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PREFATORY NOTE

"Hr. Yeats* poetry," Chesterton once said, "is  

not only good, but obviously good. It  is  his point of 

view that might be dubious or disappointing.* Then he 

proceeded to explain hew a w riter 's  point of view which 

is  in no way controversial in him, may become contro

versia l through our attitude. This, it  seems to me, 

is  the general attitude taken toward Mr. Yeats. "His 

figure is  seen a l i t t le  crooked, his true temperament 

is  not f e l t . "  The f i r s t  broad impression that most 

people have of Mr. Yeats is  that a young man has 

claimed to have seen the fa ir ie s . Now, Mr. Yeats would 

be the last one to imppgn such a remark, but —  as much 

as he would have liked to see the fa ir ie s  —  he would 

never claim having introduced the "faeries" to Ireland.

We must accept Mr. Yeats for what he is ,  for 

what he wrote, and for how he wrote i t  - -  ana as for 

the "faeries" - -  "We don't know anything about them, and 

generally we don't want to." But — "faeries stand to

reason.



I have no speech but symbol, the pagan speech 
I made amid the dreams of youth. —

from "Upon A Dying Lady." — Yeats

PART I

FIRE-BORN MOODS



SYMBOLISM

William Butler Yeats, poet and a rtis t , had his 

artistic  temperament and ab ility  immediately from his 

a rt is t  father, John Butler Yeats, and more remotely from 

his paternal Anglo-Irish ancestors; his lyric  g i f t ,  the 

fru it  of his inborn love of Ireland, and mare particu

la r ly  of Sligo, was his maternal heritage from the 

English-Celtic Pollexfens family. The love of Ireland 

was the dominating influence of h is l i f e ,  and shaped the 

course of his l i f e 's  work.

Yeats spent the leisure of hia boyhood and youth 

roaming through the countryside of Sligo hunting out the 

story -te llers among the old peasants and staring his 

mind with their tales of fo lk lore , faeries, and elfland. 

This searching out of stories among the Irish  peasants, 

the deposits and guardians of the faith  through ages of 

persecution, uncovered the rich vein of symbolism lying 

buried there; however, Yeats missed the principal source, 

the Church, and became lost in the old pagan symbolism 

of the Celts.

Symbolism! Church symbolism! Old pagan symbol

ism! Another "ism"! Yes, but it  is  one thatjis  as old 

as humanity it s e lf .  I t  is  one that gave man the means 

of leaving to posterity a p ictorial record of himself
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and his deads long long before mankind had yet acquired 

a system of written signs.^ But "a symbol is a s ign ,"2

and the written word is  a symbol of the idea or image 

which gave rise to that word just as surely as was the 

p ictoria l design of early man a symbol of the thought 

which he wished to convey. But Dunbar te lls  us that

The word it s e lf  is  not the symbol, but merely
a symbol of the symbol, ^s Hugh of St. Victor 
warned, that which sign ifies Christ is  not the 
word "leo" but the animal* so also i t  is not 
the word "eagle" but the soaring bird that is 
the source of eagle symbolism. Whatever* wher
ever seeks to look directly upon the sun la 
symbolized by the eagle, whether a great saint* 
an organization* a sinner seeking the waters 
of Baptism, or contemplation it s e lf .  Such lev
e ls  of symbolism are not unconnected, nor are 
they arbitrary. The discerning reader passes 
in rapid association from one meaning to the 
next, finding each enriched through the pres
ence of the others.3

This gives us yet another definition* fundamentally 

agreed upon by men*$"that a symbol is  an expression of 

meaningful experience."* However, Yeats used compara

tively l i t t le  of this kind of symbolism. His source

1. H. T. Bailey and Ethel Pool, Symbolism for 
a rt is ts  Creative and Appreciative, 7.

2. Basil Be Selincoort, ..illiam Blake, 148.

3. ii. Flanders Dunbar* Symbolism in Medieval 
IM gga i ' 457.

4. Ib id .,  6.
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was literature it s e lf ,  and hie symbols are conscious, 

deliberate, an intellectual gleaning.

In Ideas of Good and E v il, Mr. Yeats differen

tiates between emotional symbols and intellectual sym

bols. The f i r s t  evoke emotions alone, and thus embrace

a l l  sensory reactions either pleasurable or painful; the 

second are symbols that evoke ideas alone or those that 

spring from the shadowy "no-man's land" stretching be

tween the confines of in te llect and emotions, and pro

duce symbols composed of ideas mixed with emotions*

It  is  the in tellect that decides where the read
er shall ponder over the procession of the sym
bols, and i f  the symbols are merely emotional, 
he gazes from amid the accidents and destinies 
of the world; but i f  the symbols are intellectu
a l ,  too, he becomes himself a part of pure intel
lect, and he is himself mingled with the pro

* cession.^

This growth in symbolic apprehension, this de

velopment from the ornamental and the exterior toward 

the more subtle and interior symbolism of the in tellect  

is apparent in a comparison of Yeats' ea rlie r poems with 

his later poems stripped of much of the g littering  orna

mentation of the ea r lie r periods. He has been deliberate 

in this casting aside of ornamental externalities as he 

explains in his poem called "A Coat"*

5. Ideas of Good and E v il, 251.



I  made my song a ooat 
Covered with embroideries 
Out of eld mythologies 
From heel to throat;
But the fools caught i t ,  
Wore i t  in the world's eye 
As though they'd wrought it .  
Song le t them take it  
For there's mere enterprise 
In walking naked."

6. Responsibilities, 180



SOME COMMON SYMBOLS

The symbol has been used by man from the very 

beginning of time. Difference of race, language, and 

custom has been no barrier to the conveying of man's 

thought by symbols which by usage have become common 

to a l l  mankind. Animal symbolism is found in the l i t 

eratures of many countries: the fox is  the sign of 

cunning; the lion sign ifies strength; the camel, endur

ance; the elephant, vindictiveness. The symbolism of 

precious stones and of flowers is  another meeting-ground 

fo r  even the uninitiate in more subtle systems of im

agery. The l i ly  is universally recognized as the symbol 

of purity, and the rose as the symbol of love. Flower 

symbolism may be considered in two ways, either as ex

amples of beauty or as emblems of love. The latter is 

exemplified in -The Canticle of Canticles." In the 

"Book of Job," the transitorinese of time is symbolized 

by the short l i fe  and early withering of the rose. How

ever, transitorineas is  more frequently symbolized by 

"grass" and "hay."

The rose is  the flower of the Blessed Virgin  

Mary. It  has frequently been used as the symbol of 

"Divine love" and of "sp iritual b lis s "; Chaucer used 

the rose as the symbol of "God's heavenly grace." "Wls-
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dom," "alienee," "secrecy" are ether esoteric meanings 

hidden in the heart of the rose. Yeats made a special 

study of rose symbolism, and i t  is  one of the a ll-p e r 

vading influences found in the entire cycle of his po

etica l works.

Symbols typifying nationality are an open book 

to a l l  mankind. The national f la g , national coinage 

and postage stamps are v is ib le  symbols of love of coun

try, and the power and authority of that loved country. 

Yeats uses the name Kathleen as a patriotic symbol, and 

again and again we find Ireland symbolized under the 

figure of the rose in his poetry.



SYMBOLISM AS A MOVEMaST 
IN LITERATURE

Symbolism is  the science of symbols, that is* 

the knowledge of the meaning of certain signs* emblems* 

memorials, allusions, representations, ana figures, by 

which an unnamed thing of a d ifferent order or sphere 

is  mentioned. As such, symbolism is as old as this 

hoary world of ours, but symbolism as a movement in 

literature had its  Inception in the school of the De

cadents of nineteenth century France.

For i t  was in the year 1636 that the French 
poet Jean Moreas, in an artic le  in the 
Figaro, proposed that the term "symbolism" 
be applied to a tendency* which, up to that 
time, had passed under the name of "deca
dence.*?

This epoch in French literature was merely an offshoot 

of the preceding Age of Romanticism. Baudelaire in 

representative of this materialistic age and a theory 

of Realism pervades many of his poems. "In a restricted  

sense he is  the ancestor of the symbolists. However* 

the true founder of the movement is  V illte rs  Be L 'ls le -

7. Paul Schofield, "The Age of Symbolism."
The Living. Age (July, 1936), 440.

8. Geoffrey Brereton, "The French Symbolists." 
Contemporary Review,V o l .  lb* (June, 1937), 461.
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Adam, "the Don Quixote of idealism, "9 who gives as the 

ideal of his own idealism in Axel, the Symbolist dra- 

ma+3-6

Verlaine, Mallarme and Rimboud are the three sup

porting p illa rs  of the movement, since i t  was the d iffu s 

ing of their ideas among the lettered public during the 

transition from "decadence" to "symbolism* which gave 

that intellectual assurance to the striving which only 

accomplishment can give.

That symbolism as a movement in literature was 

no transitory phase was evidenced by the celebration, 

in 1936, of its  f i ft ie th  anniversary, which Schofield 

called a

. . . celebration for a baby now grown into 
a great big man, perhaps the only truly in
ternational gentleman ^and I think he is  en
titled  to the name) now a liv e .3-1

Symbolism is  a part, and an important part, of

the literary  heritage of the English language, and it

is  with

Symbolism, im plicit in a l l  literature from 
the beginning, as i t  is  implicit in the very , 
words we use, comes to us now, at least quite

^  _ 9* Arthur Symons, The o lie  t Movement i&
Literature, 37.

10. Ib id .. 44, 43.

11. Paul Schofield, loc . c i t . , 441.
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conscious of it s e lf ,  offering us the only es
cape from our many imprisonments. #a find a 
new, an older, sense in the so worn out forms 
of things; the world which we can no longer 
believe in as the satisfying material object 
i t  was to our grandparents, becomes trans
figured with a new light; words, which long 
usage had darkened almost out of recognition, 
take fresh lustra. And i t  is  on the lines of 
that sp iritualizing of the word, that perfect
ing of form in its  capacity for allusion and 
suggestion, that confidence in the external 
correspondence between the v is ib le  and the 
invisib le universe . . . that literature must 
now move, i f  it  is  in any sense to move fo r 
ward.-^

12. Arthur Symons* op. o it . , 134.



INFLUENCE OF BQEHMB, BLAKE, SHELLEY AND 
THE FRENCH SYMBOLISTS UPON YEATS

That Boehme, the sixteenth century mystic, and 

that Blake the eighteenth century "genius" or "madman" 

—  both names were given him — should exert influence 

upon the poetical works of Yeats seems only logical in 

view of their kindred interest in art and in poetry.

Mr. Yeats devotes two of his essays to William

Blake. He introduces Blake by saying:

There have been men who loved the future like  
a mistress, and the future mixed her breath 
into their breath and shook her hair about 
them, and hid them from the understanding of 
their times. William Blake was one of these 
men, and i f  he spoke confusedly and obscure
ly  i t  was because he spoke things for whose 
speaking he could find no models in the world 
about him.15

Later in the same essay he te lls  us that Blake had been

influenced by Jacob Boehms.

He had learned from Jacob Boehme and from old 
alchemist writers that imagination was the 
f i r s t  emanation of divin ity, "the body of God,"
"the Divine members," and he drew the deduc
tion which they did not draw, that the imagina
tive arts were therefore the greatest of Di
vine revelations, and that the sympathy with , 
a l l  liv ing things, sinful and righteous alike^ 
which the imaginative arts awaken, is  that fo r
giveness of sins demanded by Christ.14

13. Ideas of Good and E vil, 168. 

14' Ib id .. 170.
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In the saiae essay he te lle  Me that

. . . when one reads Blake, i t  is  as though 
the spray of an inexhaustible fountain of 
beauty was blown into our faces, and not mere
ly  when one reads the Sonne of Innocence, or 
the lyrics he wished to ca ll "The Ideas of 
Good and E v il,"  but when one reads those 
'Prophetic Works* in which he spoke obscure
ly  because he spoke of things for .hose speak
ing he could find no models in the world abouthim.iS

This statement of Yeats gives perfect praise to 

the earlie r symbolist since he has used Blake's tit le  

fo r his own volume of essays, Ideas of Good and E v il. 

But it  is not only in such extraneous things that Yeats 

shows the influence of Blake: the whole sweep of his 

poetic works bears the stamp of that *incalculable 

strangeness," "that something further of unrest and un

appeasable longing"^  which is  part of the Celtic sp ir

i t .  Even the beauty of his fa iry  poetry charms us 

through a Blake-like v e il of mystery and glamour. De

scription after description in "The panderings of Olaia" 

re flec t the beauty and depth of Blake, and, to mention

only one of the shorter ly rics , "The Rose of Peace"
*

could easily  be placed among the lyrics in "Songs of 

Innocence."

IS- Ib id ., 173.

16. W. H. Eevison, Rooks and Personalities. 222.
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Brooding no more upon Cod's wars 
In his Divine homestead,
He would go weave out of the stars 
A ohaplet for your head.

And a l l  fo lk  seeing him bow down.
And white stars t e l l  your praise.
Would come at last to God's great town,
Led on by gentle ways;

And God would bid his warfare cease.
Saying a l l  things were well;
And softly make a rosy peace,
A peace of Heaven with H e ll.17

Next to Blake, Shelley perhaps exerted the 

greatest influence upon Yeats, That delightfu l poem, 

"The Lake Isle of Innisfree" reveals Shelley's in flu 

ence in its holiday-leave from the cares of l i f e  to a 

place of beauty and contentment. The "small cabin," 

"the nine bean rows,* "the bee-loud glade" give the 

proper setting fo r the beautiful second stanza:

And I shall have some peace there, fo r peace 
comes dropping slow,

Dropping from the vales of the morning to 
where the cricket singe;

There midnight's a l l  aglimner, and noon a 
purple glow,

And evening fu l l  of the linnet's wings.

The "purple glow" of noon is  characteristic of

Yeats' use of color. He says, '

I f  I say "white" or "purple* in an ordinary 
line of poetry, they evoke emotions so exclu-

17. Poetical ;o rks, I, 172. 

Ib id ., I, 179.18.
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sively that 2 cannot say why they move me; but 
i f  I say them in the same mood, in the same 
breath with such obvious intellectual sym
bols as a cross or a crown of thorns, I think 
of purity and sovereignty; while innumerable 
other meanings, which are held to one another 
by the bondage of subtle suggestion, . . . 
move v isib ly  through my mind. "9

This sensitivity to color is  a d istinctly  Shel- 

lyaa tra it , and Yeats further acknowledges its  in flu 

ence over him when he explains

A ll  sounds, a l l  colours, a l l  forms, either be
cause of their pre-ordained energies or be
cause of long association, evoke indefinable 
and yet precise emotions, or, as 1 prefer to 
think, c a ll down among us certain disembodied 
powers, whose footsteps over our hearts we 
c a ll  emotions . . .20

Yeats echoes Shelley again in his concern and

use of the wind in his poetry* He expresses his joy in

the wind not only in his volume The hind Among the Reeds,

but constantly throughout his works, "The wind that

awakens the stars," and the wind that "cries in the

sedge" give place to the passionate cry

0 Hearts of wind-blown flame!
0 winds elder than changing of night and day,

Shelley's beautiful lines in the "Prometheus Un

bound"

19. I d ^ ^ G g g d  agd Sv i l *  250.

20. Ib id . ,  243.
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My soul ie an enchanted boat,
Which like a. sleeping swan, doth float  
Upon the s ilver waves of thy sweet singing:

are reflected in the haunting lines of Mr. Yeats'

"The Wild Swans at Cools":

But now they d r ift  on the s t i l l  water 
Mysterious, beautiful;

W. H. Navleon in hia "The Poet of V ision ," published

shortly after Yeats' death, hails  him as

. . . a master of English prose almost equal 
to our own great masters* and of a symbolic g. 
or visionary verse unsurpassed since Shelley*

Another potent influence on Yeats is  that of

the French Symbolist movement. This movement, headed

by Stephans Haliarme', with its  deliberate self-conscious

aesthetic, was different from anything in England, but

had a far-reaching influence ever the young writers of

the end of the century.in both England and France.

Yeats was one of the favored group which gathered at

Mallarme's home for the Tuesday receptions to listen to

Mallarme talk on the theory of poetry in his "mild,

musical, and unforgettable voice." "

Yeats, however, had an advantage over the'French

and English poets. This advantage lay in Irish mytholo-

21. W. H. Nevinon, "Yeats: The Poet of V ision." 
LoadRE. Mercury. (March, 1939). 485.

22- Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle, 13.
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gy which held fo r him a treasury of symbols ready for  

use by his lightning-like imagination. Plain, Red Han- 

rgaaR. Maave, The Who Breamed of Fagrglaad' and the 

Sidhe themselves give an illusory  strangeness to Yeats' 

work of this period which sets i t  apart from a l l  others 

ju st as much as "The Happy Towniand* with its

Boughs that have their fru it  and blossom
At a l l  times of the year;

and whose

Rivers are running over 
With red beer and brown beer

is far removed from our practical-minded everyday world.*'

23. Ib id ., 28.



. . . but O 'L e a ry p e o p le  — the Gaelic 
people, who live  dangerously to die je a t -  
fu lly .  —

from Tributes

ed. Stephen Gwynn

PART I I

THE LAND OF THE TOgER



FAERIES AMD FAERYLAND

Faeryland is  to Yeats a symbol of the imagina

tion. His faeries are not mere intellectual toys scat

tered here and there through his poetry fo r the amuse

ment of the reader — they are an essential part of his 

poetic sp ir it , they are "the equivalent of the sod of 

Sligo turf that he and hie sister had longed to hold in 

London"^ when they stood homesick and forlorn watching 

the other children playing in the London street.

The <3elt^c TwilJ^grt is f i l le d  with scraps of 

stories and tales te lling  of the Cidhe and of their en

counters with men. One such tale, "Kidnappers," oven 

gives the location of the door to faeryland, "a small 

white square in the limestone," "some hundreds of feet
t

above the p lain ," "on the southern side of Ben Buiben."2 

In the same tale we learn that the faeries have another 

entrance to their glamorous land through "Heart Lake," 

"some five miles south of S ligo ."3

This tale is the source of the plot for "The 

Land of Heart's Desire." The setting fo r the play is

1. L. A. G. Strong, "W. B. Yeats: An Apprecia
tion ." The gprnhi 11 M a r in e , Vol. 156, 14.

2. TM  Celtic Tw ^ .^ght, 117. 

3- Ib id ., 122.
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S lizo , and the time, Hay Eve, the night on which the 

fae ries  have more power than at any other time of the 

year. Maire, the "newly-married wife of Shawn Bruin," 

Shawn, and his parents, the old Haurteen and Bridget, 

and Father Hart, the parish priest, are the human 

characters in this drama of faeryland.

The night is  a blustering windy night, and 

Zaire 's sp irit its as restless as the wind. She is  

burled in a book of faery lore which had belonged to 

Maurteen's father and which she had found in the ra ft

ers of the attic  where i t  had lain fo r f i f t y  years or 

more. Bridget scolds and fre ts  because she is  le ft  

alone to prepare the supper, until fin a lly  Maire, part

ly through anger, partly to revenge herself on Shawn 

and old Ma.urteen who do nothing to defend her from 

Bridget's sharp tongue, ca lls  out to the invisible  

sp irits  which she fee ls close at hand:

Come faeries, take me cut of this du ll house!
Let me have a l l  the freedom I have lost;
Work when I w i l l  and id le when I w il l!
Faeries, come take me out of this du ll world,
For I would ride with you upon the wind, ,
Run on the top of the dieshevelled tide.
And dance upon the mountains like a flame!*

Poor Mai re! She has given the wee fo lk  both 

food and f ire , and now she c a lls  upon them to take

*-* -coe^ioal t.orks, I I ,  151.
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her with them. The faery child comas in answer to her 

c a l l  and lures her further by premising to take her to 

a land

Where nobody gets old and crafty
and wise,

Where nobody gets old and godly
and grave.

Where nobody gets old and bitter
of tongue*

*'"** " *?. - ^
Maire listens to the child , and dies while a voice is

heard singing:

The wind blows out of the gates of the day,
The wind blows over the lonely of heart,
And the lonely of heart is  withered away 
While the faeries dance in a place apart 
shaking their milk-white feet in a ring,
Tossing their milk-white arms in the a ir ;
For they hear the wind laugh and murmur and sing 
Of a land where even the old are fa ir ,
And even the wise are marry of tongue;
But I heard a reed of Coolaney say,
"Whan the wind has laughed and murmured and sung, 
The lonely of heart is  withered away.""

Mr. Yeats used this same theme in "The Host of 

the A ir .*  O 'Driscoll was duck hunting on Heart Lake, 

and when night f e l l  he sat at the edge of the lake, 

singing and dreaming. Hie dream was of the faeries who 

were carrying away his bride Bridget. He heard tjhe mu

sic of the faery pipers,

And never was piping so sad 
And never was piping so gay.

5. Ib id ..  I I ,  176.
6. Ib id . ,  1. 220.
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We cannot help the catch-in-the-throat feeling  

over the sadness of the faeries* and over their yearn

ing towards the heart and soul and body of man, and the 

answering craving that they awaken in the mortal heart.

Come away, 0 human child?
To the waters and the wild  
With a faery hand in hand,
For the world's more fu l l  of

Weeping than you can understand.'

They present to the entranced gaze the contrast 

between the troubles of the world and the dancing joys 

of the faeries.

Where the wave of moonlight glosses 
The dim gray sands with ligh t,
Far off by furthest Rosses 
We foot i t  a l l  the night.
Weaving older dances,
Mingling hands and mingling glances 
T il l  the moon has taken f l ig h t ;
To and fro  we leap
And chase the frothy bubbles,
While the world is fu l l  of troubles 
And is  anxious in its  sleep.8

Mr. W. T. Stage in his artic le  "Faery Poetry of 

Mr. W. B. Yeats" says that

For him the fa ir ie s  have a real significance, 
symbolizing a thought, embodying a criticism  
of l i fe *  a lbe it that criticism  is  a poetic , 
rather than a philosophic one.

?. Ib id .,  I , 39.

8. Ib id .,  1. 39, 40.

9. w. T. Stace, "Faery Poetry of Mr. W. B. 
Yeats." The Living axe, Vol. 276, 485.
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But enough of faeries, fo r , as the l i t t le  old

woman told .fr. Yeats himself when he tried to talk to

her about the faeries:

They always mind their own a ffa irs  and I  
always mind mine: fo r i t  is  dangerous to
talk of the creatures.10

10. Celtic Twilight, 1&9.



THE TC-.UR

The use of "the tower" to symbolize "defence," 

"sa fety ,* or "captivity" can be traced back through l i t 

erature. The Church uses i t  in the Litany of hereto 

when she calls upon the Blessed Virgin under the t it le s  

of "Tower of David," and "Tower of Ivory." The f i r s t  

is symbolic of a place of refuge, the second, of strength. 

Mr. Yeats uses the symbolism of the tower, but he has in

dividualized his meaning. The tower, one of the moat im

portant symbols in his later poems, is a symbol of his 

own old age, and, also* of the decline of the c iv iliz a 

tion of which he is  a part. I t  is significant that 

Yeats, during the period in which he wrote the poems 

comprising his volume The Tower, was liv ing in Thoor 

Ballylee in one of the old Norman towers on the coast of 

Ireland.

In The lower he has come closer to the common 

world than at any previous period. He seems more genu

inely human, more concerned with the a ffa irs  of ordinary 

people, and hence,

More plain-spoken, more humorous —  his mind 
seems to run more frankly on hia ordinary hu
man satisfactions and chagrins: he is  some
times harsh, sometimes sensual, sometimes 
careless, sometimes co a rse .^

11. Edmund Wilson, /mcel's Castle.* 61
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The poem, "The Tower," from which the volume 

takes its  name, is an excellent example of the tongue- 

in-the-cheek variety of humor, and the poet shares his 

enjoyment with us when he writes:

What shall I do with this absurdity - -
O heart, O troubled heart —  this caricature. 
Decrepit age that has been tied to me 
As to a dog's tail? -

I t  seems that I must bid the muse go pack,
Choose Plato and Plotinus for a friend  
Until imagination, ear and eye,
Can be content with argument and deal 
In abstract things: or be derided by 
A sort of battered kettle at the h ee l.12

Humor tinged with satire is the keynote in "On

A Picture of a Black Centaur By Bdmond Dulac." The

lines

Your hooves have stamped at the black margin of 
the wood.

Even where horrible green parrots c a ll  and swing.
My works are a l l  stamped down into the sultry mud.
I knew that horse play, knew it  fo r a murderous

thing.13

make us fee l the poet's satisfaction in the deliberate

use of 'stamping hoofs" and "horse play."

Hie lack of concern over the ordinary a ffa ir s  of

men which caused one c r it ic  to say,

Hr. Yeats is totally unconscious about prob
lems of any sort. He is  more interested in

12. The Tower, 4, 5. 

13* Ibid* , 53*
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the things man do than in men themselves.
He prefers the symbol to the thing sym
bolized .14

seems to have disappeared when he wrote "Among School

Children," another poem in The Tower. A v is it  to a

Convent school by the "sixty-year old sailing public

man" where he saw the children at their work recalled

to him the tale of some childish g rie f told to him by

the woman he had loved.

And thinking on that f i t  of g rie f or rage 
I look upon one child or t'other there 
And wonder i f  she stood so at that age —
For even daughters of the swan can share 
Something of every paddler'a heritage —
And had that color upon cheek or hair 
And thereupon my heart is  driven wild:
She stands before me as a living ch ild .1°

He breaks away from his reverie, recalling his own old

age in the whimsical thought

— enough of that.
Better to smile on a l l  that smile and show 
There is  a comfortable kind of old scarecrow. ^

This new-found characteristic of Yeats which en

ables him to "poke fun" at hie own declining years, re

veals him in closer touch with human l i fe  than in his 

ea r lie r  poems. This is , indeed a picture vibrant'with

14. St. John G. Ervine, Some Impressions of My 
Elders. 264.

15. Thg. Tower. 56.

16. Ib id . .  57.
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KATHLEEN

Yeata the poet was, by some strange paradox, no 

less Yeats the patriot. His poetry is  fraught with the 

keenest sympathy fo r a l l  the rebellions down to the re

bellion of 1916, and he has immortalized one of these 

in hia poem "The Valley of the Black Pig" the germ of 

which he got from "a poor Sligo woman, a so ld ie r 's  wid

ow," whose "mind ran a good deal on war." "And present

ly our talk of war shifted aB it  had a way of doing to 

the battle of the Black Pig.*3-*?

The dews drop slowly and dreams gather: un
known spears

Suddenly hurtle before my dream-awakened eyes,
And then the clash of fa llen  horsemen and the 

cries
Of unknown perishing armies beat about my ears.-*-s 

No one but an heir to the Sp irit of Ireland could see 

such a dream in an old woman's talk; no one but an heir 

to the Sp irit of Poetry could immortalize the Sp irit of 

Ireland in the symbol of a name. Yeats is  heir to both, 

and in proof we have the exquisite ly r ic , "The Valley of 

the Black P ig ,* and the dramas "Cathleen ni Houlihan" 

and "The Countess cathleen." In "Cathleen ni Houlihan" 

the poor old woman v is its  the Gillanes on the eve of

17. The Celtic Twilight, 165. 

IS* Poetical Works, I , 248.
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the eider eon's wedding. She is  entertained by the fam

i ly ,  and i t  is only a fter she has le ft ,  accompanied by 

Michael, that the old parents remember that "the old 

woman" being about on the road is "a sign of war in the 

land.*

The Countess Cathieen in her desire to save her

people from famine se lls  a l l  her possessions to buy food

fo r them, and her plana being frustrated, fin a lly  se lls

her soul to the demons in ransom for the souls of her

people. The play ends with the majestic lines:

The years like great black oxen tread the world.
And God the Herdsman goads them on behind,
And I am broken by their passing feet.

Mr. Yeats was not the f i r s t  to use this symbolic name 

fo r  Ireland: the eighteenth century poets frequently 

poured out their love fo r Ireland, the nation, eulogiz

ing her as the "radiantly beautiful K ath leen ."^

19. Geo. N. Shuster, Catholic Sp irit in Modern 
L3&Ii.9!i Li terature., 270.



THE ROSE

Another symbol fo r the Spirit of Ireland which

Mr. Yeats has borrowed from the ancient lovers of the

Irish  Nation is  the rose it s e l f .  In poem after poem he

has poured forth his love of the "Black Rose."

The "Rose* poems of Mr. Yeats are the itera 
tion of his creed: his act of adoration at 
the shrine of Beauty. I t  is  a rite to which
he returns again and again, as though i t  were 
not enough to worship the goddess in "dusty 
deeds," having given his l i f e  to her service, 
but that he must go apart from time to time 
to contemplate and adore.*0

"To the Rose Upon the Rood of Time" he singe,

Red Rose, proud Rose, sad Rose of a l l  my days!
Coras near me, when I sing thy ancient ways:*!

and then thinking of the transitoriness of a l l  things,

he says

Who dreamed that beauty passes like a dream?
For these red lips with a l l  their mournful pride,22

"The Rosa of Battle* is  martial in its  ring:

Rose of a l l  Roses, Rose of a l l  the World!
* * * * * * * * * * * * +. *
Turn i f  you may from battles never done,
I c a ll  as they go by me one by one,
Danger no refuse holds, and war no peace, ,

20. Mary C. Sturgeon, Studies of Contemporary 
Eoets, 429.

2!. Poetical  ^orka, I ,  155.

Ib id ., I, 170.22.
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For him who hears love sing and never aaaac,23
The land, which in a i l  her sadness can s t i l l  be 

merry because she is the threshold of another world, The 

Land of Heart's Desire, is  awaited in 'The Secret Rose."

. . , I, too# await
The hour of thy great wind of love and hate.
When shall the stars be blown about the sky,
Like the sparks blown out of a smithy, and die? 
Surely thine hour has come, thy great wind blows.
Far o ff, most secret, and inviolate Hoae?24

The Rose poems, apart from a l l  the rest of Yeats'

poetry and prose works, mark him as a loyal son of the

Sp irit of Ireland, and worthy of her of "the red-rose-

bordered hem* whose praises he sings.

23. Ibid., I, 174.
24. Ib id ., I, 268.



We sake out of the quarrel with others 
rhetoric, out of the quarrel with our
selves, poetry. — Us says, Yeats.

PART I I I

THE RED-K 0 SE-BORDERED HEM



CRITICISM

Every study of modern poetry recognizes the 

genius of Mr. Yeats, and places him accordingly among 

the greatest of the moderns. A ll ,  however, do not 

have the same attitude towards hia poetry. The di

versity of opinion is so great, and in some instances, 

so far-fetched, that i t  ca lls  to mind the nursery 

rime about pease porridge, "some like i t  hot, some 

like i t  cold, some like i t  in the pot. nine days o ld ." 

A ll,  however, are unanimous in recognizing the genuine

ness of his inspiration, although many f a i l  to grasp 

any understanding of his method of working out these 

inspirations. His language is  English, but his mood 

is  that of the pagan Celt. "It  is  a mood of weariness, 

melancholy, sp iritua l and physical a t t r i t i o n . I n  his 

early work, almost every poem bears the imprint of the 

author's nationality, and even in the la ter poems with 

their lines of sheer beauty free from any cluttering 

of extraneous ornamentation, there is s t i l l  some turn 

of a phrase, some trick of the Irish  voice that re

veals the writer not only a poet, but an Irish  poet.

Yeats, from the very beginning, was deeply con-

1. Edward Davison, Some Modern Poets and Other 
Pri tipM  aasRRs, 179.
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cerned with fostering a literature deeply Irish  in 

sp ir it , but he wanted i t  less boisterous than that of 

his contemporary Irish  fellow-poets. He was no "bard 

born out of time": he was heir to the age in which Ire 

land had adopted the English language and fitted  i t  to 

her own musical phrasing, and he was the fortunate 

child who searched for and found the key to Ireland's  

old mythologies. These he used fo r the basis of his 

symbolic poetry.

From the very beginning Yeats was concerned 

with symbolism. Ria early verse, "the Rosa" poems, 

t e l l  us that

I find under the bough of love and hate.
In a lt  poor foolish things that live a day,
Eternal beauty wandering on her way.2

and in "The Lake Is le  of lan is free ," i t  is  beauty of

sound, of sense, and of color, that creates the charm

of the poem. The "bee-loud glade," the song of the

cricket, the glimmer of midnight, the "purple glow" of

noon, the sound of "the linnet's wings," a l l  tend to

the creation of an emotion which is  truly symbolic.

I t  is the poet's way of expressing hie yearning for

home.^

3. Poetical Works, I, 185.

3. Ib id .. I ,  179.
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The Wind Atnon̂  the Reeds is acclaimed by some 

of the c r it ic s  as the crowning peak of Yeats* symbolism, 

but this cannot be true as is  evidenced by his dramatic 

poetry which is highly symbolic, and a lso  by his later  

poetry, The Wild Swans at C ode , The Tower, and The 

Winding s ta ir . Some say that when nr. Yeats turned to 

drama and the theatre, a great ly ric  poet was lost. A 

strange assumption, surely, when we have "Cathleen Hi 

Houlihan,* "The Land of Heart's Desire," and "The Coun

tess Cathleen" which are both ly ric  and symbolic. The 

symbolism in these plays is discussed in Part I I , but 

we may here note their lyric  beauty. F irst the faery 

. song, ,

For they hear the wind laugh and murmur and sing 
Of a land where even the old are fa ir  
And even the wise are merry of tongue;^

and next the voice of the angel,

. . . the Light of Lights
Looks always on the motive, not the deed.
The Shadow of Shadows on the deed alone.&

"The Shadowy Waters* is  another play in which 

the symbolism is expressed in lyric  beauty:

For i t  is love that I am seeking fo r,
But of a beautiful, unheard of kind
That is not in the world

4. Ib id *, 11, 1?6.
5. 11. 130.

6. Ib id ., 11, 203.
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and again, in the closing scene of the play, we hear

For^ael as he gathers Dectora'e hair about him,

Beloved, having dragged the net about us.
And knitted mesh to taeah, we grow immortal;
And that old harp awakens of it s e lf  
To cry aloud to the grey birds, and dreams,
That have had dreams for Fathers, live  in u s.'

The poet's search fo r perfect beauty is apparent.

The grey birds are symbolic of the souls of a l l  dead

lovers who ca ll to mortal lovers from an existence of

perfect joy.

Mr. Yeats' concern about idealized joy has

caused his c ritics  to place his name with those of Keats
*

and Shelley; Keats is  the apostle of beauty; Shelley, of 

love; and Yeats, of joy.^

Mr. Yeats, unlike most of his contemporaries, 

did not write poetry during the F irst World war. How

ever, his muse had not deserted him, and following the 

war, he wrote some of his greatest poetry in the vol

umes called The Wild Swans at Coole, The Towsr, and The 

Winding s ta ir . This poetry written in his f i f t i e s  and 

sixties gives us a "beauty of a more aesthetic kind,* 

i t  is  "more severe," "more organic* —  inherent in theme

7. Ib id .. 11, 249.

8. W. T. Staoe, "Faery Poetry of Mr. W. B. 
Yeats." vhe Living Age, Vol. 276, 483.
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rather than adherent to it .^

The t it le  poem of the volume The Wild Swans at 

Coole is th rillin g  in the simplicity of it s  opening 

lines,

The trees are in their autumn beauty,
The Woodland paths are dry*

A cursory glance at the poem might leave one with the

impression that i t  is a pretty b it of description and

no more; but there is  an exactitude about i t  which holds

our attention. It is  a clear, bracing autumn evening.

The poet has suddenly emerged into a clearing in the

woods and sees before him a lake upon which rests a

large flock of swans. His curiosity is  aroused. He

counts them, and ju st in time. The fifty-n ine swans

A ll  suddenly mount
And scatter wheeling in great broken rings 
Upon their clamorpus wings.10

The poet has counted the swans year a fter year until 

th is, the nineteenth time. He is attracted by their 

unchangeableness which he contrasts with the change in 

himself. Nineteen years ago he had the springy r e s i l i 

ent step of youth —' now he is  old. The swans s t i l l  

flo a t , lover beside lover, "in the cold companionable

9. Llewellyn Jones, F irst Impressions, 148. 

10. The Wild Swans at Coole, 1.
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str eauae" — we wonder, does the poet lack the comforts 

of home and the joys of the family fireside?

"The poem is an excellent example of the poet's 

making a b it of natural description carry emotional in

tensity by relating the description to hie own fe e l

i n g s . T h e  swans are symbolical of the "beautiful, 

mysterious, unwearied immortality of nature it s e lf .

The restraint of the poet in withholding his own sor

rows, and giving us instead a picture of the unchanging 

beauty of the swans is a striking piece of emotional 

symbolism.

The names for the volumes The Tower, published 

in 1928, and fo r  The binding S ta ir, published in 1929, 

were suggested by the ancient tower in Thocr Ballylee  

with its winding sta ir where Yeats was then liv ing with 

his family. In these two volumes, "we find a success

fu l ,  organic fusion of thought and emotion within the 

symbol. The remarkable thing was that Yeats . . . re

served his triumph fo r hie old age ."13

Mr. Yeats, through the experiences he gained dur-

11. Cleanth Brooks, John T. Purser, Robert Penn 
warren, An ARRroagh. to erature, 456.

12. Ib id . ,  456.

13. T. ?* O'Donnell, Sailing to Byzantium, 54.



38

ing his work fo r Ireland, had acquired a new idiom, his 

language had become the simple everyday speech of ordi

nary men. The bitterness he experienced over his meager 

accomplishment crystallized in his verse until its  very 

simplicity has a craggy strength. His greatest triumph 

lay in the fact that his "painstaking jew ler-like a rt is 

try " 14 had created verse, which like Sw ift's prose, de

f ie s  imitation and description.

Mr. Evans, in his discussion of Yeats, says:

From the f i r s t  he had vision, though some of 
the things he saw in the darkness might appear 
dubious in the daylight. But the best of his 
mysticism he founded in Blake and Shelley, em
ploying i t  in an original way to break up the 
world of science and commerce, the things 
"seen, touched, measured, explained, under
stood, argued over" which were as nothing to 
the invisible l i f e .  He believed that man's 
l i fe  was sp iritua l and that in certain symbols 
i t  could discover it s e lf .

Mysticism — it  is the one quality that Mr. 

Yeats does not lay claim to when he abrogates to him

se lf  every other poetic virtue in the c r it ic s ' c lassi

fication l i s t .1? Nr. O'Glasala, in his essay, "Yeats:

14. Rica Brenner. Poets of Our Time, 384.

15. Benjamin Ifo r Evans, "The Poetry of 11 - 
liam B . Yeats." Fortnightly Review, Vol. 151, 351.

16. Ib id .,  Vol. 151, 351.

17. Padraic O'Glasain, "Yeats: Symbolist or 
Mystic." Ave Marie (July 19* 1941), 71.
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Symbolist or Mystic," gives the distinction between 

"the mystic's and the symbolist's search for God, e f

fected by journeys over divergent roads of approach."^8

The symbolist chases madly a fter a mirage he 
mistakes fo r the grandeur of God, while the 
mystic, finding the oasis in the Sacrament of 
the A ltar, drinks to soul-satisfying satiety  
of the wine of eternal l i f e .  Plainly the 
symbolist seeks without finding that which 
the mystic finds without seeking.19

¥e, however, without giving MT. Yeats credit 

fo r supernatural qualities that are impossible to at

tain outside of a supernatural l i f e  founded in sancti

fying grace, can and do recognize him as the writer of 

"the sweetest ly rics  written in the English language 

in our lifetim e."20

18. Ib id *. 74.

19. Ib id ., 74.

20. Ib id . ,  71.
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