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W. B. YEATS CHRONOLOGY

13 June, William Butler Yeats born in Sandymount,
Dublin.
July, Family moves to Sligo (fond remembrances.)
Attends Metropolitan School of Art
Family moves to London.

Meets G. B. Shaw and Lady Wilde.
Joins Esoteric Section of Madame Blavarsky's Theosoph-
ical Society.

The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems,

Meets Maud Gonne.

Asked to resign from the Esoteric Section of the Theo-
sophical Society.

The Countess Kathleen and Various Legends and Lyrics.
Irish Fairy Tales.

The Celtic Twilight.

The Works of William Blake, co-edited with Edwin El-
lis.

Meets Lady Gregory.

Affair with Olivia Shakespear.

The Wind Among the Reeds.

The Countess Kathleen produced at Antient Concert
Rooms in Dublin;

opening of Irish Literary Theatre.

Meets James Joyce.

21 February Maud Gonne marries Major John Mac-
Bride.

American Lecture Tour.

Maud Gonne granted a separation from John MacBride
for abuse.

Stories of Red Hanrahan.

Poems 1899-1905.

Edits The Poems of Spenser.
January Riots over Synge’s The Playboy of the Western
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1908

1911

1913
1914

1915
1916

1917

1918
1919

1920
1921

1922

1923

Hunter

World. (WBY at center of controversy)

John B. Yeats moves to USA.

Collected Works in Verse and Prose, eight volumes.
Affair with Mabel Dickinson.

September--October With Abbey Players on American
tour.

Poems Written in Discouragement.
January--April American lecture tour.

2 August United Kingdom declares war on Germany.
Refuses a knighthood.

Reveries over Childhood and Youth.

24 April Easter Rising begins in Dublin

3--12 May Leaders, including Major John MacBride,
executed.

July--August Final marriage proposal to Maud Gonne,
in Normandy.

March Purchases Norman tower house, outside Gort,
Co. Galway; names it Thoor Ballylee.

August Marriage proposal to Iseult Gonne rejected.
20 October Marriage to Bertha Georgie Hyde Lees.
George Yeats begins automatic writing that becomes
basis for A Vision.

The Wild Swans at Coole.

Moves to Oxford.

January Irish War of Independence begins.

26 February Birth of Anne Yeats, daughter

The Second Coming.

January--May American lecture tour.

Michael Robartes and the Dancer.

22 August Birth of Michael Yeats.

6 December Anglo-Irish treaty signed in London.
John B. Yeats dies in New York.

Becomes Senator in the Irish Free State.

Joyce’s Ulysses published.

November Awarded Nobel Prize for Literature.

v



1926
1928
1931
1932

1933

1934
1936

1937
1939

1940
1941

vi

15 January A Vision delivered to subscribers.
The Tower.
Receives honorary degree from Oxford.

Stories of Michael Robartes and His Friends.

October--January American Lecture tour
The Winding Stair and Other Poems
The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats

The Collected Plays of W. B. Yeats
January Illness in Majorca.

Edits The Oxford Book of Modern Verse.
Revised edition of A Vision.

Essays, 1931--1936

28 January Dies and is buried at Roquebrune, France.

Last Poems and Plays.

17 September Body reinterred in Dublincliffe church-

yard. Co. Sligo.

Poet Unbound



POET UNBOUND

This little book is a non-technical, personal look at the extraordi-
nary life and work of the Irish poet, William Butler Yeats (1865-
1939). I have done it because I wanted to organize and write
myself clear about what I have enjoyed and learned from this
artist, and to share it with family, friends and colleagues whom
I trust to take it for what it is---a humble, non-authoritative ap-
proach to poetry.

I claim no expertise in my scholarship. As most of my readers
know, my field is higher education administration, removed from
the joys of scholarship. But I know some poems and poets.

Having explored in this realm over the years, I have come to the
conclusion that Yeats is the finest poet of the English language.
Some others may come close---Blake, Thomas, Frost, Dickinson
come to mind---but Yeats comes first in my mind, not only be-
cause of some of the most beautiful lyrical poems ever written,
but because of the ways he energized and reflected his turbulent
life through his poetry, and continually re-invented himself in
that life process.

JOH

12/2007

Hornell, NY
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Yeats was both a dramatist and a poet. He had only partial suc-
cess with his plays and stories which occupied a greater portion of
his time. His poems are immortal. I think of him as the Mozart
of poetry: His metaphorical imagery is clear, crystalline, some-
times hard, sometimes soft, often brilliant.

There are two convoluted terms that I must present first to get
a start on understanding Yeats. These are “dialectical thinking”
and “antimonies”.

“Essentially, the “dialectic” is the notion that for every force
(thesis), there is a counterforce (anti-thesis), but these opposites
can move us to a higher plain of thinking (synthesis).

*Antimonies” are contradictions between inferences or princi-
ples that seem equally necessary and reasonable. (To a hardened

rationalist, it may be unseemly that Truth should act in this way,
but She does.)

These combine as the best description of Yeats” approach in all
his roles---as poet, dramatist, theater founder and director, Irish
Senator and political leader (reluctantly undertaken), Nobel Lau-
reate, and lecturer of world renown. His thought was profoundly
dialectical. For every truth, he looked for a counter-truth---a
truth that contradicted the first truth.

Yeats blamed himself for being too shy, yet he was always ready
for conflict. He loved going into debate. If it were possible to
engage him, he would expect you to present a strong case. If you
did not, in the end he might frame it for you.

Truth and beauty in the end are all that matter, and they are al-

ways elusive. Knowing that all that is known fights with all that is
unknown and that he could not avoid combat, Yeats” stance was
always heroic -- Promethean -- even facing certain defeat.
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Yeats’ tenacity sprang from a strong belief in the value of Celtic
tradition and his commitment to heroic art. He worked through
his philosophy and belief to creative, mystical vision.
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The Four Ages of Man

He with body waged a fight,
But body won ; it walks upright.

Then he struggled with the heart;

Innocence and peace depart.

Then he struggled with the mind ;
His proud heart he left behind.

Now his wars on God begin ;

At stroke of midnight God shall win.
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An Old and Solitary One

They say I am proud and solitary yes proud
Because my love and hate abideth ever

A changeless thing among the changing crowd
Until the sleep, an high soul changeth never

This crowd that mock at me, their love and hate
Rove through the earth and find no lasting home
Two spectral things that beg at many a gate

O they are lighter than the windy foam

Full often I have loved in olden days

But those I loved their hot hearts changed ever
To coldness some and some to hate—Always

I am the same, an high soul changes never

And often when I loved I fain would hate

And when I hated find for love a home

But have not changed though waxing old of late
But they are lighter than the windy foam

And therefore I am proud and sad forever
Until the sleep, an high soul changes never
The crowd, their love and hate hath never home

O they are lighter than the windy foam.
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The Lake Isle of Innisfree

I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made;

Nine bean rows will I have there, a hive for the honey bee,
And live alone in the bee-loud glade.

And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping
slow,
Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket
sings;
There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,
And evening full of the linnet’s wings

I will arise and go now, for always night and day

I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore;

While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements gray,
[ hear it in the deep heart’s core.

This poem is probably the best known, most beloved of Yeats’
poetry. Clint Eastwood quoted from it in his Academy Award
film, “Million Dollar Baby”.
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Painting of WBY by his father,
John Butler Yeats

IRELAND AND HEROIC QUEST

Yeats was born in Dublin, Ireland, into an Anglo-Irish family well
known in art and religious circles. His grandfather, the Rev. Wil-
liam Butler Yeats (1806-1862) was a very orthodox rector of the
Church of Ireland. His father, John Butler Yeats, (1839-1922)
was a complete skeptic, rejecting religious belief entirely, fiercely
intellectual, and a prominent artist. Yeats” younger brother, Jack,
was also a well known painter.

William Butler Yeats, the poet, was influenced both positively
and negatively by his father. Out of his own need for belief in
relevation and a higher power, he rejected his father’s intellectual
skepticism but he did not turn back to his grandfather’s church.
Here was evidence of the dialectic at work in his life.
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He tried to create his own religion, resorting to various occult
forms, including his wife’s automatic writing. This fascinating
effort is most reflected in his long prose piece, “The Vision”, pub-
lished finally in 1926 at age 61.

Yeats saw the world in very large terms of objective and subjective
realities constantly revolving, one the dominant force and then
replaced by the other. His cosmic view was based on the concep-
tion of war between spiritual and natural orders. This is a view in
accord with Christian thought -- the struggle between spirit and
flesh -- but Yeats saw it in much more complex terms, not easily
defined because of the weight of subjective reality discovered in
mythology and the occult. Man'’s plight is forever tragic because
there is no prospect of reconciliation with the supernatural. Even
so, he saw the objective splendor and power of the Christ heroic
image when Christianity was at its height -- yet losing its glory.
Christ had died in vain for all those whose “subjective loneliness
is self sufficient” and for those “who resent his domination.” (See
Rosenthal)

In the end, however, Yeats failed in his quest for a spiritual frame-
work. He failed for the reasons that Alexander Solzhenitsyn ar-
ticulated many years later in his Nobel Address: An artist who
attempts to create an independent spiritual world simply “breaks
down---because no mortal man, even a genius, is capable of bear-
ing such a burden---the whole irrationality of Art, its blinding
convolutions, its unpredictable discoveries, its shattering impact
on people, are too magical to be exhausted by the philosophy of
any one artist.”

With enormous creative energy, Yeats throughout his life, even
more passionately in old age, pursued this impossibility. Yet
where he may have failed philosophically in his system, he cre-
ated a body of poems of the greatest power and beauty. They are

nothing less than miraculous in their aesthetic revelation.
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The Wild Swans at Coole

The trees are in their autumn beauty,

The woodland paths are dry,

Under the October twilight the water
Mirrors a still sky;

Upon the brimming water among the stones
Are nine and fifty swans.

The nineteenth Autumn has come upon me
Since I first made my count;

I saw, before I had well finished,

All suddenly mount

And scatter wheeling in great broken rings
Upon their clamorous wings.

I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,
And now my heart is sore.

All's changed since I, hearing at twilight,
The first time on this shore,

The bell-beat of their wings above my head,
Trod with a lighter tread.

Unwearied still, lover by lover,

They paddle in the cold,

Companionable streams or climb the air;
Their hearts have not grown old;

Passion or conquest, wander where they will,
Attend upon them still.

But now they drift on the still water
Mysterious, beautiful;

Among what rushes will they build,

By what lake’s edge or pool

Delight men’s eyes, when I awake some day
To find they have flown away?



An Irish Airman foresees his Death

I know that I shall meet my fate
Somewhere among the clouds above;
Those that I fight I do not hate
Those that I guard I do not love;

My country is Kiltartan Cross,

My countrymen Kiltartan’s poor,

No likely end could bring them loss
Or leave them happier than before.
Nor law, nor duty bade me fight,

Nor public man, nor cheering crowds,
A lonely impulse of delight

Drove to this tumult in the clouds;

I balanced all, brought all to mind,
The years to come seemed waste of breath,
A waste of breath the years behind

In balance with this life, this death.
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The Cap and Bells

A Queen was beloved by a jester,
And once when the owls grew still
He made his soul go upward
And stand on her window sill.

In a long and straight blue garment,
It talked before morn was white,

And it had grown wise by thinking
Of a footfall hushed and light.

But the young queen would not listen;
She rose in her pale nightgown,

She drew in the brightening casement
And pushed the brass bolt down.

He bade his heart go to her,

When the bats cried out no more,
In a red and quivering garment

It sang to her through the door.

The tongue of it sweet with dreaming
Of a flutter of flower-like hair,

But she took up her fan from the table
And waved it off on the air.

‘T've cap and bells,” he pondered,
‘I will send them to her and die.’

And as soon as the morn had whitened
He left them where she went by.

She laid them upon her bosom,
Under a cloud of her hair,
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And her red lips sang them a love song.
The stars grew out of the air.

She opened her door and her window,

And the heart and the soul came through,
To her right hand came the red one,

To her left hand came the blue.

They set up a noise like crickets,
A chattering wise and sweet,

And her hair was a folded flower,
And the quiet of love her feet.
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The Song of Wandering Aengus

I went out to the hazel wood,
Because a fire was in my head,
And cut and peeled a hazel wand,
And hooked a berry to a thread;

And when white moths were on the wing,

And moth-like stars were flickering out,
I dropped the berry in a stream
And caught a little silver trout.

When I had laid it on the floor

I went to blow the fire a-flame,

But something rustled on the floor,
And someone called me by my name:
It had become a glimmering girl

With apple blossom in her hair

Who called me by my name and ran
And faded through the brightening air.

Though I am old with wandering
Through hollow lands and hilly lands,
I will find out where she has gone,
And kiss her lips and take her hands;
And walk among long dappled grass,
And pluck till time and times are done,
The silver apples of the moon,

The golden apples of the sun.
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Crazy Jane on God

That lover of a night
Came when he would,
Went in the dawning light
Whether I would or no;
Men come, men go;

All things remain in God.

Banners choke the sky;
Men-at-arms tread;
Armoured horses neigh
In the narrow pass:

All things remain in God.

Before their eyes a house
That from childhood stood
Uninhabited, ruinous,
Suddenly lit up

From door to top:

All things remain in God.

I had wild Jack for a lover;
Though like a road

That men pass over

My body makes no moan
But sings on:

All things remain in God.

Poet Unbound



Hunter

The Fiddler of Dooney

When I play on my fiddle in Dooney.
Folk dance like a wave of the sea;

My cousin is priest in Kilvarnet,

My brother in Mocharabuiee.

I passed my brother and cousin:
They read in their books of prayer;
I read in my book of songs

I bought at the Sligo fair.

When we come at the end of time
To Peter sitting in state,

He will smile on the three old spirits,
But call me first through the gate;

For the good are always the merry,
Save by an evil chance,

And the merry love the fiddle,
And the merry love to dance:

And when the folk there spy me,
They will all come up to me,
With ‘Here is the fiddler of Dooney!’

And dance like a wave of the sea.
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For Anne Gregory

“Never shall a young man,
Thrown into despair

By those great honey-coloured
Ramparts at your ear,

Love you for yourself alone
And not your yellow hair.”

“But I can get a hair-dye
And set such colour there,
Brown, or black, or carrot,
That young men in despair
May love me for myself alone
And not my yellow hair.”

“I heard an old religious man
But yesternight declare

That he had found a text to prove

That only God, my dear,

Could love you for yourself alone

And not your yellow hair.”
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The Three Bushes

An incident from the *Historia mei Temporis’
of the Abbe Michel de Bourdeille

Said lady once to lover,
‘None can rely upon
A love that lacks its proper food;
And if your love were gone
How could you sing those songs of love?
I should be blamed, young man.
O my dear, O my dear.

Have no lit candles in your room,’
That lovely lady said,

“That I at midnight by the clock
May creep into your bed,

For if I saw myself creep in

I think I should drop dead.’
O my dear, O my dear.

‘I love a man in secret,
Dear chambermaid,’ said she.
‘I know that I must drop down dead
If he stop loving me,
Yet what could I but drop down dead
If I lost my chastity?

O my dear, O my dear.

‘So you must lie beside him
And let him think me there.
And maybe we are all the same
Where no candles are,
And maybe we are all the same
That strip the body bare.’

O my dear, O my dear.
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But no dogs barked, and midnights chimed,
And through the chime she’d say,
“That was a lucky thought of mine,
My lover looked so gay”;
But heaved a sigh if the chambermaid
Looked half asleep all day.

O my dear, O my dear.

‘No, not another song,” said he,

‘Because my lady came

A year ago for the first time

At midnight to my room,

And I must lie between the sheets

When the clock begins to chime.’
O my dear, O my dear.

‘A laughing, crying, sacred song,
A leching song,” they said.
Did ever men hear such a song?
No, but that day they did.
Did ever man ride such a race?
No, not until he rode.

O my dear, O my dear.

But when his horse had put its hoof
Into a rabbit-hole
He dropped upon his head and died.
His lady saw it all
And dropped and died thereon, for she
Loved him with her soul.

O my dear, O my dear.

The chambermaid lived long, and took
Their graves into her charge,
And there two bushes planted
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That when they had grown large
Seemed sprung from but a single root
So did their roses merge.

O my dear, O my dear.

When she was old and dying,
The priest came where she was;
She made a full confession.
Long looked he in her face,
And O he was a good man
And understood her case.

O my dear, O my dear.

He bade them take and bury her
Beside her lady’s man,

And set a rose-tree on her grave,

And now none living can,

When they have plucked a rose there,
Know where its roots began.

O my dear, O my dear.



Who Goes With Fergus?

Who will go drive with Fergus now,

And pierce the deep wood’s woven shade,
And dance upon the level shore?

Young man, lift up your russet brow,
And lift your tender eyelids, maid,

And brood on hopes and fear no more.

And no more turn aside and brood
Upon love’s bitter mystery;

For Fergus rules the brazen cars,
And rules the shadows of the wood,
And the white breast of the dim sea
And all dishevelled wandering stars.
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ROMANCE AND LOVE POEMS

Yeats was romantically and politically involved with Maud Gonne
for most of his life. Maud Gonne was six feet tall and beauti-
ful---some said the greatest beauty in Ireland---of regal bearing,
politically very intense. She was a passionate and fearless speaker
and campaigner. Yeats thought that she could be Ireland’s Joan
of Arc. In the Victorian age, long before women'’s liberation, she
was indeed a lilberated woman.

He first met Maud when he was 23. At 25 he proposed to her
and she refused him. At 33 he proposed to her again and she
refused him. When he was 37, Maud married John McBride, an
equally intense revolutionary. Yeats was stunned. However, the
marriage lasted only two years. A son born in this marriage be-
came the founder of Amnesty International and a Nobel Prize
winner.

Yeats had other love affairs and many women as friends, but it
was always Maud Gonne to whom he returned. She favored him
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frequently with letters expressing devotion to their spiritual love
but warned him against seeking physical consummation. But
Maud played a double game: during the years of her “spiritual
marriage” to Yeats, she carried on a secret relationship with a
French politician and had two illegitimate children.

His unrequited love for Maud is woven in different ways into
many of Yeats’ love poems. Years later they did have a sexual
encounter----and he was disappointed.

In an introduction to Yeats’ love poems, Richard Eberhart said:
“The ideal reader... would be someone who had not en-
countered him before. The words in the poems would
be absolutes in themselves. This person would discover
a world of dream-like quality, a softness and gentleness
unlike real life--and yet the poet talks of loss and des-
titution, of death and destruction, the inscrutability of
things.”

Maud Gonne c. 1900
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A Memory of Youth

The moments passed as at a play,

I had the wisdom love brings forth;

I had my share of mother-wit

And yet for all that I could say,

And though I had her praise for it,

A cloud blown from the cut-throat North
Suddenly hid Love’s moon away.

Believing every word [ said

I praised her body and her mind

Till pride had made her eyes grow bright,
And pleasure made her cheeks grow red,
And vanity her footfall light,

Yet we, for all that praise, could find
Nothing but darkness overhead.

We sat as silent as a stone,

We knew, though she’d not said a word,
That even the best of love must die,

And had been savagely undone

Were it not that love upon the cry

Of a most ridiculous little bird

Tore from the clouds his marvellous moon.
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Ephemera

‘Your eyes that once were never weary of mine
Are bowed in sorrow under pendulous lids,
Because our love is waning.’

And then She:
‘Although our love is waning, let us stand
By the lone border of the lake once more,
Together in that hour of gentleness
When the poor tired child, passion, falls asleep.
How far away the stars seem, and how far
Is our first kiss, and ah, how old my heart!’

Pensive they paced along the faded leaves,
While slowly he whose hand held hers replied:

‘Passion has often worn our wandering hearts.’

The woods were round them, and the yellow leaves
Fell like faint meteors in the gloom, and once

A rabbit old and lame limped down the path;
Autumn was over him: and now they stood

On the lone border of the lake once more:
Turning, he saw that she had thrust dead leaves
Gathered in silence, dewy as her eyes,

In bosom and hair.

‘Ah, do not mourn,” he said,

‘That we are tired, for other loves await us;
Hate on and love through unrepining hours.
Before us lies eternity; our souls

Are love, and a continual farewell.’
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Down by the Salley Gardens

Down by the salley gardens my love and I did meet;

She passed the salley gardens with little snow-white feet.
She bid me take love easy, as the leaves grow on the tree;
But I, being young and foolish, with her would not agree.

In a field by the river my love and I did stand,

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 foolish, and now am full of tears.
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The Folly of Being Comforted

One that is ever kind said yesterday:
“Your well-beloved’s hair has threads of grey,
And little shadows come about her eyes;
Time can but make it easier to be wise
Though now it seems impossible, and so
All that you need is patience.”

Heart cries, “No,
[ have not a crumb of comfort, not a grain.
Time can but make her beauty over again:
Because of that great nobleness of hers
The fire that stirs about her, when she stirs,
Burns but more clearly. O she had not these ways
When all the wild Summer was in her gaze.”

Heart! O heart! if she’d but turn her head,
You'd know the folly of being comforted.
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Never Give All the Heart

Never give all the heart, for love

Will hardly seem worth thinking of
To passionate women if it seem
Certain, and they never dream

That it fades out from kiss to kiss;

For everything that’s lovely is

But a brief, dreamy, kind delight.

O never give the heart outright,

For they, for all smooth lips can say,
Have given their hearts up to the play.
And who could play it well enough

If deaf and dumb and blind with love?
He that made this knows all the cost,
For he gave all his heart and lost.



O Do Not Love Too Long

Sweetheart, do not love too long:
I loved long and long,

And grew to be out of fashion
Like an old song.

All through the years of our youth
Neither could have known

Their own thought from the other’s,
We were so much at one.

But O, in a minute she changed--
O do not love too long,

Or you will grow out of fashion
Like an old song.
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To an Isle in the Water

Shy one, shy one,

Shy one of my heart,

She moves in the firelight
Pensively apart.

She carries in the dishes,
And lays them in a row.
To an isle in the water

With her would I go.

She carries in the candles,
And lights the curtained room,
Shy in the doorway

And shy in the gloom;

And shy as a rabbit,
Helpful and shy.
To an isle in the water

With her would I fly.
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When You Are Old

When you are old and grey and full of sleep,
And nodding by the fire, take down this book,
And slowly read, and dream of the soft look
Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep;

How many loved your moments of glad grace,
And loved your beauty with love false or true,
But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,

And loved the sorrows of your changing face;

And bending down beside the glowing bars,
Murmur, a little sadly, how Love fled

And paced upon the mountains overhead
And hid his face amid a crowd of stars.
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Politics
In our time the destiny of man presents its

meaning in political terms. -- Thomas Mann

How can [, that girl standing there,
My attention fix

On Roman or on Russian

Or on Spanish politics?

Yet here’s a travelled man that knows
What he talks about,

And there’s a politician

That has read and thought,

And maybe what they say is true
Of war and war’s alarms,

But O that I were young again
And held her in my arms!
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from Adam’s Curse

We sat grown quiet at the name of love;

We saw the last embers of daylight die,

And in the trembling blue-green of the sky

A moon, worn as if it had been a shell

Washed by time’s waters as they rose and fell
About the stars and broke in days and years.

I had a thought for no one’s but your ears:

That you were beautiful, and that I strove

To love you in the old high way of love;

That it had all seemed happy, and yet we'd grown

As weary-hearted as that hollow moon.
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Yeats and Maud remained friends and colleagues all their lives.
At 44 he stayed with her for a month. At 51 again he proposed
to her and she refused him. At 52 he proposed to her daughter,
Iseult, but he was rejected even though Iseult had proposed to
him a year earlier.

Three months later he married Georgie Hyde Lees (she 25 to his
52) and entered into the most surprising period of his life. His
wife understood him well and he fell deeply in love with her. She
bore him a daughter and a son.

Mrs. Yeats would sit down with her husband each day, he asking
questions and she replying in automatic script. Then they would
discuss the answers. By this technique, “The Vision” was written.
In an introduction, Yeats explained:

“A Vision”

On the afternoon of October 24th 1917, four days af-
ter my marriage, my wife surprl'sed me by attempting
automatic writing. What came in disjointed sentences,
in almost illegible writing, was so exciting, sometimes
so profound, that I persuaded her to give an hour or
two each day to the unknown writer, and after some
half-dozen such hours offered to spend what remained
of life explaining and piecing together those scattered
sentences. ‘No,” was the answer, ‘we have come to give
you metaphors for poetry.’

Despite what the “communicators” said about metaphors for po-
etry, Yeats began work on the system of his Vision in 1917 and
continued working on it until 1931. It is difficult to know why
he felt so compelled by this occult endeavor.
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POLITICAL LIFE

Politically, Yeats was a “right-winger”. His problem with Maud
Gonne was that she was a radical revolutionary. For Maud, Yeats
lacked the manly militancy of other comrades such as Major John
McBride, far less talented and in the end far less heroic. All three
believed in the Irish nationalist movement, but Yeats was too
much of the poet rejecting violence to be a revolutionary fighter.
Still he could not escape becoming involved in the politics of Ire-
land and England during the phases of Home Rule for Ireland,
then the Easter Rebellion of 1916, and the ensuing struggle for
complete independence. Throughout this period, he demon-
strated that he was on top of the issues but also how conflicted
he was by the violence.

He felt some sympathy for the good intentions behind England’s
Home Rule effort, but it exploded after the defeat and disgrace
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of Parnell, the great Irish Statesman, about whom Yeats wrote
several poems.

Yeats saw, better than anyone else, that Easter 1916 tragically
changed everything.

“All changed, changed utterly:
A terrible beauty is born.”

All political lines hardened. The force of the Black and Tans
(named for the color of their uniforms) was introduced by Britain
in a final attempt to bring the Irish rebels to their knees. The
predictable reaction was worse violence, unleashing the killing
of Irish by Irish. Murder, rape and mayhem descended upon
Ireland.

His poem, “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen” is a devastating
political comment. The following stanza is based on an incident
of a murdered mother that happened in Yeats’ neighborhood:

“Now days are dragon ridden, the nightmare
Rides upon sleep: a drunken soldiery

Can leave the mother, murdered at her door,
To crawl in her own blood, and go scott free.
The night can sweat with terror as before
We pieced our thoughts into philosophy,
and planned to bring the world under a rule,
Who are but weasels fighting in a hole”

But this poem also includes a stanza highly critical of the Irish
revolutionaries:

“We who seven years ago---

spoke of honor and of truth

shriek with pleasure if we show

the weasel’s twist, the weasel’s tooth.”
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Yeats reflected in his “Meditations in Time of Civil War”:

VI
The Stare’s Nest by My Window

The bees build in the crevices

Of loosening masonry, and there

The mother birds bring grubs and flies.

My wall is loosening; honey-bees,

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

We are closed in, and the key is turned

On our uncertain ty; somewhere

A man is killed, or a house burned.

Yet no clear fact to be discerned:

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

A barricade of stone or of wood;

Some fourteen days of civil war:

Last night they trundled down the road
That dead young soldier in his blood:

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

We had fed the heart on fantasies,

The heart’s grown brutal from the fare,
More substance in our enmities

Than in our love; O honey-bees,

Come build in the empty house of the stare.
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His political poems show how torn Yeats was in his loyalties: He
is an Irish nationalist---he loves Ireland---but he also loves Eng-
land because it is in his blood. He admits it:
“Then I remind myself that though mine is the first
English marriage I know of in the direct line, all my
family names are English and that I owe my soul to
Shakespeare, to Spenser, and to Blake, perhaps to
William Morris, and to the English language in which
I think, speak, and write, that everything I love has
come to me through English; my hatred tortures me

with love, my love with hate.” (From “Essays and In-
troductions”)

At the same time, in usual dialectical style, he says, “No people
hate as we do in whom that past is always alive, there are mo-
ments when hatred poisons my life and I accuse myself of effemi-
nacy because I have not given it adequate expression.” (Ibid.)
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THE SECOND COMING

By 1919, Yeats’ political views had begun to harden. Ireland was
in civil war, and World War I was raging in Europe, killing mil-
lions. His vision becomes apocalyptic. The result is a poem of
great power---one of the most remarkable poems ever written.

The Second Coming

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand.

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out
When a vast image out of Spritus Mundi

Troubles my sight: somewhere in the sands of the desert
A shape with lion body and the head of a man,

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun,

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds.

The darkness drops again; but now I know

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?
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In my view, “The Second Coming” is the best synthetic reflection
of Yeats’ cosmic and historical philosophy. In Yeats’ mind, such
was the purpose of “The Vision,” but I find that work abstract to
the point of fatigue (perhaps I am just over-matched).

Yeats was not Christian, but this poem takes its theme from
Christian prediction of Christ’s second coming and St. John's
description of the Beast of the Apocalypse. The reference to a
“widening gyre” comes from Yeats’ thought of history as two
spinning interlocking cones. When an epoch arrives at the base
of one cone there is a sudden reversal and a new epoch begins. In
Yeats’ view, the Christian period was drawing to a close and an
antithetical civilization was about to evolve.

He sees the dying of a “high protestant culture,” driven out not
by a hostile culture (Catholic nationalism) but of its own exhaus-
tion.

“Things thought too long can no longer be thought
for beauty dies of beauty, worth of worth,
and ancient lineaments are blotted out.”

Yeats placed his hope in the motion of gyres that would, after the
destruction of a decadent culture, resurrect an older form of life,
inhabited by “men of action---lovers of horses and of women”.

Yet it could equally be terrible---"a rough beast, slouching toward
Bethlehem to be born.”  Again he shows his dialectical perspec-
tive.

Harold Bloom said of “The Second Coming”: “In this great poem
of antithetical influx, Yeats brilliantly suggests both intellectual
welcome and emotional revulsion toward the “rough beast” who
is coming.”
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CELTIC MYTHOLOGIES

“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
than are dreamt of in your philosophy”
-Shakespeare

From an early age and throughout his life, Yeats was fascinated
by the Sidhe -- faeries and other supernatural beings -- and Irish
myths and legendary heroes, especially Cuchulain, in the mold
of Homer's hero Achilles -- from which he drew inspiration for
the revival of Irish national literature. (In this endeavor he was
criticized by James Joyce -- an interesting side story.)

I commend to the reader a delightful collection full of golden
nuggets of W.B. Yeats, Mythologies, containing edited versions
of early works such as “The Celtic Twilight” and “The Secret
Rose”. Some brief excerpts may prove enticing.
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from A REMONSTRANCE WITH SCOTSMEN
FOR HAVING SOURED THE DISPOSITION OF
THEIR GHOSTS AND FAERIES

Not only in Ireland is faery belief still extant. It was only the
other day I heard of a Scottish farmer who believed that the
lake in front of his house was haunted by a water-horse. He
was afraid of it, and dragged the lake with nets, and then tried
to pump it empty. It would have been a bad thing for the wa-
ter-horse had he found him. An Irish peasant would have long
since come to terms with the creature. For in Ireland there is
something of timid affection between men and spirits...

...In Scotland you are too theological, too gloomy. You have
made even the Devil religious. ‘Where do you live, good-wyf,
and how is the minister?” he said to the witch when he met her
on the high-road, as it came out in the trial. You have burnt all
the witches. In Ireland we have left them alone. To be sure,
the ‘loyal minority’ knocked out the eye of one with a cabbage-
stump on the 31st of March 1711, in the town of Carrickfergus.
But then the ‘loyal minority’ is Scottish.
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from WAR

When there was a rumour of war with France a while ago, |
met a poor Sligo woman, a soldier’s widow, that I know, and I
read her a sentence out of a letter I had just had from London:
“The people here are mad for war, but France seems inclined to
take things peacefully,” or some like sentence. Her mind ran a
good deal on war, which she imagined partly from what she had
heard from soldiers, and partly from tradition of the rebellion
of ‘98, but the word London doubled her interest, for she knew
there were a great many people in London, and she herself had
once lived in ‘a congested district.” “There are too many over
one another in London. They are getting tired of the world. It
is killed they want to be. The people here don’t mind the war
coming. They could not be worse than they are. They may

as well die soldierly before God. Sure they will get quarters in
Heaven.” Then she began to say that it would be a hard thing
to see children tossed about on bayonets, and I knew her mind
was running on traditions of great rebellion. She said presently,
‘I never knew a man that was in a battle that liked to speak of it
after. They'd sooner be throwing hay down from a hayrick.”
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from THE QUEEN AND THE FOOL

I knew a man who was trying to bring before his mind’s eye an
image of Aengus, the old Irish god of love and poetry and ecsta-
sy, who changed four of his kisses into birds, and suddenly the
image of a man with a cap and bells rushed before his mind’s
eye, and grew vivid and spoke and called itself ‘Angus’ mes-
senger.” And I knew another man, a truly great seer, who saw
a white fool in a visionary garden, where there was a tree with
peacocks’ feathers instead of leaves, and flowers that opened to
show little human faces when the white fool had touched them
with his cockscomb, and he saw at another time a white fool
sitting by a pool and smiling and watching images of beautiful
women floating up from the pool.

What else can death be but the beginning of wisdom and power
and beauty? and foolishness may be a kind of death.
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from OUT OF THE ROSE

‘I live in a land far from this, and was one of the Knights of
Saint John, said the old man; ‘but I was one of those in the Or-
der who always longed for more arduous labours in the service
of the truth that can only be understood within the heart. At
last there came to us a knight of Palestine, to whom the truth
of truths had been revealed by God Himself. He had seen a
areat Rose of Fire, and a Voice out of the Rose had told him
how men would turn from the light of their own hearts, and
bow down before outer order and outer fixity, and that then the
light would cease, and none escape the curse except the foolish
good man who could not think, and the passionate wicked man
who would not. Already, the Voice told him, the light of the
heart was shining with less lustre, and as it paled, an infection
was touching the world with corruption; and none of those who
had seen clearly the truth could enter into the Kingdom of God,
which is in the Heart of the Rose, if they stayed on willingly in
the corrupted world; and so they must prove their anger against
the Powers of Corruption by dying in the service of the Rose.
While the knight of Palestine was telling us these things the air
was filled with fragrance of the Rose.
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from HAPPY AND UNHAPPY THEOLOGIANS

A Mayo woman once said to me, ‘I knew a servant-girl who
hung herself for the love of God. She was lonely for the priest
and her society, and hung herself to the banisters with a scarf.
She was no sooner dead than she became white as a lily, and if
it had been murder or suicide she would have become black as
black. They gave her Christian burial, and the priest said she
was no sooner dead than she was with the Lord. So nothing
matters that you do for the love of God.” I do not wonder at the
pleasure she has in telling this story, for she herself loves all holy
things with an ardour that brings them quickly to her lips. . . .
Her mind continually dwells on what is pleasant and beautiful.
One day she asked me what month and what flower were the
most beautiful. When I answered that I did not know, she said,
“The month of May, because of the Virgin, and the lily of the
valley, because it never sinned, but came pure out of the rocks,’
and then she asked, ‘What is the cause of the three cold months
of winter?’ I did not know even that, and so she said, “The sin
of man and the vengeance of God.” Christ Himself was not
only blessed, but perfect in all manly proportions in her eyes, so
much do beauty and holiness go together in her thoughts. He
alone of all men was exactly six feet high, all others are a little
more or a little less.

Her thoughts and her sights of the people of Faery are pleas-
ant and beautiful too, and I have never heard her call them the
Fallen Angels. They are people like ourselves, only better-look-
ing, and many and many a time she has gone to the window to
watch them drive their wagons through the sky, wagon behind
wagon in long line, or to the door to hear them singing and
dancing in the forth. They sing chiefly, it seems, a song called
“The Distant Waterfall’, and though they once knocked her
down she never thinks badly of them.
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The Irish myths and legens fed the subjective/objective correla-
tive in Yeats’ mind and sparked the mysticism in some of his
richest poems.
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Hunter

Sailing to Byzantium

That is no country for old men. The young

In one another’s arms, birds in the trees

- Those dying generations - at their song,

The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.

Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect.

An aged man is but a paltry thing,

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing
For every tatter in its mortal dress,

Nor is there singing school but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence;

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come
To the holy city of Byzantium.

O sages standing in God'’s holy fire

As in the gold mosaic of a wall,

Come from the holy fire, perne in a gyre,
And be the singing-masters of my soul.
Consume my heart away; sick with desire
And fastened to a dying animal

It knows not what it is; and gather me
Into the artifice of eternity.

Once out of nature I shall never take

My bodily form from any natural thing,

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make
Of hammered gold and gold enamelling

To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;

Or set upon a golden bough to sing

To lords and ladies of Byzantium

Of what is past, or passing, or to come.



Byzantium is, of course, a holy city, a capitol of Eastern Chris-
tendom, but it is also for Yeats a holy city of his imagination
and can be used for symbolic purposes. What symbols? What
synthesis unfolds?

My undertaking was to achieve clarity, but I confess that I am
not Yeatsian scholar enough to answer. Perhaps that is the way
it must be, free from technical analysis. I can feel the mysticism
in the Byzantium image and lyrics, but I cannot interpret.

I think sometimes the poet and his readers, well wishers, will
grow apart and we cannot find him whole. Yet, even if that
should be the case, he may give us something to come back to,
to stay the mind upon, until, maybe, we become illumined by
the “passing bell.”
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An equally intriguing image is the Swan in Yeats’ mythic, erotic
poem, “Leda and the Swan”. This poem is based on the Greek
myth of the god Zeus taking on the form of a swan and raping
Leda, from which act Helen and Clytemnestra were born. The
poem references the Trojan War caused by Helen’s beauty, and
the murder of the Athenian general, Agamemnon, by his wife,
Clytemnestra, upon his return from war.

Symbolically, the poem is about knowledge and power existing
together: Are they compatible or forever contrary?

“Did she put on his knowledge with his power?”
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Leda and the Swan

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still

Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

How can those terrified vague fingers push
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body, laid in that white rush,
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air
Did she put on his knowledge with his power
Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?

Poet Unbound



CRITICISM

Because of his involvement in the issues and events of his time,
Yeats was sometimes a target of criticism, or allied with friends
who were targets. A prominent example was the controversy
over the production of “The Playboy of the Western World”

in 1907. This play by his close friend, J. M. Synge, introduced
overt sexuality onto the Dublin stage when Irish society was still
not ready for it. Yeats stood up fiercely in an aristocratic con-
demnation of the critics and thus the criticism became directed
his way.

Yeats was sensitive to the needs of his friends but I think he was
unflinching in his reaction to criticism, exteriorally at least. It
was part of the dialectic in his world view, and he played the
part of a critic of his times boldly..

To the end, his critique of the modern commercial and secular
world was unceasing.
In one corner --
“A noisy set of bankers, school masters and clergymen”
“the merchant and the clerk, breathing on the world with
timid breath.”
In the other corner, those who have “wildness and imagina-
tion”--“and set their sail for shipwreck.”
“The best lack all conviction while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.”

Yet he was steady in his political and literary commitment, and
did not lose his capacity for love.

The deep inner conflict continued to the end of his life. He died
in 1939 at age 73, having written his own epitaph.
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From “Under Ben Bulben”

Under bare Ben Bulben’s head

In Drumcliff churchyard Yeats is laid.

An ancestor was rector there

Long years ago, a church stands near,
By the road an ancient cross.

No marble, no conventional phrase;
On limestone quarried near the spot
By his command these words are cut:

Cast a cold eye
On life, on death.
Horseman, pass by!
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AFTERWORD

Seamus Heaney said, “Yeats’ work does what necessary poetry
always does, which is to touch the base of our sympathetic na-
ture while taking in the same time the unsympathetic reality of
the world to which that nature is constantly exposed.”

In other words, the poet must engage in truth telling that will
be hard and critical, but at the same time not allow the mind to
harden to the point where it denies its own yearnings for inti-
macy and trust. This requires large-mindedness, which Yeats
had. At times he was pessimistic but never cynical.

Yet it is possible that because I admire his poetry so much I
have presented him milder than he really was, at least in his
politics: He was an ardent nationalist but not a democrat:
“Aristocratic” or even “fascist” is a more apt appellation for his
political leanings.

He grew with his times and the mantle he had been given. It is
generally agreed by his critics that, unlike most Nobel laureates,
Yeats did his best work after he received this recognition. I can’t
say that I agree entirely, but it is significant that he kept writing
poetry almost to the day of his death, with many poems pub-
lished posthumously. JOH
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QUOTATIONS

W.B. Yeats: “You know what the Englishman’s idea of compro-
mise is? He says, ‘some people say there is a God; some people
say there is no God; the truth probably lies somewhere between
these two statements.”” (edit)

W.B.Yeats: “If ever Ireland again seems molten wax, reverse the
process of revolution. Do not try to pour Ireland into any politi-
cal system.” (edit)

W.B. Yeats: “All empty souls tend toward extreme opinions.”

(edit)

W.B. Yeats: “Why should we honor those that die upon the
field of battle? A man may show as reckless a courage in enter-
ing into the abyss of himself.” (edit)

W.B. Yeats: “Think where man'’s glory most begins and ends,
and say that my glory was I had such friends.”

Yeats wore a ring with a hawk and a butterfly on it---symbol-
izing the straight road of logic and the crooked, softer road of
intuition---"for wisdom is a butterfly and not a gloomy bird of

prey.”
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From “Per Amica Silentia Lunae”
(“in the moon’s friendly silence”)

He only can create the greatest imaginable beauty who has
endured all imaginable pangs, for only when we have seen and
foreseen what we dread shall we be rewarded by that dazzling,

unforeseen, wing-footed wanderer.

He is of all things not impossible the most difficult, for that
which comes easily can never be a portion of our being;
soon got, soon gone, as the proverb says.

I shall find the dark grown luminous, the void fruitful
when I understand I have nothing, that the ringers
in the tower have appointed for the hymen of the
soul a passing bell.
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W. B. Yeats, 1865-1939

(George A. Fleischmann, Photo.)
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