 477), where 

the final resolution of the self is to choose ". the frog -

spawn of a blind man's dit c h" ( 1.59), rather than succumb to the 

sleril.ity of the soul's vision . This taclic within a single poem 

is repeated continuously in t.hc: collections as Yeats examines the 
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notion of gaiety. Here he relterates that an essential 

characteristjc of gaiely is its momentariness. lt is a state 

continuously aspired to , and occasionally achieved, but always 

for only an iustant.. To ] ive .in heaven perpetuHlly is to be 

perpetualLy bored. To live in the ditch with no hope is to be 

su:icida]. What must be striven fur is a balance between 1.he two, 

a balance between pr·ocess and stasis. 

"Long- legged Fly" (A1lt l9fi7, f)]7) is a swing of Lhe 

pendulum towards just such a balance . In this poem Yeats 

reaffirms the v~tlue, not so much of art., as of the at·l .islic mind 

and ils abilily Lo transcend the mundane in order to be active in 

i t. : c: ·j v ·i .l i. ~ <t t i on depends on Caesar \v .i t h dra wing from i t. and t hen 

t· e t u r n i n g t o a c t i n i l ; f o r b e au t y t o h a v e an y e f f e c t a t a I. 1 i. t 

must. seem subconscious; for t.he race to be given its :idea.! 

figures it must allow the artist to withdraw and create. " 

Yeats calls for silence while Michelangelo works, for what he is 

creating . i.s nothi.ng less than the model to which God w.i. I. t 

need to look so that he may get Lhe crad]es f:i]led right.: :it. :is 

the eidos of humanki.nd " (Otney 1980, 2 64) . 

'l'hl~ centred image in the poem is obviously thHt of the 

long-legged fly. The creature has the ability to move on top of 

a r us h .i n g s t. n~ am w i t. h out. be i n g caught i n t he current and s we p t. 

away. The equivalent capacity in human beings is to be able to 

remu.in in contact w.i.t.h the world and yet not. to he overwhe1med by 

it. The stream is something like the Heraclitean flux, and it is 

Lhe art.isl..ic mind thot. has the ab .i.li.ty to create forms to contain 

the flux. Here the personal desire and the social duty of the 

arlisl meet: he desires transcendence of the flux for his own 
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spiritual purposes, und humanity depends on him lu shHpe lhe flux 

to enable them to experience transcendence too . 

.It. :i.s in>nic that the result of t.h:is withdrawAl and 

transcendence should be, tn the case of Cacsac and Helen, war, 

and in the case of M.i.chacdangelo the disturban ce of ". globe-

t r o t t i n g M ad am I 1' i 1 ] h e r· b owe l s a r e i n he a t " ( U B B .I l. 4 8 - 4 9 ) . 

This i.s ·inevitable, however· , wh en transcench~nce is a condi t ·ion of 

the few, and lasts only a moment. Tr-anscendence i.mpl ies an 

·int. eg , ·<d. ion of opposit.f~s, it .is a moment. of un:it.y: the normal 

c on d i t i. o n o f l i f e i. s o n e o f con f 1 i. c t a n d d i. s u n i t y . Ultimately, 

t. h e m o m t.' 1 d . o f l h e H r l. i s t. 1 s u t. t. c r I y p cnv e r 1 e s s t. o c h a n g e t h ·i s . 1 ll 

h i s d i. s cuss ion o f tv1 i. c h n e l aug e 1. o i n The R e 11 a iss an c e, Pat e r offer· s 

a d C! s c r -j p t. i o n o f t h (-' mom l~ n t. o f t. h e a r t :i s l : .i t. i s 

a dream that lingers a moment, retreating i n 
the d:-1wn, incomp]et.e, aimless, helpless; a t.h ·ing with 
faint hearing, faint memory, faint power of touch; 
a breHth, n flame i.n the doorway, a feather in the 
wind. (1910, 96) 

T r a n s c c n d en l a n d t. r a 11 s i en t. , i t .L s y e I. t h :i s m om e n t. t. o w h :i c h Y e a -L s 

aspires as onr of great power in the life of an artist. Thi.s is 

t h e mom e n t. t. h a t. p r o d u c e s t. h e p e r f 0 c: t. ·1 y m e a s u r t-' d c rc~ a t i. on t. h a t. 1 s 

Proof that ther e 's a purpose sel 
R E' f o r t:' t h c s e c r e t w o r k i n p; m .i n d : 
Profane perfection of mankind. 

(UBB 11.50--52) 

Again it LS ironic that the perfection should be profane, but 

t.he tension produced by the yoking of Lhese words is deliberHte, 

and perfectly descriptive of the tension enacted in the three 

poems discussed so far. P erfection, once achieved, is boring and 

sterj le , unless it is achieved and held for just a moment, in 

w h .i. c h case .i L b t~ comes i n f j n i l e 1 y d c ~ s .i r a b 1 e and the p o s s e s s j on of 
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it becomes a reason for existence. 

The c.losure of "Long--J.egged Fly" provjdes perfect peace, 

but only for a moment. Oespite what seems to be au achi.evement 

in t.he resolution of a pa:infu.l paradox, YeHts cannot let t he 

matter rest and he con ti nues in another circle of enquiry. Art 

has been affirmed as n source of models for the perfect race, and 

as a place where conflicting ideas and desires can for a moment 

b e n~conci led. St.il .l unreso]ved, however, is the problem of 

soul, that other eternity: 

Many t. imes man l.ives and dies 
Between his two eternities, 
That of race and that of soul 

(UBB L.l.l3-1.5) 

A r 1. m e d j a l t! s b e t. w e e n 1. h e s e t w o P t. e r· n .i l. i e s , A n d .i t. i s w .i t. h " A 

H r on z e Head " ( A l. l. t l 9 5 7 , 6 I. H ) t h a t Yea t. s b e g i n s t o us e iH" l t o 

approach sou I . 

ln t.lH·: poems discussed so far, ar·t forms have been ·l .ilH! 

lhe Quattrncento painting mentioned in "Under Ben Bulben" ( 11.5:3-

Ei~): perfect. nncl peHc:efuJ. In their perfection they are lhe 

eidos, the Ideal, they have offered many possibilities to human 

b e i n g ~:; c on c e r·n e d w :i t. h o r de r· .i n g t he i r race . Now, however, lhe art 

form almost offers too many possibilities. Which is the true 

form lhal unites all the rlisparat.c visions of the woman? ln !.he 

face of soul the art form becomes ambiguous. It is now a bronze 

head, in contrast to one of Phidjas's sculptures, and it. I
.,. 
-~ 

clearly representative of a living human being; tn particular it 

i s a head of Maud Gonne (Jeffur<~s 1984, 419), Rnd viewing :it is 

inevitably accompanied by the many complex feelings that the poet 

associates w:ith her. The problem is lhal the poet. has a number 
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o J' p o s s i b ., l ! r o r· m s w :i. t. h w h i c h t. n d P s c r i. b P t h e woman he k n ow s , an d 

the bronze bead , r' ather t h 8 n p t· o v i. ding a de f i. nit i v e mode l , 

p1 · ovoke~ the poet to th ·ink of aJ I t.he a.l t ernat .i vns. Sh<> is by 

t u r n a t om b - h au n t e r· , ~ g e n t 1. e \"oman f u 1 l o f l i. g h t , o r a c om p o s i t e 

o f b o ·t h t h e s c t h :i. n p; s ; o r f' v c> n a w i l d r a c e -· h o r s f! , n c h ·i l cl , an d 

finally, supernatur;;tl. W h e r e s o u l i s c on c e r· ned i t s e ems a t' t has 

a d ·iff'~n~nt r·o:tc to play. I i. c H n P x p r ~ s s p o s s i h i. 1 .i t. i e s , u n i t. e 

c o n t t' a d i. c t i o n s , a n d h e l p s o u I l o e x p J. o r e , b u t i t o f f e r s n o t h i n g 

l :i k E' t h e c t~ r t. a :i n i. y l h a t. i t. ~~ i v e s i 11 cl e a 1 i n p; w j t h r a c e . 

" A B r o n z e He ad " 1. s l i. n k e d t o " T h <~ S t 8 t u e s " n o t on l. y b y 

. 
l h E· p r e s e n c e o f a c t. u a .l s t a t u e s , h u i. a l s o b y l h e f o a t. u r e s o f 

r· h y L h m , a n d a l m o s t ex a c t l y t he s arne s t a n z a f o r· rn . '!'hey an~ 

intended, b e 1 i e v e , t o rn j r· r o r e n c h o I. h e r , a n d t. o b e p o r:~ rn s t. h a t 

show art al \"ork medial i.ng between man and race ("The Statues" ) , 

and bel.w~0.n man and sou l ( "A Bronze Head"). 

between them i.s apparent. W he r· e as " The S t. a t u e s " en d s w i t h a 

e .lecH' aff ·irmaljon that it. is possi.ble for art. t. o r-escue t.lH~ Trish 

r·ace, "A Bronze Head'' ends with an expression of disgust at the 

sLate of t.he wor·ld , anti a weariness wilh it all, expressed in 

"And wonder·ed what w13-s left for massacre to save" ( 1.28 ) . This 

is another g:toss of the conc.lud :ing l:ine of section four of "Under 

Ben Rulben": "Confusion fel.l upon our thought" (].!:)?), and must 

i.nevi t.nbly rec~d l "No Second Troy'': "Was t.here another 'l't·oy for 

her to burn?" ( Allt 1957, 257 1.12 ) . 

Just as "The Statues" is qualified by "News for the 

Delphi c On~cle", so "A Br.·onze Head" is qualified by the final 

poem in t.his lh:i.rd movement of Lust Poems, the quatrain "A Slick 

of Incense". The poet l o o k s at l he d is o r· de r and chaos in w h j c h 
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his mt'!ditation on the bronz e head ends, and deci.des that instead 

of attempting to understand tht• orip;ina.l order and trying to 

t• e t u r n t. o i t , \'1 i t h a r t f o r m s as i n s p i r· a t i o n a l i ro a g e s , h e s h o u l. d 

conc~nt.rnt.c- on more imme(hat.c~ sensations ( llt"adford 196B, U3·S4). 

The pendulum has swung from th e extreme of race, across art, and 

is ent c"riug the fourth and fioa] movement of t.hc~ r.ollect. .ion which 

is infinitely more personal. Art has car·r i.<~d the poet from t·ace, 

and JS about to deposit. him in soul . 

v 

v 

I ~- -i ::;h poc~ts, 1 c·arn your t.rade, 
S i. n g t-' h a l e v e r· i s w n I. ) 111 a d e , 
S c· on 1 t h e :~ o I' t no \v 1. row i. n g up 
AlL nut of shape from toe to top, 
The j r u n r em<~ m b e r i n t1 h <~ CJ r t. s an d he a d s 
B as e ·· b o r· n p r· n d u c ~ s o f b as e b e d s . 
S.ing the peusa11t.ry, and t.ht-•n 
H a r d ·- r· i d i. n g c o u n t r· y g <~ n t 1 e 01 en , 
The hol ·i llt~ss of monks, and after 
P o r· t e r - d r i n k e r· s ' r· a n d y L a u g h t e r· ; 
Sing the Jords nnd lnd.ies gay 
That were beaten into lhe clay 
Through seven hero ·i c centuries; 
Cnst your mind on other days 
Thtlt. we in coming days may be 
Still the indomitable Irishry. 

Vl 

Under bare Ben Bulben's head 
Jn Drumcliff c hurchyurd Yeats Js laid. 
An ancestor was recto r there 
Lon~ years ago, a c hurch stands near, 
By the road an anc ient cross. 
Nu murble, no convent.ional phrase; 
On limestone quarried near the spot 
Hy his command these words are cut: 

Cast CJ cold eye 
On life, on death. 
Hor-seman, pl::lss by! 
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While Yeats appears lo have dallied dangerously at the 

P n d o r t h e f o u r t h m o v P. me n t w i t h n o t. ·i o n s o f c h n o s , a n d o f 1 o s s o f 

mean ing in any but an i~mediately sensory way, in these final 

parts of "Onder Ren Rulben" he returns to the idea of art as a 

stay against confusion. This time, however, t he stay against 

con fus ion is not to be found in anonymous ar t. nnd perfectly 

proportioned sculpture, but i.n the creations of the Irish poets 

t h <:' m s e I v «:• s , u s i n g t h e 1 r i s h p eo p l <~ a s s u b j E! c t. m a t t. e r . r n I. he 

poems that gloss these final stanzas he is concerned with his own 

a r t as a r e f"l £' c 1. j on of what he he J:i eves poetry s h o u 1 d be , n n d 

with the question of how a poet should be. 

Tht·~ openin).( po<?m is " Hound Voice'' ( Allt 1957, G21) and 

Yeats seems i.mmediately to be tak i ng his own advi.ce about Gubject 

mat t. £·! r. H c~ r· e a r e t h t·: " H a r d · r .i d i 11 p.; c: o u n t r y 1, e n t. ] e m e n " ( U B H 7 . 7 [) ) , 

and perhaps even " the lon:l.s and ladies gay" (Ib id 1.78) to 

whom lrish poets are to look for models. They ar(~ more than just. 

members of the Irish gentry, however. Yeats is speaking of the 

women h(-~ has loved , and in a way that. is dcl:iberatt'ly 

an t i. t he t i c a 1. t o t h i n g s t h a t a r e " A 1 l o u t o f s hap (~ from t o e t o 

top" and p eo p .l e who have '' . unrc~membering hearts and heads" 

(Ibid. 11.71 ·-7 2). The hunt is an extremely stylised and 

inherited trHdition, and the use of the im age recalls the 

s up e r human h o r s em en and women o f t he f i r s t s t an z a o f " U n de r· B en 

Bu1ben". As t.ht' hounds in the poem rem ember the voices of the 

huntsmen, so Yeats and the women whom he loved have always 

recognised each other spiritually. It i s Yeats's belief tha t the 

time will come when it will be appropriate to exercise these 

recogn.iti.ons once more, and it. w.i 11 lead ton moment <If gaiety: 
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"And chants of' victory nmid tht> enc.irc.l.inp; hounds" ( /.21). 

lt i.s evid~~td Ln this poem that Yeats is using subject ­

Til a t i. c-• r L hal is much more p f~ r son a J t han t h <d of t.la·' p n~ v i o us 

movements. He is nlso following the resolution of "A Stick of 

lncense" and usinp.; th<~ .immediat.f! s e nsa-t:ions of the hunt. t.o 

explor·e the meani ngs of his relationships, and lhet·eby his soul. 

T h C" p o <': m s b a res t. he s am e f o r m a s " A R r o 11 z e He H d " an d a 1 m o s t. t h cit. 

o f " 'I' lH~ S L a t u e s " , an d i. t i s a comb i n a t i. o n o f t he l w o . In "The 

S t. a t 1 1 e s " , i m p f! r s o n a 1 a r t h a s t h e p ow e r t. o o r d e r Li 1' (·! , b u t. w i t h 

par· L i ~~ u I n r t· c f e r <~ n c e to r- a c i a l 8 n d. co I. l e c t i. v e I if e . I n " A B r· o n z e 

H e ad " , JH~ r s on a I a r t fa c c·: s t h <' s o u l n n d h f! c: om e s am b i g u o us , n u t 

s e em i. n g t o o f f e r· an y s t. a y a g a i. n s t c o n f us i o u . Here Yeats hBs used 

ar· t. !'or- cxtr(·!me1y personal purposes, but becaus£~ it. Js t"ooted in 

an impersonal and collec Live tr~dition it is able to sustain the 

'1' h e s t o r y o f i. l1 e p o e t ' s 1 .i f c h a s b t! en 

ficmly lo ca ted in his myth . 

.111 ''.John lLinsE>l]a's J,arnent. for Mrs Mary Moon:" (A.L:Lt 

1957, 6~~0), Yeats adopts a persona, and becomes one of the l.r.-ish 

h C:' a d v i s l' s h i s f <:' l .l o w p o (~ t. s t. o w r i L e a h o u t. . The tone of th.is 

elegiac b~Jl~d is ha lf exasperated in its railings again s t death, 

an d a .l m o s t. s a t i r .i. c o f i. he c on v en t i on a 1 her o i c an d t. r a g .i c m a t <~ r :i a ] 

of ballads. In view of this it is surprising how conventional 

John Kinsella's ideas of par~dise are. The yearning after Eden 

in the fina l stanza deflates the vigorous complaint of the first 

lwo slanzas, and t.l1e poem becomes profoundly moving, as all that 

John Kinsella can do i n thP. face of his loss 1s to wish for a 

p.lace wh ere such loss does not occur. The poem is an 

uuderstand.ing that after al l, what 1s finally sought is gaiety, a 
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condition of stasis. 

The use of a persona is ~ammon 1n Yeats, and as J.R . 

Mulryne explains, 
,, 

'joy' turns out tn be the 

i m a g i n a t i v c.; p o s s c~ s s ·j on o f a n .i nw 1, (:' ; r e c on c .i .l j n 1, o r- c ~ n c e 1 I :i n g t h e 

antinomies, i.t makes joy possible" ( 1. 968, 1.49). If there i.s no 

~aiety 1n the poem for John Kins0JJa, Yeats finds it as he uses 

the persona of Kinsella to unite the grief expressed in a coarse 

l a m e n t. w i t. h a L r a d i t i on a .l p o E> t. i c f o nn a n d n c o n v e n t .i o n Ci J 1 o n g i n g 

for: pacadi.sP. The pol~m is per·fectly whole, ancl poet and r·ead(~r· 

a r <• s a t i s f i C! d . 

·1 n " H i g h 'J' a 1 l' " ( A :t:l l l ~15 7 , 6 2 2 ) Yea t. s adopt. s y P t an o t her 

pen;ona, that of Malachi. Sti. l t ·-.Jack, and he proceeds to ust .. it to 

d.i scuss the writ. ·i ng of poetry. T h <·! s t :i 1 t .. w n ·1 k e 1- ' !-1 s I. .i I t s h H v c 

b e en s t o l en , and be c au s e he is an (~sse n t i. a I. par-t of the c i r- c us 

procession he sets out t.o make another pair. As lbe slilts Hr e 

c o n s t r u c t e d , s o Yea t s c on s t r u c t s t he p o em , i t s t~ 1 f a n A l e x an d t · i. n t> 

sonnet. w·ith a c:ou pltd. rhyme, n comp'l:i caled f'o1·m which emphssi.ses 

the pure artistry of the poet. The complaint that the stilts 

have-- been sloJen echoes a much eHt"):i.er poem, "A Coal." (Allt. 1857, 

:3 2 0) . In this poem loo Yeats defies those who have used his 

poetry Jn wny s he t.lid not. intend and delc-!rrn.ines to continue 1 11 

h i s en t: e r· p r· i s e i r· r e s p e c !: i v e . In "High Talk" the rE-~ason for 

con t. ·i n u .i. n g to w r .i t e , for m a k j n g an o the r pair o f s t. i .l t. s , .i s t. h c.Jl. 

the poet is an essential parl of the parade of life. He ". 

catches t he eye'' (1.1), and the women and children expect him. 

Yeats is locating his poetry firmly amongst the Irish people, and 

g i v i n ~S t h e p o e t. a p r· i v :i l e g e d p o s :i t .i o n ... - t. h a L o f c n l e t" ic1 .i n e r - · .i n 

that communi.ty. This anticipates the questioning of "The Man and 



'l' he E c h o " , \v he r e t he p o e t i. s n o l on g e r· c e t· t a i. n o f t he v a l u e and 

r o 1 e o f h .i s p o c t. r y . 

'l' h t ·: o < • t a v E' p r t! s P n l s M R I a c h j S t. i ] t.- · J a c k a ll d h ·j s r o ·1 e , b u t. 

1n thP. sestet, the per·sona seems to slip, and Yeats can b e seen 

meditating on t hai p~:rsona , wondering about the t.ruth and 

effectiveness of it. Yen t s t e l. l. s h i. s p e t ' s o n a t. h a t w h a t he has 

I <> a r 11 e cl and w h a t. h P h a f: lv l' i t t. en .i s " A l I rn Pt. a ph or· , M a .l a c h .i , s t i. I i s 

and ;1] 1. II (l.ll) , an d s o b a r· P s t he b on e s o f t h e poem , 

show i n P, t. h a t. :i t. i s a met. on y m for w r· i 1. i n p; poe l r· y , and f' i n a 1 l y u 

metonym for gai~ty itself. As the poem concludes Yeats and 

M a l a c· h :i me r g e a 1!. a i n , u n d 

ni.~ht splits and t.ht~ dawn breaks 
loose ; 

r ' thr·ough l h<~ !.err i b l e DOVt! It y of l. .i r;ht.' s t.a I k on, 
stalk on: 

T h o s t! p; r c a t s E: a ... h o r s e s 
the da~vn. 

hare their tet~th and .lauf{h ;1l 

(1.1. 12-14 ) 

As IS appr.·opr·ia1.t~ in this fjna .l movement of Lflsl Poems, 

the poem presents Yeats at his most self-conscious, examining his 

s o u 'I .i n t e r m s of w h a t. f i n a J .I y c o u n t. s m o s t -- -·hi s work . (Anut.her 

poem which examines the same theme in terms of the same image, 

and whi c h 1s ant.ic:ipated here, is "The C.ircus An:imal's 

Deserlion" ) . 

" The A p par i t i on s " ( A 1.1 t ·1 9 fi 7 , 6 2 4 ) , w h .i c: h f o I 1 ow s " H i p, h 

Tall<", is almost a contra diction uf its predecessor. In the 

·1 a l t e r p o em t. he poe t. i s con f :i den t o f' h .i s p 1 a e e an d pur p o s e , i n 

the former, the poet seems all too aware of the possibility of 

misunders tanding, but. prefers :it to misappropriat. ·ion of the l< :ind 

evinced in "A Coat" (A llt 1957, 320). While it. i s true that the 

Hpparit:ions provide a screen for Yeats from his dctraclors, they 



a r e n o L s o s u <: c c s s f u 'l i n h ·i d i n g h i m f r om h ·i m s e ] f . The second 

stanza shows Yeats grateful for An old man's privilege of being 

hurno u red ·· ·- he is not obli?:ed to fnct~ his unintel.li?:ibi)]ty -·· ·- but 

the refrain undermines this security. Among all the appar i tions 

t h at. Y c~ a t. s h a s u s t• d t. o o b f u s c a t €' h .i s m e a n .i n g t. h e r e i s on e t h a t i. s 

particulat·ly terri.ble. 

a p p a t" i t. i o n i s h i m s e 'J f . 

The final stanza makes it clear that this 

Although age brings resolution and 

t he reb y j n y , t h ~~ o ] d man has c s p e c i a l n e e d o f t h a t g a i e t y 

" Be c u u s c of t. h f! i ncr P. cl s .i n p.; N ·i g h t I T h a 1 open s h ~~ r· my s t t~ r y on d 

f r· i g h t " ( L I . 2 I - :2 2 > . I n t h i s c on f r· o n t n t i o n w i t h de at h he i. s 

obligeJ Lo confront hims~~lf <JtH! can no longer rPly upon l.he kiud 

t. o l e r· an c P. o f o l ci f r.· i e n d s , n r· llH! p r· o l. e c t i. o n h i s a p par i t i o n s h a v ~~ 

usually f{iven hjm. M :-ll a c h i S t. i ] t. J n c k :i s , a f t e r a l 1 , on l y a 

metaphor, of infinite use, and yet no use at all. 

" A N <.1 l. i v .i t. y " ( A I l t J 9 57 , ri 2 ti ) ~ ('ems t. o be l on g 1 n t h t~ 

tt·aditi.on of "Leda and the Swan'' and "The Second Coming", bei.ng a 

b.i.rl.h poem of om.inous ovc•rtones. T h .i s t i me h owe v e r t he b i. r t. h ·j s 

one o f do u b t i. n t he e f f i c a c y o f a r t . Yeats has encouraged the 

.lt".ish poet.s t.o pet-feet. i.he.ir· craft. so "That. we :in coming days may 

b e I S t i l .l t he i n d u 111 i t a b 1 e I r· i s h r y " ( U B B 1 1 . 8 2 - 8 3 ) . In "A 

N a t ·i. v .i. t y " he h as c r e a t. e d 1 h e u ., t .. i m a t e s c e n t~ . De]acroix h~s done 

the figures, Landor is responsible for covering the stable, and 

Irving and Talmu, actors both, ar e guardians who get rid of fly 

and moth, and knave and dolt with equal dexterity . But, and this 

is the question of the poem, in this mosl perfect of nutiv.it.ies 

t h e w om n n 1 s s t r u c k \v i t h t e r r o r a t t he I. o o k on he r· c h i l d ' s f a c e . 

For alJ the work thut has been put :into provid.ing the perfect 

context, the artists have not been able to guarantee that the 
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child to be born Js the one that is d.Psi.red. [n this notion that 

t h t·~ r c~ j s s o m t:' 1 h i. n If. t h a t d o e s n o t s u c c: u m b t o 1 h e o r d e r i n g a n d 

p ~~ r· f e c t i. n n o f a t· t t he p u em he a r k e n s b a c k t o " The S t a t uPs " , an d 

t.ht• Buddha bef'orr~ tvbose blank gaze order and mean .i.ng arE·' 

dispelled. 

T h t' s am (~ a n x i e t: y a s 1 o t he w o r t. h a n tl u s e· o f h i s p o P t 1· y i s 

Yeats's theme in "The Man 3nd the F.cho" (Alll 1.!357, 6:32). Her·c , 

H s e a l' 1 i. e r 1 n t h ~ c o :t l e c t i o n , w e R r e t. a k e n o ll a v i s i t. t o n r I n c: e 

in the rock, but this time Delphi ts in Ireland, and the oracle 

1 s d e p e n d (' n t on t. h e man h :i m s e 1 f : an e c h o c a 11 on l y r e t. urn w h a t i I. 

is given to speak. No1v, at the (:!nd of his life, Yeats wishes t.o 

k n ow ·i f i ! i s p o s s i b J t • l o c o n n e c l h .i s p o e I. r y t. o p a r t ·i c: u J a r 

events. His advice to tht? irish poets in general assumes l.hat 

p o c"' t. r· y d o e s h a v e a d i r e c t. P f f e c t. o n t. h e w o r I d , b u t. w h t-~ n i t. 

appt~ars that his work may be hel.d responsible for death and 

m a d n c-~ ~:; g a 1 1 cl ] o s s n f t. r a d i i. i o n , h e d e s p a i r s , a n d d f! !.'; :i r c~ s d e R t h . 

These are things quite alien to the results hP hoped for, much as 

t.hc ch.i1d born in "A Nai ivity" is not what was antic.ipated . 

The echo has no choice but to repeat the words preceding 

Yeats's sjlcncc, and this is its function: to t.hruw the pocl hack 

at himself so that he can hear and judge his words. As soou as 

Y e a t. s h <~ a r s " 1 . . i. e down an d d i e " ( 1 . l 9 ) , h e k n ow s t h a t. h i s d e s ] r e 

is a cowar·d l y one. His work demands lo be done, and there is no 

way for him to avoid it. . Now Yeats speal<s with t.he conviction of 

a man in lhe servi ce of a cause larger than himself, he c an take 

his own advice, and he turns his nnxiely into a desir e to see his 

w o r- k f i n a J. 1 y o r· d e r e d b e f o r e h e d i e s . The concern of old age is 

noL l.hat the work has or has nol had certajn P.ffect.s, but. that it 
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.is done and needs to he ordered <~nd accept Pel so that the pofd can 

pass through lhis stage of life: 

And ti]l his int.cllec1. grows sure 
That all's arranged in one clear view, 
Pursues tht• t.houp~ht.s that ·1 pursue, 
Then stands in judgement on his soul, 
An d , a t .l w o r· k done , cl :i s m :i s s e s s I ·1 
Out of intnllAct and sight 
And sinks at last. inlo the njght. 

( 1 1 . 3 0 .. 3 6 ) 

T h i s i s s i m i l a t · t o t h <'~ c o n c l us i on o f " A D i A. l o g u c o f S e 1. f an d 

So u l" , where YPal.s is" c: o IJ t en I. t. o f c>.l 1 ow to i I. s so u rce 1 

E v ~~ r· y c v e n l .i n a c t i u n o r i. n t h o ugh t ; / Me as u t· e t he l o t ; f n r g i. v ~~ 

my s t• H " t he 1 o t ! " ( A :1.1 1. ·1 ~l5 7 , 4 7 !1 Jl . Ei 5 ·· 6 'l) . T n t h :i s poem t. h e 

action is fo LLowed by a moment of gaiety. In '' The Man and the 

E c: h o '' Y e a l s d o e s n o t. n o t. .i c e l h e p o L en 1..i a .I f o r r e s o ] u 1. ·i on i n h i s 

action, but be c omes conc1~rned with Lh e nature of". that 

greFl t. n .i 1,h t. " (1 .38). T h .i. s concern ·i s carr :i. e d from " '1' h c 

Appat·itions" wher·e Yeats is sP.er1 using the bl.essi.ngs of old age 

t o s t. r (> n g t h e n h .i m ·1 n f a c :i n g rl c a t h . Having decided that his art. 

is valuable and important, and having reconciled himself to what 

he has to do about. it AS he nears his dPa t. h, the echo prompts h ·im 

to worry abo u t the naturP of that death. This line of 

quc~st.io n ing and searching .Ls n ot pursued, howL:ver. Yeal".8 dr·ops 

his vuice and ceuses speculation as life and dealh in unmitigated 

h arshness intrude upon hi.s meditation, which 110\-J seems t.o be a 

d r·eam. 

T h .i. s p CH' m r e i n f o r c e s " A N a t: .i v i t. y " i n 1. hat they H r e b o t h 

concerned , finally , with the inefficacy of art in the face of 

1 .i fe. Jt. .LS not that. art has no effect on Jife, but rather that 

it J.S impossible t.o tell what t.hat effect wi l l be, and even thal 



sometimes life is mor·~~ immediate and i.mpor·tant than art. The 

upshot. of this f'or the prn~t :i s t.o learn to reconcile h .i mse.lf t.o 

h is p ar ti c ular plnce, and to take JOY in thal. Gaiety is also 

a bout acr.P.pt :ing limitations. 

"The Circus Ani.ma .Ls ' Desertion" ( Al.lt .1.~!1 '/, ()29) defines 

m o r c c 1 e a t ' 1 y j us t w h a t t h o s e I i m i l a t i o n s a r· e . In this poem Yeat s 

rc,turns to t.hl! imaP,e of t. hP cir·cus, us .ing j1. ns a met.o n ym for his 

e ntire oeuvr·e, with hi. s individual voems as the animals and 

p f! C f 0 r· 10 e I" S • 1 t ·i s a v P r y a p l. i m a g e r o r Y (! a t. s ' s p o e t r· y , 

c onsictering his ~o nsistent us e of the technique of adopting u 

pt.! 1· s on ct , a n d H s P H r r· i s h p o ·i n I s o u t. , h a v i n g J.i s t. e J c v c:- r· y 

n c c u t' r e n <- e o f Y (~ a t s ' s a n i m a l s , " T h e p r n f u s i. o n o f a n i. m a l_ s b e n~ · -

both on t ht> hoof, a s it were, and ·in the veh .i cl e of <i mctH.phor- ­

may g i v e n e 1-1 f o r· <: e t u Y e a t s ' s co m p 1 a i. n t o f d ~ s e r· t i o n at t he 

w H n i n g o f h .i r-; i n v en t. i v e power " ( l 9 6 :{ , v i ) . 

Th e essen~e of the po e m i s that the poet has lost 

.i n s p i r a t. .i o n , w h i c h ·i s t. h e v e r y t. h .i. n g t h a t rn a k e s h j rn fl p o e t. , an d 

now, as :J ". b r· o k en man " ( 1 . :i ) he fee l s l h a t he " must 

b e s ; d . .i s r i (> d w J l. h r h .i s J h e <'1 rt. 
,, 

( 1. 4) . In the second part 

of th e poem Yeats looks o v er his poetic career, and this 

exam .inat..ion enables hi m, in t.h e third part., to understand thut 

although it seems as though those e arlier and greater creations 

"Grew j_n pure mind " (1 .34), lhey in fact began just. wh ere 

the poet p r- esently is: " In the foul rag -·and--bo ne shop of the 

heart" (1 .40 ). 

T h e p o em .L s p e r f e c: t. .I y c i r c: u 1 a r , b e g .i. n n .i n g w .i t. h t h e p o e t. 

r esigning hi. ms elf to his heart, and euding with his re alisation 

l h a t , s L r H. n g e a n d r a 11, g c d a s .i i. m a y b e , t. h <:d. s a m e h e a r i. i. s t h e 
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suurt·e of al.l that he i.ltinks of RS great. ln its ~oncern with 

poetry and its place in the poeL's life, it is aptly placed in 

t.his movemPnt. of Lnst. Poems where t.he pocd. 's souJ 1s undr·.•r 

ex am i. nat ion . I t i s a p t· o g r e s s i. o n f rom " 'l' h t'! Man an d t he E c h o 11 
, 

1v h t~ r e , a I t. h o u !f. h t h e s u b j e c t. i n q u e s t i o n i s t. h ~ s am e , Y e a t s s e ems 

to despair of finding answers. " 'l' h e C i r· c u s An i m a 1 s ' 0 e s e r t i on 11 

understands t.haL the work ran b~ nrderPd , viewed as a 

p e r f o r· man c e , an rl d i s m i s s e d , an d t hat lv h a t i s l e f t i s t he poe t 

facin~ t:he man, being content. Lo 1 ie down :in h.i.s heart.. Whereas 

"The Man and the Echo" sees a radical split between the man and 

t. h e p o e t. , " 1' h e C i r c u s A n .i. m n :t s ' D e s e r t i o n 11 u n i t e s t. h t~ m . F ina ·1 I y 

Yea t s i s a t home lv i. t h h i s s o u l , h i s lv o r k an d h i. s t· a c e , a I J. u n i t; e d 

in t.h is most. guy of poems. And t.hi s :is , abovE' aLl, t.he func t j un 

of art: to make lifP. livabl e. As Stephen Donadi o commAnts: 

I n N ·i e t z s c he ' s v .i e\v , t. here fort> , H r L s e ,~ v e s as ., l. h r·~ 
g rea t ru e an s o f m a k i n g l i f e p o s s i lJ l e , \: b e g r· e a 'l. 
s e d tw t i o n t. o 1 :i f c• , L h " g r e a L s t. i ru u l a n l t. o 1 j f <• , 11 f o r 
inasmuch as it involves a p r·o ce s s of t·eordet· i. og· and 
transforming exerienc:e in accordance~ 1v :it.h sumP. 
pattern of mP.aning it inevitably reprasents human 
exjst.encn as possessing pu1·pose and cohernn~~-

(1978, 222 - 2~~3) 

B u t t h i. s i. s n o t Y e a t s ' s l a s t \v o r d . That he has saved fot· 

11 Po.l:i.1ic.:s 11 ( Allt. 1957, 631) . Curt is Br·adford dest:ri.bes the poem 

as Yeats's " gay goodnight " (1968, 87 ) ' citing the 

words from "Oed.ipus al Co tonus": 

Never t.o have 1 ived .is best, ancient wri lers say ; 
Never to have drawn the breath of life, never to have 

Jooked into t.h~ Aye of dny; 
The second best's a gay goodnight and quickly turn 

a\vay. 

(A ll t 1957, 459 11.10 - 12) 

Y e a t s h a s , i. n d u b i t a b L y , l i v e d , w i t h g r· e a t p a i. n a u d g r· e a t j o y , b u t 

i t. has e m b r o ·j .l c d h i_ m Hl " The fury and the m 1 n~ of human v c .i n s 11 
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("Hyz ant.i.um" 1.8, A1lt 19!'>7, 4~7 ). The only way in which Yeats 

can approximate lo the conditio11 of perfect unity represented by 

n e v e r h a v i n g 1 i. v e d , 1 s t o s e e I· l{ a i e t. y , ?. c o n cl ·i. t. -L o 11 j n w h j c h <d ·1 

oppositions are resolved, and nothing cared for beyond th<'lt 

mom c· n t. 1n "Polii ·ics" all that. is dc•s.it·ed is the posse~-:s.ion o!' 

lhe woman ·- ·- possible fnr only a moment- - and the rest of the world 

m<~y vanish. 1 n i h i s p o e m w :i s d om i l s e 1 f j s n o t. s u f f i c i e n t. 1 o 

co mp ensate fnr the physi.cal decline of old age, a nd he 

a c k now l e c.l g e s t h i s i. 11 h i m s t• I r w H , .. m l y , h urn oro us l y , i n H 111 o rn 1 ~ n t. l h a I. 

1.s gay. 

elf'S ires: 

rt. is lhis spirit that can accomplish what Yeats most 

Cos t rt r· o 1 d eye 

On lift?, on death. 
/forst•m;:IJ'I, pe1ss b y .1 
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CONCLUSION 

In The Wild Swa11s at Cool<~ thet·e is a poem called "The 

F i s h e r m a n " ( A 11 t. ] ~J fi 7 , ~~ ll 7 ) . ln thi s poem Yeats spPaks of 

" [ mag i. n i n g a man " ( I. 2 8 ) f o r whom he w i l. l w r i t e h i s p o e l r· y , a n d 

this man is none ot her than hjmself . He is, howev er, ''A man who 

does not exis t,/ A man who is but a dream" ( 11. 35- 36). He is an 

j Jn ag e , a n ·i d l': a ] i n v c n t e d b y Yea t. s w h i c: h h e con s t an t. 1 y h o 1 d s out 

befor·e hi.ms t-~l f and to whi c h he c onstantly aspirP.s. My contention 

in this thesis has hcen lhHI Yeat s 1s persistently trying to find 

a way to crP.ate himself, and that the way he settles on as the 

one mosl. l.iktdy to gerH!ralc t.his se Lf .is the system that has at. 

its heart the idea of gaiety. What kind of man, then, does Yeats 

f i.nally succeed i 11 imagin:i ng? 

Two poems that go some way t.owards addressing this 

question and drawi.ng concl usions from the body of t he thes is are 

the Byzantium poems. The f.irsl of these .i.s "Sai]:ing to 

Byzantium" ( Allt 1957 , 407). ln this poem, the man Yeats creates 

lS more concer.·ned with h .is soul than anything e]sc,~, and t hjs is 

an in e v i t a b 1 e char a c t e r· i s t i c o f a m a. n who s e c en t r a 1 s y s t em o f 

belief seeks the moment of transcendence, especially now that the 

man is old. Young people find that moment in a physical way, as 

the first. stanza of the poem suggests: 

That is no co untry for old men. The young 
In one another's arms, birds in the trees 
--Those dying generatjons--at their song, 
'I' he s a 1m on · · f cd l s , t. he ma c k ere ] ·- c r ow de d s e as , 
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long 
Whatever .i.s begotten, born, and dies. 
Caught in that sensual music all. negl ect 
Monuments of unagel ng int ellect . (Jl. l - 8) 
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Yea t s r e cog n l z c~ s h i s j e a l o us y o f t h i s fecund w o t< l tl , b u l h e d CH' s 

not rave aguiust it; it 1s after all inevitable that the young 

shou.ld not cure abou\ thing!:> that. are unar;c:ing. rt b ecomes a 

c e n t r· a l c on c ern , howe v e r , as s o on as you t h d i s a p p e a r s . Then 

there is nowhere to look for gnj ely but. in the soul. 

The second stanza ~ontinues the argument that what 

rt'd(~ems an o.ld man .i s not. hi~> body but his soul, which must 

" clap its hands and sing, Rnd louder sing/ For every 

t a t t e r i n i. I. s m o r 1. a l d r 1:~ s s 11 ! .l l . 1 .l ··· .l 2 ) , an d g o e s o n t o 0 x p ., a i n 

that the only way in which the soul can learn to sing is by 

s I. u d y j n g 11 M o 11 u m P n t. s o f j t. s own m a g n i f i c: e n c e 11 
( J . 14 ) . 

r·eason for· the voyage to Byzantium, ~-~hich 1s one of the supr-eme 

motJumen t.s of the mat,n:i fi cence of the sou1. 

Another of the c haracteris tics of the man who believes 1n 

g u j e t y c o m e s t. o i. h e f o r e i n t. h c·: t h i r d s t a n z a , w h e n w c~ d .i s c o v e t" 

that it is not Byzantium in gener-al which can teach Yeats's soul 

to sing, but the art of Lhnl city. Art .ts one of lht~ ways tn 

which th e chaos of life is order-ed, and the mosaic that Yeats 

s e e s .i s p <H' l. i c u 1 a r 1 y s .i g n .i f i c ~ n t of t h .i s , b e i n g m :i 11 i on s of s m a ., l 

and dispar-ate pieces carefully linked to make a large, order-ed 

p.ici.ur·e. From the ego of the young in the first stan~a, Yeat s 

a p p r o a c he s t he e .i do s o f t he m o s a i c , an d h i s p l e a b e f o r e i t i s t o 

be taught to become eidos in himself: 

be the singing master-s of my soul. 
Consume my h eart away; sick with desire 
And fastened to a dying animal 
ll knows not. what :it .is; and gather me 
Into the artifice of eternity. (11.20-24) 

The man who hel.ievcs .in ga.i ety is an art. .ist. who believes that it. 

is possible to order the multiverse into a universe, and to 
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ex p e r i e 11 c e J i f e h o l. i s t i c a J. l. y . He knows however, that this is an 

·il1us ·Lon: r~t.ernit.y is artif.icia.L, it. is created and i.mpused, anrl 

it does nut exist of itself . Yeats confronts the mosaic on the 

wa.L .l w .i l.h tiH! story of h :is own 1 ife, all the p .iecer-> jn his lH1nds, 

and he asks that he be taught to construct them according to the 

tenets of a system so that. they will hHve meuning when they are 

read in the context of that system, which is the equivalent of a 

myth. 

Th~ f inal slH n za nf the poem is a reiteration of Y ~ Ht.s's 

<tesire to avoid the process of life, and to become eidos. He 

w i s h c s t o b t• <:om e an u r t. form , s o t hat. he can t. a k e h .i s p .l ace .i n 

the order o f t h in g s , and be a source o f t i me l e s s t r· u t h to L h o s e 

who see him Hnd he~r his sung. The man that Yeat.s :imagines is 

the artist desiring to become his art and to affect people by 

that. timtdcss art, not by his t.rans .i eut. :life. Th.iB poem .i.s not, 

like some of the great poems, an enactment of the achievemenL of 

g a .i ct. y , b u t. an ex p r (• s s .i. on o f t h e i n t en t. :i on o 1' t h P. a r t. i. s L L o 

achieve this sLate, and an exploration of what ts necessary in 

orclPr lo do so. 

" S a i J i n g t o B y zan t i u m " i s c (>'( 1 e c t. e d i. n T h c 1' owe r, an d i. l s 

com p an i. on p n em , " B y 7. an t i u m " , a p pears many poems 1 a t e r· i n t he 

subsequent col.lect .ion '!'he Winding StH.ir and Ot.her Poems. 

has therefore had a while to think about what kind of man he 

wan L s l o be , and what l he :imp l i c a t. i on s of i he s e des :i res a r· c· • 

"Byzantium" (A ll t 1957, 4~37), is spoken by someone who has mor·e 

than a passing acquaintance with the city, and having sailed 

there, the speakerhas obviously spent some time there. He has a 

bett.f~r .i.deu o!' the true nat.ur·e of this monument of' the soul , and 
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it has some ugly features: 

The unpurged images of day recede ; 
The Emperor's drunken soldiery are abed; 
N i g h t res o ll an c e r e c c~ des , n i 1, h t - w <d k c· r ' s s on !{ 

A f t e r g t' e a t cat he d r a 1. gong ; ( 1 1 . 1.-4 ) . 

Evt-•n so, the construction of t.he c ity · it.s art. ··- cont. 1nues t o 

dominate the s cene and to provide an alternative vision: 

A stnrl :i. t. or a moonl ·it dome disdains 
All that man i.s, 
A] 1 mere complexit.:ic~s, 

The fury and the mire of human veins. 
<11 .5· ·B) 

ThP dnme in its exquisite and simple perfection nullifies 

humHnkind, wh.ich becom e s mcre.ly comp:tex. The v a t u e h e r c~ 1. ~-. ~ 

clearly al. Jor:ated to the unitary ~vholeness of the dome, and by 

ex t. en s i on , o f a 1 ·1 a r t. , a s o p p o s e d t o t. h e m u ] t. ·i p .1. i c: .i t y o f p cw p t c 

and their unshaped world. This reiterates ~vhat "Sailing Lo 

By z an t j urn" h H s c~ x prE's s c> d a h out the power of art. t. o order , and l he 

de s i. r· e o f t he a r t i s L t o b e o r· de t' ~~ d . 

" R y z an t. i u m " c on t. .i. n u e s w :i. t. h t h f: a r t i s t ' s appro a c h t o t he 

super·natural world. Now that the distr·actiuns of the unpur·ged 

d a i. .t y 1 i f e o f By zan t. ·i u m a r· P o v c! r , he can c: on t i n u c h i s pur s u j t of 

the e .idos, and the first place he looks is a mongst the dead. 

This is b<:>c-ctuse death pn~sents the opport un ity t.o ". unwind 

the w in ding path'' ( 1 . 12) . That is, to rt~turn down the path of 

life and to explore it. wilh the benefit of the ultimate 

hindsight , much as Yeats attempts to do with his own li.fe in 

"Un d er Ben Rulben". Death is also, before the cycle recommences , 

ct brief moment of r·espi.te from the world of process, and this is 

whal the a r tist seeks. 
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In "Sailing to Byzantium" Yeats expn·)ssed his wish to 

b e c om t:~ I J·w ~,~ o r k o f a r t , i h c p; o .I ct e n b ·i r d , a n d t h e r e b y t. o b e c om e 

t h e i. d e a l . He now returns to this imng~ of the bird as the work 

0 r· n l" I. : .. , Jl rl s a y s i. h a t. i t h as 1 w 0 0 p t. i () n s .... . i t : 

Can like the cocks of Hades crow, 
Or, by the muon emb it l.(~red, scorn a] oucl 
In glory of ~hangeless metal 
Common b.ird or pet.a .l 
And all complexities of mire or blood. 

(.! 7.20· · 24 ) 

Either thn bird c an announce death to all who Listen to it -- that 

j s i i C:ctrJ procl a .i.m t he :i r morhd ·i t.y---or it c:nn rc-n':t! against the 

diverse and fragm~nled nature of the world represented by resl 

h"i. rds HTld r I OWl'Y"S and peop} r:: . Scorning the rf~ al versions o f 

itself is tantamount to announcing their mortality, but it does 

so by emphasisinc~ :its own jmmor·l.al :it.y, wh:ich is much harclc-:r to 

t o l e r-<=i t e , a n d m u c h m o r· e d i f f i c u 1 t t o i. g n o r· e . It. is thi.s 

p o t. en 1. .i a 1 f o t" j m rn or 1. a 1 i t. y t. hat. makes t. he o b j P ct. a m .i r a c: lt~ , J 1 o t a 

bird or a piece of handiwork, and makes it so desirab le to th0 

ar·list.. 

1 n t. he four t. h s t an z <.1 t. hose new .L y - de a cl s p .i r ·; t s s u mrn one d ·i n 

the second begin tn arrive, and it transpires that Byzantium is 

the r .i t. h !. des t i. n a t. i on for t. hem , he cause t. her e they are pur v, <·: d of 

their mortality in a ritual of dan~e ~nd flame. I n t he f i t' s t 

po em the sou l , still captured in its mortal shell, .is taught to 

sing by the pilgrimage to Byzantium. Now, the soul is r· eleas ed 

from its bondage to the body and .it burns witb Lhe f]Hme of 

eternity and partakes in the dance in which the dancer and the 

d a n c e a r· ~:~ i n cl.i s t. .i. n f{ u i !;; h a b 1 e : 
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blood - begotten spirits 
A11d all compl(~xit.ics of f'ur·y 
Dying into H dance, 
An Hgony of trance, 
An agony of flame that cannot 

come 
leAve, 

singe a slee ve. 
( J 1 . :2 H · :~ 2 ) 

This is unmist~kably a moment of gaiety, but it is dep~ndent on 

deal.h. A ll cl t h i f; .I s j ll (~ d i f r j c: u ] t. y f 0 r t. h e m R n y e H t !) h a s m a d (> : h e 

is very much alive, very mu c h part of the process of the world. 

H E· s I. n n d ::; a n d ~v H t t: h £-: s a s t h e s p :i r :i. t. s k c c p c o m i n g t. o B y % a n t i u w t o 

b e p u r i. f i e d b y t h (~ s hap i n g i.l r t p r o d u c e d t h e r e , an d he c e 1 e b r· a t n s 

t h e a c h i e v ('me n t o f t. h o s e a r t. .i s t. s : 

As t r· add l e on t he do 1 ph i n ' s m i. r e an d b l. o o d , 
S p i r ·i t. a f I P r s p i r· i t ! T h e:• s 10 .i t h :i e s h r· e a k t. lw r I o o d , 
Tho golden smithies of the Emp~ror! ( J/.~3 - 35) 

They b o l d back t h e f 1 o o d o f process And t. ran sf or m i t w i t. h t h (! ·i r· 

art int o something eternally and statically true. It is not only 

th e s miths who cHsl the golden birds who contribute to this 

eternal verity but also the makers of the mosaics. The mosnics 

too have a role to play, a nd they 

B r· e a k b i t t e r fur i e s o f com p l ex i t y , 
Those images t ha t yet 
Fresh images beget, 
That dolph:in ··torn, that. gong·· tormented sea. 

( 1 1 . :37 ·- 4 0 ) 

T he s e l as t f o u r l. i n e s a r· e w he r e Y e a t s ex p r· e s s e s t he am b i g u i. t y o f 

his mHn's position. Ostensibly, he desires what. Byzantium has to 

offer, and yet, even as he details what must be destroyed, he 

remains fascJnaled by the .images of process. The unpur gt~d images 

of day tha t 1vere banisht•d at t.he beginning of the poem r.·eturn i.n 

f u l ] f o r c e h e r e , o v e r w h e l m i n e: t. h (~ :i m a i~ e o r t he s h Cl d t • i n t. h c 

second stanza, to express just how bitterly c omplex it is to be a 

man who be.l :i. t>ves .in gaiety. Not even the idcRl man whi~h Yeats 
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s t. r i v e s t. o b c c a n l:~ s c a p e t. h e p a j n o f k n ow i n p; t. h a i. g a i e l. y i s 

transient. anci tempor-ary, and the self that he creates throughout 

t he co u r· s e o f h .i s poet r y m i r r or s b o 1 h h .i s j o y an d h :i s an p; u i s h a l 

t h i. s k u o lv I edge . 

Y e a t. s ' s m a n ·i s t. h e n , f i n a .I 1 y , an a r t i. s t a n d a rn y s t j c , a 

h urn an be i. n g who suffer· s and des i r· e s r e l P. as e , and a rea] L s t who 

k n ow s t. h a t h E> c a n n e v e r· p a y t h l ~ f u ., I p r .i c e f o r t. h a t. r e l e a s e . 
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