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INTRODUCTION
God guard me from those thoughts men think 
In the mind alone;
He that sings a lasting song 
Thinks in a marrow-bone.

"A Prayer for Old Age" 1
Ever since Donald Davidson's article for Southern 

Revlew and Virginia Moore's book, The Unicorn (1952), 
critics have tried to mount William Butler Yeats's 
centaur from the off side; finding the beast skittish 
under their approach, they have failed not only to 
master it, but even to avail themselves properly of a 
"leg up" from the poet himself. 2 Recognizing the close 
relationship between Yeats's prose and poetry, Davidson 
uses one reference to the poetry to boost himself past 
the centaur's back altogether. Moore, on the other hand, 
seems determined to lead to a Jungian mounting block an 
ungainly creature, made more in the image and likeness 
of her own thesis than formed by the word of the poet 
himself.

P. B. Yeats, Collected Poems (New York, 1956) Cited in text as CP.
^Donald Davidson, "Yeats and the Centaur " 

Southern Review. VII, 3 (Winter, I9/+2), 510-5i6; 
Virginia Moore, The Unicorn: William Butler Yeats' 
Search for Reality (New York,“l95A), pp. 446^57.'
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T. H. Kenn Is not alone In asserting that "an 
understanding of the Yeatsian »theory ©f opposites' 
is central»» to an understanding of Yeats's poetry;3 
it certainly is necessary in order to perceive the 
funotion of horse, of horseman, and of horse-horseman—  
the centaur image— in his poetry. It will not do to 
assume, because of Yeats's interest in and use of the 
occult, that his overriding concern is escape from the 
physical world. He was well aware of the frustrating 
limitations of matter and flesh, but he was equally 
aware of the limitations for man of the purely spiritual 
or intellectual side of reality. He Joined D. H. Lawrence 
in railing against abstraction,^ and calls an author 
who '»could stand by the deathbed of wife or mistress 
and not long for any immortality of body and soul . . , 
an arrogant, sapless man*»»3 He is always a lover of

^The Lonely Tower: Studies in the Poetry of W. B. Yeats (London. 1949), p. 100.
^See letter to Olivia Shakespear, May 25, 1933 in 

lilS Letters of W. B. Yeats, ed. Allan Wade (New York, 
1955). P« 810. "Of course Lawrence is an emphasis 
directed against modern abstraction. I find the whole 
book /Lady Chatterley«s Lover7 Interesting and not 
merely the sexual parts. They are something that he 
sets up as against the abstraction of an age that he 
thinks dead from the waist downward.»» Cf., »» I thought 
the enemy of this unity jfof beln^/ was abstraction."Ihe Autobiography of William Butler Yeats (New York 1965), p. 129.

5see footnote in W. B. Yeats. A Vision (New Yerk1961), p. 219.
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intellect, of order and artifice, but also of passion, 
emotion, and spontaneity. As David Daiches points out, 
“what he was searching for was a way of transcending the 
dichotomies . . . , some third element in which the 
opposites were fused.

It is this struggle to fuse opposites which produces 
A Vision, then, and whioh thematically dominates his 
poetry. According to his cyclical theory of history 
(dealt with in such symbols as wheel, cone and gyre) 
civilizations rise and fall every 2 ,000 years, each on 
the other's heals, “objective" and "subjective" by turn. 
The change comes violently, and, although Yeats knows 
well enough the horrors of violence, he seems sometimes 
almost to welcome it: with real revolutions, degenerate 
democracy may give way to a truly aristocratic society, 
a Unity of Culture in which men who possess Unity of 
Being can flourish. Out of the rubble of perishing

the continual outrage to man's longing 
for permanence, and particularly the artist's, Yeats 
builds historical comfort. If "All things fall,« yet 
they "are built again," and "those that build them again 
are gay" (CP, 292). Thus the fact of change and the 
need for permanence are in part reconciled.

(New iorkfTfftt.Tfllf2 ~  SS£ll£i! ̂ ratur£- 11



A Vision also deals with the Yeatsian theory of 
personality, In which the twenty-eight phases of the

4

moon are used to symbolize the various types of person
ality. Here, too, wheel, gyre and cone are used 
extensively, Intersecting cones representing, for 
example. Concord and Discord In history, and Primary 
and Antithetical tinctures In personality. In Yeats's 
theory, every personality seeks Its opposite. Its Mask, 
not only for the sake of roundness, but, as T. H. Henn 
says, for '»the dramatic complement of those whose lack 
has given rise to frustrations."? In various civiliza
tions. different personalities find themselves most at 
home, the "perfect man," for instance, being best able 
to survive in an aristocratic society. As Henn asserts, 
then, "every action, even the smallest, moves towards Its 
opposite, and then relapses Into its first condition."® 
All things— physical acts, civilizations, personalities—  
strive for their opposites and, having achieved them, 
turn back on themselves.

As In history and personality, so also In art all 
that Is beautiful and worthwhile comes from this fusion 
of opposites; "for the nobleness of the arts," says Yeats,

?Henn, p. 101. 
8Ibld.. pp. 100-101
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"is in the mingling of contraries, the extremity of 
sorrow, the extremity of joy, perfection of personality, 
the perfection of its surrender, overflowing turbulent 
energy and marmorean stillness; and its red rose opens 
at the meeting of the two beams of the cross, and at the 
trysting place of mortal and immortal, time and eternity. 
This is the same Yeats who asserts that "we cannot 
separate mind and body, " 10 and that therefore in art 
as in life, "Labour is a blossoming or a dancing where/ 
Body is not bruised to pleasure soul" (CP, 21*0. Indeed 
the great cosmic dance (the concept so common in the 
Middle Ages and Renaissance) seems the perfect metaphor 
for all ©f Yeats's philosophy, a metaphysics which,
Joseph Ronsley feels, possesses "an intellectual dis
cipline powerful enough to give order and purpose to 
life while at the same time incorporating spontaneity, 
ebullienoe, even wildness. " 11

For Yeats there is always reality behind reality; 
if a harmony of discords produces the cosmic dance, the

^Essays and Introductions (New York, 1961), p. 255.
^Autobiography. p. 221.
11Yeats»s Autobiography; Life as Symbolic 

Pattern (Cambridge. Mass., 1968), p. 9 .
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worlds which dance are spiritual as well as physical. 
Furthermore, he Is convinced of both racial and individ
ual Immortality, convinced that

Though the grave-diggers* toil Is long,
Sharp their spades, their muscles strong,
They but thrust their burled men 
Back In the human mind again.

(CP, 3W

But even in the process of purification of soul after 
death, which Is necessary before the final rebirth and 
attainment of Paradise, there Is action as well as 
contemplation, and even contemplation is not passive.
One is never quite out of a body of some sort, and at 
the end of the phases of reincarnation stands phase 
fifteen, the phase in which the being*s body "possesses 
the greatest possible beauty, being indeed that body 
which the soul will permanently inhabit."1'* Thus, 
while he speaks tongue-in-cheek of his orthodoxy in his 
prefatory statement, he is quite serious as well in 
hoping "for the resurrection of the body," in feeling 
"that a man should find his Holy Land where he first 
crept upon the floor, and that familiar woods and rivers 
should fade into symbol with so gradual a change that

^see A Vision, "Book III: The Soul In Judgment."pp. 219-2^0.
Vision, p. 136.

12
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he may never discover, no, not even in ecstasy itself, 
that he is beyond space, and that time alone keeps him 
from Prlmum Mobile."1** As Richard Ellmann correctly 
observes, «Yeats was not required in his verse . . . 
to decide heaven’s exact composition, but_7 the various 
heavens he describes have certain negative qualities in 
common: they are never thin, spiritualized, or flesh- 
less."1^

The whole thrust of Yeats’s thought and work, then, 
is toward a fusion or resolution of opposites or anti
nomies, "a marriage, balance or reconcilement."1  ̂ The 
stasis of true art is the tension of struggle, however, 
and "an excellent art should rise out of life as the 
blade out of the spear-shaft . . .  all art out of the 
body."1? Yeats maintains bluntly that "all art is 
sensuous," and "bids us touch and taste and see and hear 
the world, and /shrink7 from . . .  every abstract thing, 
from all that is of the brain only, from all that is 
not a fountain jetting from the entire hopes, memories, 

lAEssays and Introductions, p. 297.
^The Identity of Yeats (New York, 1954), p. 50. 
l6Ibld., pp. 89-90.
^ Essays and Introductions, p. 295.
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1  Oand sensations of the body," ° In his unpublished novel,
The Speckled Bird, he asserts still more strongly that
"all the arts sprang from sexual love and there they
could only come again, the garb of religion when that

19reconciliation had taken place," This being the case,
it comes as no shook to find his statement in A Vision
that in the broadest sense "the marriage bed is the
symbol of the solved antinomy, and were more than symbol
could a man there lose and keep his Identity, but he 

20falls asleep," He will speak of both spiritual and
physical reality in physical terms, because "spirit is

21reached through the sensible world," and the material 
for poetry is found first— not in philosophy, not in 
mysticism— but "In the foul rag-and-bone shop of the 
heart" (CP, 336).

A view of the whole of his poetry shows an increasing 
concern with the reconciling of life's dialectical

l8Essays and Introductions, pp. 292-93.
^Quoted in Ellmann, p, 52,
20A Vision, p, 52.
21Quoted from Yeats's diary, 1930, by Edward Engel- berg in "He too was in Arcadia: Yeats and the Paradox 

of the Fortunate Fall," In Excited Reverie: A Centenary 
J-Tlfoute to William Butler Yeats. eds. A, Norman Jeff ares and K. G, W. Cross (New York, 1965), p. 77.
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oppositions: passion and intellect, spontaneity and 
ritual, individuality and unity, life and death, change 
and stability, chaos and order, time and eternity. The 
poet is increasingly unwilling to sacrifice any one 
aspect of human life and experience for another, increas
ingly determined to show that

Whatever stands in field or flood,
Bird, beast, fish or man,
Mare or stallion, cock or hen,
Stands in God’s unchanging eye 
In all the vigour of its blood;
In that faith I live or die.

(CP, 264)
Within this context, Images take on added meaning, and 
often in the middle and late poems acquire the full 
burden of their significance. The horse moves from 
violence symbol to a symbol of the elemental force of 
life itself, both creative and destructive, a symbol of 
the passional side of man’s nature and a symbol of the 
raw material of poetry. Appearing throughout Yeats’s 
work, the horseman evolves from a violence and hero 
symbol into the symbol of Unity of Being in an individual 
or class— the perfeot fusion of those seeming opposites, 
body and soul, passion and intellect— and, finally, of 
the perfect fusion of the poet and his material. The 
perfect man and the proper relationship between the poet 
and his material can both be represented, for Yeats, by
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the perfect union of man and horse, the centaur. In 
the last letter of his life, dated January 4, 1939, he 
wrote that "man can embody truth but he cannot know 
It” ; 22 thus the horse and horseman are symbolic 
embodiments of Yeatsian truths about man's relation to 
himself and to the world around him: separate symbols 
which, fusing into the centaur, constitute another 
reconciliation of opposites in the great cosmic dance.

22Letters P 922
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A VIOLENCE OF HORSES:
THE HEROES AND THE SIDHE

Violence upon the roads: violence of horses;
Some few have handsome riders, are garlanded 
On delicate sensitive ear or tossing mane,
But wearied running round and round In their courses 
All break and vanish, and evil gathers head, , . ,

••Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen'»
(CP, 207)

In addition to such often-discussed Imagery as 
roses, trees, birds, and the sea, Yeats begins in his 
early period (1889-1899) to use other images which 
later become what John Unterecker calls "obsessive" 
images1 and finally symbols. Prominent among these 
are the horse and horsemen, images which recur with 
increasing frequence and importance in the later work, 
especially from 1919 on. Among Yeats»s earliest child
hood memories were a red pony and two dogs, and his 
first confidant was a stable boy; he spent many of his 
boyhood holidays with his uncle (the once great horse
man, George Pollexfen2) and came finally to live in 
Galway (which is, first and last, great horse country). 
It would be rather surprising, then, if Yeats did not

l A Readers»s Guide to William Butler Yeats 
(New York, 1959), p. 36.

Autobiography, pp. 2 , 7 , *<4-46.
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use horse and horseman Imagery In his poetry, for as he 
himself says, «a poet writes always of his personal 
life. « 3

In the early work, dreamy, romantic and filled with 
Celtic heroes and heroines, come horses and horsemen 
which foreshadow those in the later, more «realistic« 
work. In «The Wanderings of Oisin,« which Yeats*s last 
revision placed at the beginning of his works, ahead of 
Crossways. Oisin is himself a hunter and one of the 
«horsemen with their floating hair,« and it is on Nlamh's 
Faery horse that he makes his three hundred year Journey. 
Earlier versions of the poems contain more details about 
the Fenians* horses, and a careful description of Nlamh's 
«pearly white« mount.^ In the final version of the 
poem, however, Yeats does not mention the Fenian*s 
horses and has eliminated any descriptive suggestion 
that Nlamh's horse may be somehow symbolic. Certainly 
it is still no mortal horse; it remains a Danaan steed, 
untiring and supernatural, possessed of its own strange 
intuition. (It screams and shivers as Oisin and Niamh 
approach the Isle of Many Fears until its mistress

^Essays and Introductions. p. 509.¿1The Variorum Edition of the Poems of w. B. Yeats, 
eds. Peter Allt and Russell K. Alspaoh (New York, 19^0),
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calms It, and comes «without summons« when It realizes 
that Oisln Is ready to leave the Isle of Forgetfulness 
and return to the world of mortals /CP. 363-7^7 .) But 
it has become still more insubstantial: the reader is 
not even told its color.

Grown old at last, 01sin speaks of himself to 
St. Patrick as a horseman-warrior: »If I were as I 
once was, the strong hoofs crushing the sand and the 
shells. . . «(CP, 377). In his sudden insight into 
the human condition, he knows «how men sorrow and pass,/ 
And their hound, and their horse, and their love, and 
their eyes that glimmer like silk« (CP, 378). Oisln 
is the first of Yeats*s horseman-heroes and the first 
of his warrior-horsemen, figures which will later 
separate and merge again as they become Increasingly 
symbolic.

Other early heroes out of Irish legend are horse
men as well: King Goll, becoming a warrior again, calls 
for his »loud brazen battle-cars"; Fergus, who has been 
a great warrior as well as »A king and proudI» ££, 32) 
drives nls "chariot—wheels/ In the white border of the 
murmuring sea" (CP, 32), and in "Who Goes With Fergus," 
he "rules the brazen cars" (CP, 4 3). Standing "amid his 
battle cars," Cuchulaln, in "Cuohulain's Fight with



the Sea,” "Aged, worn out with wars/ On foot, on 
horseback or in battle-oars" (CP, 34), has been, before 
all else a warrior. With these towering, legendary 
heroes, too, horses are present, in the various chariot 
synecdoches, although now they have grown still more 
shadowy. Direct or indirect mention of horses in the 
"hero" poems after "The Wanderings of 01sin" serves to 
remind the reader of the hero*s role as warrior and to 
reinforce the overtones of violence, past, present, or 
to come.

Horse and horseman are also pure violence symbols, 
"apocalyptic horse?" as Ellmann calls them,^ which 
may have as part of their imaginative origin Mary 
Battle's "fine and dashing-looking" men whom "one sees 
riding their horses in twos and threes on the slopes of 
the m o u n t a i n s . T h e  horse image seems to have fasci
nated the less than accomplished horseman Yeats 
Ellmann remarks that "In his memories of the Ashmolean 
Museum he recalled above all »certain pots with strange,

5Ellmann, p. 31.
^Autobiography. p. 178.
nfSee his amusing account of his father’s instruc

tion and his childhood attempt to ride his red pony 
to the hounds in the Autobiography, pp. 33-34.
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Ohalf-supernatural horses, , . .»« The combination
of "horse" and »supernatural« Is irresistible for him,
and supernatural horses and riders never cease to occur
in his poetry. This fascination derives, probably, from
some combination of instinctive attraction to Mary
Battle’s supernatural horsemen, «those wild unchristian
riders« who «rush forth upon the fields" when the
"white, square door" in Ben Bulben "swings open at 

osundown,»^ and the legendary Battle of the Black Pig, 
which is yet to come, and which seems to Yeats "an 
Armageddon which shall quench all things in the Ances
tral Darkness a g a i n , D o u b t l e s s  there are other 
legends and events which lend still more force to the 
symbol. Henn notes, for example, that "beside Glencar 
there is a precipice where a troop of horsemen were led 
to their death; and one of my friends had heard on 
Ben Bulben the beat of miniature horse-hoofs on the 
plateau at the mountain-top, and seen the grass beaten 
down and springing up again as if a troop of horse had 
passed that way, . . , Yeats himself recalls

8Ellmann, p, 336,
9The Celtic Twilight (New York, 1962), p. 9 .̂See also Henn, p. 336 (footnote).
•̂°The Celtic Twilight, p, 109.
•^Henn, p. 2.
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Macgregor Mathers' predictions of the "imminence of 
immense wars" and wonders whether it was "some talk of 
his" that "made" him write "In the Valley of the Black 
Pig. " 12

Whatever their origin, these are the horses and 
horsemen of violence. The Tuatha de Danaan, or the 
Sldhe, as they may be oalled (thus associated with the 
wind), are elemental powers of light, warmth, fruitful
ness and goodness, and "the great among them . . .go 
much on horseback." They fight in November (for the 
harvest), and at a man's death, and have fought upon 
"the Towery Plain" and will again fight with the Fomor, 
"the powers of darkness, and cold and barrenness, and 
badness," according to Yeats. His interpretation of 
the battles is that the battle on the Towery Plain "was 
the establishment of the habitable world, the rout of 
the ancestral darkness; that the battle among the Sidhe 
for the harvest is the annual battle of summer and 
winter; that the battle among the Sidhe at a man's death 
is the battle of life and death; and that the Battle of 
the Black Pig is the battle of the manifest world and 
the ancestral darkness at the end of all things." Further
more, he believes that"all these battles are one, the

^Autobiography. p. 225.
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battle of all things with shadowy d e c a y . These 
horsemen may often be associated with the end/beginning 
of one of Yeats*s 2 ,000 year cycles and with then-present 
Irish violence as presaging the "apocalypse,» since "All 
over Ireland are prophecies of the coming rout of the 
enemies of Ireland, in a certain Valley of the Black 
Pig."1^

In "The Hosting of the Sidhe," the host "is riding 
from Knockarea," and mortals are warned that "if any 
gaze on our rushing band,/ We come between him and the 
deed of his hand,/ We come between him and the hope of 
his heart" (CP, 53)« It is common belief that those 
who show too keen an interest in the "faeries" may be 
carried off, unable to rejoin the world of mortal men. 
Yeats hopes to restore to the Tuatha de Danaan some of 
their original symbolic power as an almost elemental 
force. Cyclical Nature and the elements that constitute 
the world of change are Indeed themselves changeless, 
as Yeats sees them, and more powerful than any indi
vidual. To "gaze upon that rushing band" is dangerous 
Indeed, for it is to gaze upon that compared with whloh

13"Notes" in Variorum, p. 810. See also pp. 800-
o 02 • 4

l4Ibld.. p. 808.
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man's endeavors are but brief and perishing, a vision 
which might well come between a man and «the deed of 
hand« and "the hope of his heart"— any hope and striving 
for something of lasting value in human life. "The 
winds awaken, the leaves whirl round" as the Sidhe pass, 
and there is a suggestion of violence in their 
description:

Our cheeks are pale, our hair is unbound.
Our breasts are heaving, our eyes are agleam,
Our arms are waving, our lips are apart.

(CP, 53)
By and large, however, this first use of super

natural horsemen is gentle when compared with most of 
the others, even those in the same volume (The Wind 
Among the Reeds. 1899). The one possible exception is 
"The Unappeasable Host," in which the immortal Danaan 
children who "will ride North when the ger-eagle flies" 
are contrasted with a mortal child and parent. Even 
here they become, on contemplation, objects of dread, 
and the parent-speaker attempts to placate them with:
"0 heart the winds have shaken, the unappeasable host/
Is oomeller than candles at Mother Mary's feet" (CP, 56). 
Again, any suggestion of violence in the poem is spoken 
of in terms of wind, in which the common people find 
the Sidhe:

Desolate winds that cry over the wandering sea;
Desolate winds that hover in the flaming West;
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Desolate winds that beat the doors of Heaven, and beat
The doors of Hell and blow there many a 

whimpering ghost. (CP, 56)
The violence, especially of the last two lines, finds 
one interesting counterpart in "the haystack-and roof
levelling wind,/ Bred on the Atlantic," in "A Prayer 
for My Daughter"; this sea-wind the speaker hears 
"scream upon the tower,/ And under the arches of the 
bridge, and scream/ In the elms above the flooded 
stream" (CP, 185). By the stage in Yeats*s career in 
which "A Prayer for My Daughter" is written (June, 1919), 
wind is a symbol of violent leveling which may still 
contain a suggestion of the apocalyptic Sldhe, and sea 
wind in this context may acquire an added level of 
meaning from the understanding of Yeatsian horse Imagery.

In "The Valley of the Black Pig," however, the 
supernatural horsemen are specifically apocalyptic. The 
vision which appears to the speaker's "Dream-awakened 
eyes" is of that last battle, and "The clash of fallen 
horsemen and the cries/ Of unknown perishing armies beat 
about my ears" (CP, 63). Coming to himself, the speaker 
says, for those who await this coming Armageddon, that 
"Being weary of the world's empires" they bow down to 
the "Master of the still stars and of the flaming door," 
submitting to the cold necessity of eternity and
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destruction, to the Master of men and the Sidhe, These 
are the horsemen In the one-line refrain of "Three Songs 
to the One Burden," in which "Prom mountain to mountain 
ride the fierce horsemen" (CP, 319-21). John Unterecker 
sees a progression from mythology to personality to 
politics (and prophecy) in the songs, and says that 
the third song, in praise of the Nineteen Sixteen 
rebellion and its heroes, "brings us closer to that 
time when the horsemen come down off the mountain to 
obliterate present chaos and introduce a new antithetical 
order." He states that "it is this poem toward which the 
others drive. But together— mythological, personal and 
political— they Integrate in a common refrain the three 
areas of Yeats's greatest interest.»1^ The representa
tives of the forces of destruction— the supernatural 
horsemen— become a source of unity, almost paralleling, 
in their technical function, the symbolic function of 
other, very human horsemen.

In "Crazy Jane on God," these violent horsemen 
reappear:

Banners choke the sky;
Men-at-arms tread;
Armoured horses neigh 15

15'Unterecker, p. 278
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Where the great battle was 
In the narrow pass.”

(CP, 25*0
They are perhaps the Sldhe In their first great battle, 
perhaps those horsemen led to their death at that 
precipice beside Glencar to whom Yeats refers Indirectly 
In the refrain of one of the "Three Marching Songs," 
Probably they are the latter, as the "narrow pass" would 
Indioate, where the "mountain pass" is "an airy spot,/ 
And no man knows what treads the grass" (CP, 325-26), 
Significantly, this second of three marching songs-- 
songs for men who fight— sets up the situation, both 
Irish and universal, in which the conditions preceding 
the end of a cycle are established. At the end of 
stanza one comes "A slave bows down to a slave"; at the 
end of stanza two, "How can the mind forgive?"s and the 
last powerful stanza:

What if there’s nothing up there at the top?
Where are the captains that govern mankind?
What tears down a tree that has nothing within it?A blast of the wind, 0 a marching wind,March wind, and any old tune,
March, march, and how does it run?

(CP, 326)
With each stanza the refrain gathers force until the 
question and answer tremble between eager acceptance 
of the apocalyptic horsemen and the dread of imminent
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What marches down the mountain pass?
No, no, my son, not yet;
That is an airy spot,
And no man knows what treads the grass,

(CP, 326)
The father here deceives his son out of fear; everyone 
knows »what treads the grass,» ready still to ride down 
the mountain side and harry the world. As Crazy Jane 
asserts, »All things remain in God» (CP, 254-), Who is 
the »Master of the still stars and of the flaming door« 
(CP, 63).

Prom The Wind Among the Heeds (1899) to Last Poems
(1936-1939) these horses and horsemen of violence appear
repeatedly. In «Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen,» the
«guardsmen*s drowsy chargers» are followed by: »Now days
are dragon-ridden, the nightmare/ Rides upon sleep« and
»a drunken soldiery,« Then, in stanza VI:

Violence upon the roads: violence of horses;
Some few have handsome riders, are garlanded 
On delicate sensitive ear or tossing mane,
But weary running round and round in their oourses 
All break and vanish, and evil gathers head,

(CP, 207)
These are the Sidhe, and Yeats leaves no doubt in the
poem itself who they are or what their purpose is. In
the next lines he explains,

Herodlas daughters have returned again,
A sudden blast of dusty wind and after
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Thunder of feet, tumult of images,
Their purpose in the labyrinth of the wind,

(CP, 208)
Yeats has explained carefully in a note to “The Hosting 
of the Sidhe« that “Sidhe is also Gaelic for wind, and 
certainly the Sidhe have much to do with the wind. They 
Journey in whirling wind, the winds that were called the 
dance of the daughters of Herodias in the Kiddle Ages“
(CP. ¿J48). Wind, in Yeats, is always a symbol of vio
lence, of destruction— the “levelling wind“— not of “the 
spirit,“ as Virginia Moore seems to imply.^ In “Nineteen 
Hundred and Nineteen,“ the horsemen are "violence“ and 
find "their purpose in the labyrinth of the wind," in 
apocalyptic destruction; as in the second of the “Three 
Marching Songs," "A blast of the wind" is “What tears 
down a tree that has nothing within it" (CP, 326). Thus 
the Sidhe*s “purpose in the labyrinth of the wind" is 
uncontrolled, undirected violence, the destruction of the 
old, degenerating civilization in preparation for a new 
order.

Similar horsemen appear in the last of the Collected 
Poems, as in "Under Ben Bulben," which enjoins the reader

16“Jung calls the horse a symbol of the libido that 
«covers all the unknown and countless manifestatlons of 
the wiH, • a symbol of the wind, which in turn is a symbol 
of the spirit. . . ." Virginia Moore, The Unicorn: William 

leats* Search for Reality (New York, 195*0, p. 446.



almost at the outset to
Swear by those horsemen, by those women 
Complexion and form prove superhuman.

(CP, 3^D
These horsemen and women, however, are best understood
as symbols of something more than violence, and can best
be treated in a later discussion. Part of the key to
their identity, though, lies in two earlier poems,
“Alternative Song for the Severed Head in »The King of
the Great Clock Tower»» (from A Full Moon In March.
1933), and “He Bids His Beloved ]Be at Peace“ (from
The Wind in the Reeds). In the latter poem, which begins

I hear the Shadowy Horses, their long manes a-shake, 
Their hoofs heavy with tumult, their eyes glimmering white (CP, 59)f

the unmounted horses bear a striking resemblance to 
those in “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen,“ but the riders 
are never mentioned. The horses are loosely associated 
with the four corners of the earth and with elemental 
permanence in Change:
The North unfolds above them clinging, creeping night The East her hidden Joy before the morning break,
The West weeps in pale dew and sighs passing away,
The South is pouring down roses of crimson fire.

(CP, 59)
The speaker continues, «0 vanity of Sleep, Hope, Dream, 
endless Desire“— for these horses, like the Sldhe, “come 
between him and the hope of his heart«: “The Horses of
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Disaster*' he continues, "plunge in the heavy clay"
/my ltalios7 , uniting the forces of changing-unchanging 
Nature with the bodies of the lovers, a part of changing 
Nature, lending both polgnance and irony to the following:
Beloved, let your eyes half close, and your heart 

beat
Over my heart, and your hair fall over my breast,
Drowning love's lonely hour in deep twilight of 

rest,
And hiding their tossing manes and their tumultuous 

feet. (CP, 60)
The Horses of Disaster "plunge in the heavy clay" of the 
lovers* passionate bodies as well as in the physical 
world around them, the world of change and decay of 
which they too are a part. After the violence and all 
too brief physical, emotional and spiritual satisfaction 
of love-making, the lover bids his beloved "drown love's 
lonely hour in deep twilight of rest," hoping for at 
least the illusion of permanence, hiding the "tossing 
manes" and "tumultuous feet" of the horses which 
symbolize Nature's inevitable, cyclical change and their 
own vital, dying, imperfectly united bodies.1'*

1^In "Sailing to Byzantium," Yeats— in a splendidly 
successful pun— calls "The young/In one another's arms" 
"Those dying generations" (CP, 191). And he once told 
John Sparrow, "The tragedy of sexual intercourse is the 
perpetual virginity of the soul"; hence, "love's lonely 
hour." See "Comments and Conversations" in Letters on 
Poetry to Dorothy Wellesley (London, 1964), p". 174.



26

In »'Song for the Severed Head," the speaker has 
heard a man say "Saddle and ride . . ./ Out of Ben 
Bulben and Knocknarea," for "All those tragic characters 
ride . . . and "The meetfts upon the mountain-side." 
The horsemen and women who form the meet are faery like 
Niamh, mortals long dead like Naoise and Dlerdre, Aleel, 
the poet, and "his Countess," Kathleen— and even Yeats's 
own fabulous Invention, Red Hanrahan. What "brought 
them there so far from home" is "heroiii wantonness." 
These are ghostly horsemen and women, like those in 
"Under Ben Bulben," and this meeting of faeries and dead 
heroes "on the mountain-side" combines the horseman-hero 
and warrior and the Sidhe, now carrying only overtones 
of violence. This Is especially true in the somehow 
ominous refrain "What says the clock In the Great Clock 
Tower?" with its repeated answer "A slow low note and 
an iron bell" (CP, 280-81).

The full range of Yeats's horse symbolism Is found 
in "He Bids His Beloved Be at Peace"; "Song for the 
Severed Head" brings together the horsemen of violence 
and the heroic warrior-horsemen, tinged with their own 
towering passions and violence. These horses and horse
men come together in still another symbol, the "other
worldly" counterpart of which is the "supernatural" 
horsemen and women in "Under Ben Bulben."
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HOHSES AND HORSES OF THE SEA:
EVOLUTION OF A SYJdBOL

Because this country has a pious mind. . . .  
Every Colonus lad or lass discourses 
Of that oar and of that bit;
Summer and winter, day and night.
Of horses and horses of the sea, white horses.

(CP, 215)

Horsemen as violence symbols--the Sidhe in 
particular— appear early in Yeats*s work and are used 
consistently even in the Last Poems. But horse and 
horseman acquire other significance as well. In '»He 
Bids His Beloved Be at Peace,” the horse alone goes 
through two stages of development. In the first stage, 
in the poem's opening lines, the horses are a symbol of 
elemental, natural change, and, as such, are a threat 
to the lovers* world. There is a violence in natural 
change, and the epithet, "Shadowy,” as well as the tag. 
Horses "of Disaster," makes them reminiscent of the 
horses of the Sidhe. In the second stage, however, the 
Horses of Disaster are revealed as part of the lovers 
themselves— their own young, perishing bodies and their 
sexual passion. The "Disaster" is that of the imperma
nence of all that is physical, though not the physical 
itself; and it is from this impermanence, which makes 
a "vanity of Sleep, Hope, Dream, endless Desire," that
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the lovers wish to hide. The later Yeats attempts a 
reconciliation of natural, physical mutability with 
man's natural need for permanence, and the horseman 
becomes one symbol of that reconciliation.

The horse Itself becomes a symbol of reconcili
ation of opposites, a reconciliation spoken of in 
sexual terms. In "Tom at Cruachan," Tom the Lunatic 
tells of a vision in which

The stallion Eternity 
Mounted the mare of Time, j/and.7 •Gat the foal of the world.

(CP, 264)
\

Mad Tom, who can speak the truth because he is mad, 
sees the world Itself as a resolving of antinomies. 
Being a product of the union of Time and Eternity, it 
therefore contains elements of both. The temporal, 
physical world is the threshold of the eternal: only 
through it can the spiritual be reached. It is singu
larly appropriate that the horse, which has already 
been used as a sexual symbol, is here used as the 
metaphor for both Time and Eternity in a specifically 
generative context, and that the product of the union 
must then also be spoken of as a horse, a foal, with 
overtones of its own potence or fecundity. The horse, 
then, has become the perfect symbol for the poet who 
sees in sexual intercourse the symbol of the solved 
antinomies.
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In “He Thinks of His Past Greatness When a Part 
of the Constellations of Heaven,»» the horse is again 
used as a specifically physical-passional symbol. 
Chronologically, Yeats has, in the same volume (The 
Wind Among The Reeds). already established this symbol; 
now he utilizes it in expressing in compressed form 
the stages of a young poet-lover's development. The 
young man has "drunk ale from the country of the Young'» 
and weeps »'because I know all things now»' (CP, 70).
What he has come to know now is, of course, his own 
human nature in its contradictory fullness.1 He sees 
that he "has been" a creature of the spirit— a part of 
the eternal:

I have been a hazel-tree and they hung 
The Pilot Star and the Crooked Plough 
Among my leaves in times out of mind.

(CP, 70)
This is the first step in the poet's self-knowledge: 
the realization that he somehow belongs to the eternal. 
But then in one short, strong line, the speaker declares 
that he next discovered his body, his passions, and in 
doing so discovered his relationship with the world of 
physical change. And it is this combination of

,.fT.^^lsPeaklns of achleving Unity of Being, Yeats says. "Hitherto we have been part of something else, but now 
discover everything within our own nature." A Visionp. 88. ~ ’
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discoveries that makes him aware of his humanity:
I became a rush that horses tread:
I became a man, a hater of the wind.

(C£. 7 D
He has discovered that he is torn between the temporal 
and the eternal, the changing and the changeless, the 
physical and the spiritual within his very self, and 
the statement of frustration which follows is not a 
rejection of any consummation of physical love (for he 
has already experienced that consummation), but a 
hyperbolic statement of the frustration of being unable 
to make physical satisfaction complete by making it 
changeless or permanent, of being unable to freeze the 
moment in eternity. The last two intensely emotional 
lines gather force from the earlier horse symbol; the 
lover*s own body, »'a rush that horses tread,« a thing 
afflicted by passion, demands satisfaction, a satis
faction which the intellect knows can never be complete. 
Nature, which does not think about the transience of 
physical satisfaction and therefore does not really 
share in the limitation, cries out in him and around 
him, and he protests:

0 beast of the wilderness, bird of the air,Must I endure your amorous cries?
(CP. 71)
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This «hater of the wind," of change, has already
approached this impasse in "He Bids His Beloved Be at
Peace," which is followed immediately by "He Reproves
the Curlew," in which the lover says:

0 curlew, cry no more in the air . . .
Because your crying brings to my mind 
Passion-dimmed eyes and long heavy hair 
That was shaken out over my breast,

(CP, 60)
The cries of the bird, which serve to remind him of the 
desire and frustration of physical love, are Intolerable 
because "There is enough evil in the crying of wind": 
external change is compounded unbearably by the imper
manence of all human physical experience.

Yet Yeats will not reject the physical with all 
its frustrating change; he perceives that the beasts 
are not dissatisfied, and, in "Death" states that

Nor dread nor hope attend 
A dying animal; (CP, 230)

but with man it is otherwise:
A man awaits his end 
Dreading and hoping all.

As Unterecker points out, the final assertion that "Man 
has created death" should not be Interpreted as implying 
that man "has created the notion of heaven and hell; 
rather that man has created the notion of extinction.
No dying animal worries about an afterlife because he
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instinctively knows that the soul survives; only man
Ow o r r i e s . B u t  what the »'great man knows" is not that 

"his soul will triumph over the flesh," as Unterecker 
asserts, but rather what Tom the Lunatic declares, 
appropriately using the horse as one symbol of physical, 
passional nature:

Whatever stands in field or flood,Bird, beast, fish or man,
Mare or stallion, cock or hen,
Stands in God's unchanging eye 
In all the vigour of its blood.

(CP, 264)
Death is the ultimate change, but even it does not
extinguish the body, for the separation of body and
soul is only temporary; hence the correctness of Crazy
Jane's assertion that

Love is all 
Unsatisfied
That oannot take the whole 
Body and soul.

(CP. 252)
In "Easter 1916" Yeats uses horse and rider as

life symbols, contrasting them with
Hearts with one purpose alone / t h a t /
Through summer and winter seem Enchanted to a stone 
To trouble the living stream.

(CP, 179)
2Unterecker, p. 204.
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Yeats knows that ‘«the abstract is not life, "3 and. so
The horse that comes from the road,
The rider, the birds that range 
From cloud to tumbling cloud.
Minute by minute they change. . . .

(CP. 179)
Here the fact that horse and rider are mutable like the
birds and olouds is a virtue, for it makes them a part
of «the living stream«:

A shadow of cloud on the stream Changes minute by minute;
A horse-hoof slides on the brim,
And a horse plashes within it;
The long-legged moor-hens dive,
And hens to moor-cooks call;
Minute by minute they live. . . .

CP, 179)
But because «Too long a sacrifice/ Can make a stone of 
the heart« (at which thought Yeats cries «0 when may it 
suffice«), «The stone’s in the midst of it all« (CP, 179). 
Here the change and flow of life are accepted as a 
desirable norm, and the sterility of changeless fanat
icism as an aberration which, if it does produce any 
beauty, produces »a terrible beauty,« the cost of which 
is life itself. To an artist who, in Yeats’s own words, 
is the servant "not of any cause but of mere naked life, 
and above all that life in its nobler forms, where joy 
and sorrow are one,” that cost seems a horrible one.

^Letters. p. 922.
4Essays and Introductions. p. 260,
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These horses of change and passion, then, find a 
kind of eternity in Yeats*s work and thought, and are 
used as central metaphors in his scheme of reconcili
ation of opposites. There are still other horses of 
change, too, horses which must also find their place 
in the scheme. These are the »horses of the sea,” which 
take on symbolic significance even in the poem in which 
they first appear, »»Cuchulain* s Fight with the Sea»»
(CP. 33~36). In this poem the legendary warrior-hero, 
Cuchulain, encamped with his army between the forest 
and '«horses of the sea,»» must fight with his own son, 
set upon him by his own wife, the boy’s mother, who is 
jealous of the mistress he is bringing home with his 
booty. He learns the young man’s identity only when 
it is too late, and he can but »»put him from his pain.»» 
He then sits and broods, and Conchubar, the king of 
kings and «the subtlest of all men,»' knows the source 
of Cuchulain*s grief and knows that after a time he 
"will arise, and raving slay us all»* (CP, 35). He 
therefore calls together his Druids, and they cast an 
appropriate spell on Cuchulain, '»That he may fight the 
horses of the sea«» (CP, 35). At the end of three days

. . . Cuchulain stirred,Stared on the horses of the sea and heard
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The cars of battle and his own name cried;
And fought with the Invulnerable tide.

(CP, 36).
The "horses of the sea" are of course the sea-waves 

themselves, on one level. But, as Thomas Whitaker points 
out, the "horses of the sea" are "those of Manannan son 
of Lear (or the sea), who Is not only a protean shape- 
changer but also a Dionysian spirit of vitality.«-’
Thus the "horses" with which Guchulain fights— "the 
invulnerable tide"— are "that disorderly force which 
produces and destroys life.»^ The horses of the sea are 
also Poseidon's horses,'7 for in Greek mythology Poseidon 
created the horse in the contest between him and Athene 
to see who would be the patron of Athens. Athene created 
the olive-tree (hence the olive tree or branch as a 
symbol of wisdom) and won the city. The horse, however, 
like the bull, is sacred to Poseidon, and there can be 
little doubt that these animals also represent the 
generative-destructive life force.

It is this "disorderly force," life itself, bound 
as it is to passion, love, violence, and death, that

%wan and Shadow: Yeats's Dialogue with History (Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 19S4 ), p. 23^.
6Ibjd.. p. 234.
7A fact which Whitaker also notes. See page 233.
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Cuchulaln fights in the horses of the sea. But that 
tide is “invulnerable," and the man who fights it can 
only be defeated. Cuchulain is a hero, nevertheless, 
who would wage war against the elemental force of life 
itself.

In "Colonus' Praise” (CP, 215), these horses of 
the sea reappear^ coupled with the horse as physical 
and sexual symbol, “Come praise Colonus* horses,” the 
poem begins, and goes on to praise, in turn, the devo
tees of Dionysus ("Semele's lad”), the olive tree which, 
growing in the “gymnasts* garden” is the "shape that 
gives/ Athenian intellect its mastery," and the fertil
ity of the river Cephisus (sacred to Apollo and spring
ing up near his oracle at Delphi). Here, he says, 
Demeter, goddess of fertility and the harvest ("the 
Great Mother"), wanders mourning for her lost daughter, 
Persephone. In the second and third stanzas of the 
poem Yeats unites intellect and body, the spiritual and 
the physical; Athene's trees grow in the gymnasts' 
garden, and the Delphlo Oraole*s sacred river is praised 
for the fertility of its banks. It is this union of 
intellect and body, eternal wisdom and fertility, that 
makes Colonus perfeot:

Who finds abounding Cephisus
Has found the loveiist spectacle there is.
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Then, In the final stanza, Yeats returns to the praise 
of horses, “Because this oountry has a pious mind,“
It remembers that “when all mankind/ But trod the road, 
or splashed about the shore“— in the time before man 
had learned how to live in harmony with his own physical, 
passional nature and come to terms with life’s gener
ative-destructive force— “Poseidon gave it bit and oar“; 
that is, the ability to find the necessary harmony with 
the forces of nature inside and outside themselves.
Hence, “Every Colonus lad or lass discourses/ Of that 
oar and bit”— and, because they are assured of their 
perfect society’s harmony of intellect and passion, 
permanence and change, their talk is of “horses and 
horses of the sea” as well. Here in Colonus* Unity of 
Culture, the body and mind find perfect union and the 
"disorderly forces of generation and destruction“ are 
seen from the proper perspective as a part of a larger, 
necessary order.

Thus horse and horseman have been used as symbols 
connected with the changing flow of life itself, the 
horse alone as a symbol of the body and sexual passion, 
and the “horses of the sea" as symbols of the uncon
trolled generative and destructive force of life. In 
"Colonus* Praise" comes a foreshadowing of the horseman



38

as a symbol of Unity of Being: a unified culture, the 
members of which discourse not only of the «bit and 
oar,” of restraint and control of passion and the 
understanding of the cycle of Nature, but of the horses 
and the horses of the sea themselves.

In ”The Wild Old Wicked Man” and "The Three Bushes” 
the man on horseback himself comes closer still to a 
symbol of Unity of Being, In the first poem, the old 
man, whose intellect acknowledges some truth in the 
“right-taught man*s” facile assumption that eternity 
can “burn out” human suffering and that chaste devotion 
to “the old man in the skies” may have its proper place, 
still clings to physical passion as his way of recon
ciling the antinomies. He knows that ”all men live in 
suffering,” whether they “take the upper road/ Or stay 
content on the low.” He then enumerates various states 
of life, presenting men on the lower or upper road: the 
rower is “bent in his row-boat,” and the weaver is "bent 
at his loom”; the fact is that neither is a complete 
man, as suggested by their semlfetal position,. Only 
the obviously phallio "horseman erect upon horseback,” 
directly Juxtaposed with the "child hid in the womb"
(CP, 308), is a complete man.
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The lady's lover Is also, unknown to him, the 
chambermaid's lover. And on the first anniversary of 
his "lady's" coming at midnight to his room, he sings 
"A laughing, crying, a sacred song,/ A leching song"
(CF. 295). unifying all of human experience. Driven 
by passion, he then rides furiously to keep his mid
night assignation. It is almost impossible to avoid 
associating his horse with passion, and it is in this 
race against time that the horse "/ ¡p u ts? its hoof/ Into 
a rabbit-hole," and falls with the lover, killing him. 
The difference between this horseman, who rode such a 
race as no man ever did and, in effect, lost, and 
Major Robert Gregory who "rode a race without a bit" 
(CP. 132) and "won," is an interesting one in its 
significance for the horseman as symbol of Unity of 
Being.
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ALL LIFE'S EPITOME:
THE CENTAUR AND UNITY OF BEING
Soldier, scholar, horseman, he,
As »twere all life's epitome,

(CP, 133)

When Yeats calls Sandymount Corbets, an ancestor 
of his who was rector at Drumcliff, "A good man on a 
horse" (CP, 319), he Is paying him high tribute.
T. R, Henn notes that the word "horseman" has, in 
Irish idiom, "certain overtones that may be missed in 
ordinary speech. It carries a note of respect, even 
of awe; the rider has something of Hebraic strength 
and mystery, or of the symbolic association of strength 
and wisdom that produces the oentaurs. He
also "belongs to aristocracy," and he "symbolizes
possessions, breeding, strength, virility, and a certain

2'wildness of sorrow.' « It is true enough that the 
significant horseman to whom Yeats’s epitaph is addressed 
is, as William York Tindall says, "the Image of whatever 
is unlike our democratic world,"3 and that Yeats uses

■̂Henn, p. 336.
2Ibld.. p. 336.
3The Literary Symbol (Bloomington, Indiana, 1955), p. 110.



horsemen as well as fishermen and dancers to represent
what he called «the whole man— blood. Imagination,

kintellect, running together,” This “whole man” is 
the man who has achieved Unity of Being, and his symbol 
is the centaurs the perfectly balanced union of man 
and horse, intellect and passion, head and heart.

The horse itself is used as a symbol of the physical 
and, more specifically, the sexual aspects of man's 
nature, as in “He Bids His Beloved Be at Peace” and 
“He Thinks of His Past Greatness”; the horseman himself 
is often a sexual symbol, carrying favorable overtones 
of completeness, as in "The Wild Old Wicked Man" and 
"On Those That Hated 'The Playboy of the Western World.»" 
In the latter poem, the play's detractors are compared 
with eunuchs who run through Hell to crowd the streets 
and stare enviously "Upon great Juan riding by" and 
"rail and sweat/ Staring upon his sinewy thigh" (CP, 109). 
In classical mythology, the centaur is of course an 
intensely sexual creature, but, in the case of Chiron, 
at least, there is wlridom enough coupled with the lust 
to make virtual gods of men.-*

hIbid., p. 109, and Essays and Introductions.p. 266.
5Among the illustrious pupils of Chiron was 

Aesculapius, who became the patron of physicians and 
who is said to have raised a man (possibly Hlppolytus) from the dead.
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Donald Davidson feels that the centaur lacks the 
proper dignity, in its classical connotations, to make 
a fitting symbol for the fusion of art and popular lore. 
Thoughtfully offering alternative symbols for this fusion, 
he suspects »'that the later Yeats did not think too
well of the young Yeats who could conceive art as a

6centaur,'» But even if Davidson's narrow view of Yeats's
use of the centaur were correct, his assessment of Yeats's
attitude toward the classical centaur is erroneous. In
"A Thought from Propertius" (ca. 1919, which is definitely
not a product of "the young Yeats"), he writes, as an
encomium on a woman's beauty, that she might

Have walked to the altar 
Through the holy images 
At Pallas Athene's side,
Or been fit spoil for a centaur 
Drunk with the unmixed wine.

(CP, 150)
The centaur allusion here is strictly classical, and 
the tone is hardly disapproving. The implication

6"Yeats and the Centaur," p. 512. The article is 
based on a quotation from "The Trembling of the Veil":
"I thought that all art should be a Centaur finding in 
the popular lore its back and its strong legs" (Autobio
graphy . p. 129)« But the article goes no further than 
a criticism of the one use of the metaphor and Yeats's 
failure to merge folk-lore and "high" art. The title is 
therefore extremely misleading, since Davidson makes no 
attempt to explore the use of centaur imagery in the poetry.
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Is that the centaur is simply another of the passionate 
figures of heroic legend, and that to be called »'fit 
spoil for a centaur»* is a compliment which would please 
any woman.

Yeats's centaur generally is not, of course, the 
classical one. It is a combination of the Yeatsian 
horse symbol— change, passion, and the disorderly force 
of life itself, of action and violence— and of the man 
of breeding, culture, tradition and Intellect. This 
oentaur is the symbol of Unity of Being, and of those 
men who achieve it, Yeats says that "sexual love becomes 
the most Important event in life, for the opposite sex 
is nature chosen and fated. Personality seeks person
ality. Every emotion begins to be related to every 
other as musical notes are related. It is as though we 
touched a musical string that set the other strings 
vibrating."' Thus sexual passion, which Davidson 
found so reprehensible in the classical centaur, is 
vitally Important to Yeats's whole man.

Moreover, like the horseman-heroes of Celtic myth, 
this perfect man is never far from violent action or 
emotion. On the literal level he is a horseman, usually 
one who delights in riding to the hounds, in a steeplechase

Vision, p. 88.



or a point-to-point (hardly pastimes for the sedentary); 
thus he must possess that odd combination of violence 
and gentleness, decisiveness and understanding so 
necessary to really successful horsemanship. The horse
man may also be associated with other violent sports or 
with a violent occupation. In "The Curse of Cromwell," 
Yeats speaks of the nobility as "the lovers and the 
dancers" and "the tall men and the swordsmen and the 
horsemen" (CP, 302). Of Major Robert Gregory, the 
personification of this Unity of Being, Yeats says:

Soldier, scholar, horseman, he
And all he did done perfectly,
As though he had but that one trade alone.

(CP, 132)
Unlike the violence of the Sidhe, however, the violence 
of these perfect men is never random or undirected.
Their passion or emotion does not dominate them; like 
the lad or lass of Colonus, they have received the bit 
as well as the horse from Poseidon, and their perfect 
nobility, like that of the arts, results from the tension 
between "overflowing turbulent energy and marmorean 
stillness." Yeats says that it is the restraining of 
violence or madness which produces the passion in the 
verse of a play; so, too, in the perfectly balanced man 
"all depends on the completeness of the holding down,
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on the stirring of the beast underneath.»»®
The difference between Major Robert Gregory and

the lady's lover in »'The Three Bushes" series of poems
as horsemen is the key to the difference between them
as men. The three persona in "The Three Bushes" are
engaged in a struggle for Unity of Being, each desiring
to unify all the aspects of his or her life. The lady,
although she knows that love should be whole ("If soul
may look and body touch,/ Which is the more blest?"
/CP. 2927), faces a difficulty which she cannot overcome:

I know that I must drop down dead 
If he stop loving me,
Yet what could I but drop down dead 
If I lost ray chastity?

(CP, 29^-95)
She therefore sends her chambermaid to lie with her
lover at midnight and "let him think me there," for

. . • maybe we are all the same 
Where no candles are,
And maybe we are all the same 
That strip the body bare.

Neither chambermaid nor lady finds satisfaction in the 
arrangement, for neither loves completely or is loved 
completely. The lover remains ignorant of it, but the 
lady has in faot "split his love" (CP, 298) in order to

^Letters on Poetry, p. 86.
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keep her »honor" and "keep his substance whole" (CP, 297).
The lover has not really found the satisfaction he needs,
for the illusion cannot replace the reality. In terms
of art (the song), he may have found unity, but in the
reality of life his passion (the horse) is misdirected.
The rose-tree parable at the end of the ballad seems to
emphasize the fact that only in eternity could the three
lovers achieve any real unity.^

In the poem "In Memory of Major Robert Gregory,"
Gregory— the soldier, scholar, horseman, artist and
lover of great houses— is "our Sidney and our perfect
man" (CP, 131); for him Yeats speaks of death as "that
discourtesy." The poet calls attention first to Gregory
as lover of "all things the delighted eye now sees," of
things earthly and temporal, of changing Natures

. . .  the old storm-broken trees 
That oast their shadows upon road and 

bridge;
The tower set on the stream's edge;
The ford where drinking cattle make a stir 
Nightly, and startled by that sound 
The water-hen must change her ground.

(cp, 131-32)
^It is difficult to accept Unterecker's opinion 

that Yeats implies that the deception of the lover "is 
not of great significance," whether within the context 
of the series of poems Itself or in reference to the 
author's own beliefs (See Unterecker, p. 265). For 
example, Yeats writes to Dorothy Wellesley, after serious 
illness, "Perhaps I lost you then, for part of my sense 
of solitude was that I felt I would never know that 
supreme experience . . .  to share profound thought & then 
to touch" (Letters on Poetry, p. 123).
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Next, in stanza eight, the lover of Nature and
10tradition is shown as centaur. Rather ironically,

this seems to be the poem's central stanza, the point
on which the poem turns. Here Gregory is praised as a
foxhunter, a daring rider always in the first flight,
a horseman so vigorous and skillful that

At Mooneen he had leaped a place 
So perilous that half the astonished meet Had shut their eyes; and where was it 
He rode a race without a bit?

(CP, 132)
“And yet,” Yeats concludes the stanza, «his mind outran 
the horses* feet.»» There is, perhaps, no better symbol 
of the coupling of wildness and restraint, individual 
»»recklessness*» (on which Yeats put so high a value) and 
tradition (which is man's answer to perpetual change), 
than the blood sport of foxhunting. It is above all 
a ritual composed of formal dress, of careful ceremony 
and deference, of personal courage and initiative, of 
intimacy with horses and hounds, and finally the kill

10Critics often point out the fact that this stanza was added, almost under protest, at Lady Gregory's 
request, a fact often given as a reason for slighting 
the stanza in any reading of the poem. What the same 
critios apparently forget is that Lady Gregory died in 
May, 1932, and that the perpetual reviser Yeats would doubtless have felt free to excise the stanza when 
courtesy no longer demanded its retention. The fact 
that it met his own critical eye successfully for those 
last six years gives it far more significance than the 
the circumstances surrounding its original inclusion.
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at the end of the chase. Moreover, Yeats follows his 
account of Gregory's experience with the Galway hounds 
with the Information that the Major once “rode a race 
without a bit,” a display of consummate horsemanship, 
since the rider had no artificial aids: only his own 
body guided the body of the horse. Horse and man would 
have to be as nearly as possible a single being. “And 
yet his mind outran the horses' feet": that is, tradi
tion, recklessness, passion and intellect perfectly 
fused into one being, "As 'twere all life's epitomy"
(CP, 133). And that perfect fusion is the centaur, 
both man and horse; only when intellect and passion are
so perfectly balanced can the race be ridden without

^44. 11 a bit.
In the same poem Gregory is implicitly compared

with "Old George Pollexfen":
In muscular youth well known to Mayo men 
For horsemanship at meets or at racecourses,
That could have shown how pure-bred horses 
And solid men, for all their passion, live 
But as the outrageous stars Incline. . . .

(CP, 131)
Unlike the later Pollexfen, Gregory never grew "sluggish 
and contemplative." Pollexfen loses that Unity of Being 
with age, but the younger man died before age could

^Gregory's balance is effortless; he no longer needs the bit Poseidon gave to Colonus.



ravage the body and throw undue emphasis on the intellect 
Only Gregory remains, in time as in eternity, one of those
who

. . . may consumeThe entire combustible world in one small 
room

As though dried straw, and if we turn about 
The bare chimney is gone black out 
Because the work had finished in that flare. 
Soldier, scholar, horseman, he,
As »twere all life's epitome.

(CP, 133)
Such aristocracy, the true nobility or Unity of

Being, is often associated in Yeats's work with the
horse. One of "The Three Beggars," deciding what he
would do with a thousand pounds, says:

I'll hurry to the course 
Among the other gentlemen,And lay it all upon a horse.

(CP, 110)
Even his debased mind associates gentlemen with pure-bred 
horses. In "Under Ben Bulben" Yeats enjoins the young 
Irish poets to

Sing the peasantry, and then 
Hard-riding country gentlemen,

(CP, 3^3)
the representatives of the two classes from which all 
that is valuable to the poet is derived. When Yeats 
speaks of the young Maud Gonne in "A Bronze Head" he

12See "Poetry and Tradition" in Essays and Introductions. p. 251.
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does so in race-horse metaphor:
But even at the starting-post, all sleek 

and new,
I saw the wildness in her. . . .

(CP, 329)
And speaking of high, reckless men and societies which 
can for a time attain Unity of Being, Unity of Culture, 
he writes:

Some hack a mare thrown from a thoroughbred,
Troy backed its Helen; Troy died and adored.

(CP. 325)
In ««His Memories«« (CP, 220-21), the poet associates
"great Hector," a perfect man, and Troy, a perfect
\

society, both "brought down" by Helen. Any schoolboy 
put to his classics remembers that the epithet usually 
used with Hector»s name is "horse-taming"; when, in 
"The Gyres," Yeats sums up the welter of blood and 
destruction at the end of this 2,000 year cycle with, 
"Hector is dead and there*s a light in Troy" (CP, 291), 
one almost automatically remembers the last line of 
Homer * s Illad: "So they held the funeral of Hector,

13tamer of horses." Here the horseman-hero and the 
perfect man are combined in one man. Hector.

Yeats sometimes treats his "perfect women" in 
much the same way as he treats the men. The Countess

13Trans. Alston Hurd Chase and William G. Perry Jr. (New York, 1950), p. 383.



Constance Marklewicz, for example, Is described (in
«On a Political Prisoner") in "the years before her
mind/ Became a bitter, an abstraot thing,” at a hunt

. . . long ago I saw her ride 
Under Ben Bulben to the meet.
The beauty of her country-side
With all youth's lonely wildness stirred.

(CP, 181)
And then Yeats refers to her in bird imagery:

She seemed to have grown clean and sweet 
Like any rock-bred, sea-borne bird:
Sea-borne or balanced on the air 
When first it sprang out of the nest.

(CP,181)
Here the bird symbolizes perfection: it is borne 
up by the unruly forces of life— the sea— and is at 
home as well in the airy region of the mind or 
imagination.d Con Markiewicz the foxhunter seems to 
Yeats, then, mistress of the elements and herself, 
the perfect woman. And again, in "Easter 1916," he 
writes of her:

What voice more sweet than hers 
When, young and beautiful,She rode to harriers?

(CP. 178)
It is with heroes, both legendary and real, but 

more directly with the dead men and women who once 
possessed Unity of Being, that those horsemen and 
women (whom "Complexion and form prove superhuman," 
and who "ride the wintry dawn/ Where Ben Bulben sets 
the scene" /CP, 34l7) should be identified. They are
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"Those that Hocky Pace holds dear,/ Lovers of horses 
and women" (in "The Gyres," CP, 291), who shall "disinter/ 
The workman, noble and saint" when they come again to 
bring in a new era, "and all things run/ On that Unfash
ionable gyre again." In "Under Ben Bulben," they "air 
in immortality/ Completeness of their passions won"
JLQP, 3^1) •

The gist of what they mean, given in the poem's
second and third stanzas, is that there is both a racial
and personal eternity, and that men must be "purified"—
must win completeness, not negation, of their passions—
before they can attain Paradise. The third stanza seems
to reinforoe the second and to elaborate on the suggestion
of violence which Yeats's supernatural horsemen, even when
they are not the Sidhe, convey. The return of these
horsemen presages the end and beginning of an era, too;
wars come, civilizations fall. But these, who have heard
Mitchel's prayer ("Send war in our time, 0 Lord") know
that in a man as well as in an era, vlolenoe has its
place: when "all words are said"

And a man is fighting mad,
Something drops from eyes long blind,
He completes his partial mind,
For an Instant stands at ease,
Laughs aloud, his heart at peace.

(CP. 3^2)
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The right kind of anger, tempered by laughter as in the
above quote, is but a sign of intense life, of a freedom
of soul which only a man secure in his wholeness as a
human being does not fear. The horsemen also suggest
the violence of determination and passion:

Even the wisest man grows tense 
With some sort of violence 
Before he can accomplish fate.
Know his work or choose his mate.

Thus the supernatural horsemen in «Under Ben Bulben" are
symbols of Unity of Being, centaurs even in eternity,
that «air in immortality/ Completeness of their passions
won« (CP, 341).

These supernatural horsemen find their earthly
counterparts in the Horsemen of the epitaph and in the
«hard-riding country gentlemen« whom Yeats admonished the
Irish poets to honor when they «Sing whatever Is well
made.« Yeats has advised the poets to

Cast your mind on other days 
That we in coming days may be 
Still the indomitable Irlshry.

(c p , 343)

It is a very real horseman that the epitaph addresses, 
the horseman of the coming days when what is falling has 
been built again and the centaur who best represents 
"the Indomitable Irishry» returns. Only he can under
stand or follow Yeats’s advice— and only a living man
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would need it— to look upon life and death, not with 
Indifference but with equanimity, knowing that in 
himself and in the eternity approached only through 
the temporal world all antinomies are resolved.

The centaur image becomes a symbol of unity not 
only in the world of time, as with Major Robert Gregory 
or the horseman to come addressed in Yeats's epitaph, 
but in the eternal world also, as with the superhuman 
horseman riding the wintry dawn in the first part of 
"Under Ben Bulben." As early as "The Happy Townland"
(ca. 1919), those who find their way to the "Happy 
Townland" which is Yeats's heaven (a solid, active 
place Indeed) do so on horseback. In "News for the 
Delphic Oracle" (CP, 323-24), those "Innocents," the 
spirits of the dead, undergo their "dreaming back," 
and plunge again into the sea of life, "Straddling each 
a dolphin's back/ And steadied by a fin." In "Byzantium," 
the dolphin has already been called "blood and mire," a 
common Yeatsian metaphor for the body, with all its 
passions; and in this poem the Innocents "Through their 

ancestral patterns dance/ And the brute dolphins plunge" 
(CP, 324), until the dolphins pitoh their "burdens" of 
spirit off. The poem has moved from the relatively 
quiet contemplation of love by "all the golden codgers"
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now In eternity to the active dreaming back in which 
the dead »'re-live their death." In the third stanza, 
spirit pitched off, the body has its way in a stanza 
as explicitly erotic as almost any Yeats has written, 
a passage in which "nymphs and satyrs/ Copulate in the 
foam." Clearly enough, the dolphin here serves as a 
surrogate horse: body, passion, and, like the horses 
of the sea, the disorderly generative force of life 
itself, which will have its way, spirit or no.

"Byzantium" also uses the dolphin as a horse.
Creating a surrogate centaur out of dolphin and spirit.
In this poem the poet weighs

All that man is,
All mere complexities,
The fury and mire of human veins

against the changeless world of art
Where blood-begotten spirits come 
And all complexities of fury leave,
Dying into a dance,
An agony of trance,
An agony of flame that cannot singe a 

sleeve. (CP, 243-2*44)
This latter world is the world to which the poet,
haunted by the reminders of life and death all around
him ("night-walkers* song/ After great cathedral's
gong") hopes to escape. As in "Sailing to Byzantium"
he wishes to be gathered into "the artifice of eternity"
(CP, 191). In both poems, however, the very wish is
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undercut by the poet's implicit admission that all art 
arises out of the brief, passion-torn life from which he 
hopes to escape; the very spirits which come to the 
Emperor's rooms are "blood-begotten." All "Those images 
that yet/ Fresh images beget" arise out of time's "bitter 
furies of complexity." The word "beget" is charged by 
the passion of intercourse. Thus the poet, his spirit 
"Astraddle on the dolphin's blood and mire," is thrown 
back onto that "dolphin-torn, that gong-tormented sea," 
back to life with its passion, generation and death; 
the cathedral gong is now as much a call back to life 
as a reminder of life's brevity. It is one of life's 
Inescapable paradoxes that the artifice of eternity is 
reached only by crossing life's sea on the "blood and 
mire" of physical change and passion; by mounting, not 
battling, the horses of the sea.

In "At Galway Races" (CP, 95), Yeats attempts to
describe the kind of society in which the art that
grows out of and resolves life's antinomies can flourish.
Significantly enough, he describes this Unity of Culture
in terms of a racecourse where

Delight makes all of one mind,
The riders upon the galloping’horses,The crowd that closes in behind.
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In this unified culture, all members share common
symbols, common values, and a common "language," as
in ancient Byzantium where Yeats believed art and
religion were virtually one. The metaphor which he
uses for this unity is the racecourse, where horsemen
and spectators meet. Poetry, like the races, he
continues, also "had good attendance once,/ Hearers
and hearteners of the work," patrons who encouraged
and understood the arts and shared the artistls 

14values. That day died when "the merchant and the
clerk/ Breathed on the world with timid breath," but
Yeats encourages himself and his fellow poets to "Sing
on" because a new era must come, in which they will

15hear "the whole world change its tune."

Yeats's great criticism of "Paudeen," the new- 
rich and the rising middle class, is that "being always 
anxious, /the^;/ have come to possess little that is 
good in itself, and are always changing from thing to 
thing, for whatever they do or have must be a means to 
something else, and they have so little belief that 
anything can be an end in itself that they cannot 
understand you if you say »All the most valuable things 
are useless'" (Essays and Introductions. p. 251). Thus 
modern democracy, with its dominance by the "middle 
class" can only be a badly fragmented society, the 
members of which cannot communicate successfully with one another because they have rejected tradition in 
favo»<of mere novelty; they have submerged themselves 
in the tide of change which they should have mounted. 15

15Cf. this concept of Unity of Culture with "true Unity of Being, where all nature murmurs in response 
if but a single note be touched." Autobiography. p. 235.
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Its flesh being wild, and It again 
Crying aloud as the racecourse Is,
And we find hearteners among men 
That ride upon horses.

(CP, 95)
The poet has associated himself with his proper 
»hearteners,” the men who possess Unity of Being.
The implication is that the centaur and the artist 
share a common outlook and even something of a common 
nature. If the perfect man Is centaur by virtue of a 
proper balance of passion and intellect, the artist, 
by virtue of a proper domination of the raw material 
of art (life Itself) by the shaping Intellect, is also 
centaur.

"Every day I notice some new analogy between the 
long-established life of the well-born and the artist’s 
life. We come from the permanent things and create 
them, and instead of old blood we have old emotions and 
we carry in our heads always that form of society aris
tocracies create now and again for some brief moment." Autobiography, pp. 320-21.
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THE FASCINATION OF WHAT*S DIFFICULT:
THE POET AS CENTAUR

. . .  There’s something alls our colt 
That must, as If It had not holy blood 
Nor on Olympus leaped from cloud to cloud,
Shiver under the lash, strain, sweat and jolt As though It dragged road-metal . . .
I swear before the dawn comes round again 
I'll find the stable and pull out the bolt.

(CP, 91-92)

"An exciting person,” writes Yeats, “whether the
hero of a play or the maker of poems, will display the
greatest volume of personal energy, and this energy
must seem to come out of the body as out of the mind."1
The comment is a revealing one for a man who once told
Dorothy Wellesley, "I have never had any physical 

2energy.” He knew perfectly well that he was, as his
friend suspected, "like all poets . . .  a frustrated

•aman of action.”-' Much of the mature Yeats*s poetry 
does, in fact, seem the product of a man of tremendous 
physical and Intellectual vitality. He had, of course, 
more than he realized; four days before his death (he 
was about seventy-four years old), although he was

^Essays and Introductions, p. 266.
2Letters on Poetry, p. 172.
3Ibld.. p. 176.
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in considerable pain and knew that he was dying, he 
gave his wife corrections for two of his last poems,
«His Convictions« and «Under Ben Bulben.«^

But Yeats realized what kind of life any productive 
poet is forced to lead, for «A line will take us hours, 
maybe« (CP, 78), and the toil, often by and large 
thankless, will certainly bruise the body to pleasure 
soul:

The intellect of man is forced to choose 
Perfection of the life or of the work,And if it take the second must refuse 
A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark.
When all that story’s finished, what’s the news?
In luck or out the toil has left its marks 
That old perplexity an empty purse 
Or the day’s vanity, the night’s remorse.

(CP, 242)
Yeats himself chose perfection of the work, but in his
poetry always sought his Mask, the man of action, one
of those who, loving the world,

. . . serve it in action,Grow rich, popular and full of influence,
And should they paint or write, still it 

is action. (C£, 158)
«Those that in their writing are most wise,« writes the
Yeats who was in so much danger of giving himself up to5the abstract, «Own nothing but their blind, stupefied 

ALetters on Poetry, p. 195.
^See Essays and Introductions, p. 271.
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hearts” (CP, 159). Therefore, he will
. • . call to the mysterious one who yet 

Shall walk the wet sands by the edge of the 
stream

And look most like me, being Indeed my double,
And prove of all imaginable things 
The most unlike, being my anti-self,
And, standing by these characters, disclose 
All that I seek. (CP, 159)
He knows that a poet must possess the quality of

6'»recklessness,” both in his life and in his language, 
and he often uses the dawn to represent a kind of high, 
careless passion: "I would be— for no knowledge is 
worth a straw-.-/ Ignorant and wanton as the dawn”
(CP. 1*J4)* In "The Fisherman" (fishermen are also a 
symbol of the active or perfect man), he would write 
for his imaginary man in "grey Connemara clothes" one 
poem "maybe as cold/ And passionate as the dawn"
(CP, 1*1-6). Both "The Dawn" and "The Fisherman" express 
the sedentary, contemplative poet's desire for his anti
self or Mask; and in "The Dawn," in which horses appear, 
he rejects the pedantic knowledge of the Babylonian 
astronomers in favor of what he twice calls "ignorance." 
But the poem's whole connotation is one of hatred of 
the abstract, which Yeats often symbolized with stars 
or starlight, and approval of the instinctive. This is

6See Essays and Introductions, p. 256.
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a rejection, as D. H, Lawrence would have phrased it, 
of mind-knowledge for blood-knowledge. The first fire 
of day— Yeats associates both fire and day with passion, 
tension and energy'— is closely linked with clouds, 
which are horses in the last lines of the poem. The 
sun rises below the clouds, lights them and begins to

Qput out the stars:
I would be ignorant as the dawn 
That merely stood, rocking the glittering coach
Above the cloudy shoulders of the horses,

(CP, 144)
Here again horses, this time directly identified with 
the changing clouds set alight by the sun, are obvious 
symbols of passion as opposed to abstraction.

Abstraction is forever the enemy of art, as of 
life, for «knowledge increases unreality« (CP, 323), 
and

All that we did, all that we said or sang 
Must come from contact with the soil, from that
Contact everything Anteus-like grew strong,

(CP, 318)
The poet, then, must experience life if he is to write

7Letters on Poetry, p. 87.
8The stars are spoken of as »the glittering 

coach,« a particularly apt metaphor. The rigidity of 
a man-made coach provides an excellent contrast with 
the vitality and fluid grace of the horses that draw it: abstraction contrasted with life.
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meaningfully, but, more than that, he must find the 
order in his experience and build the symbols which 
will convey the ordered experience in its fullest 
meaning. This, as much as »'theatre business, manage
ment of men," is »'the fascination of what's difficult."
It is a continual struggle to remember that beauty is 
not "born out of its own despair, / Nor blear-eyed wisdom 
out of midnight oil" (CP, 2^1). Yeats therefore has 
good reason for his lament in "Lines Written in Dejec
tion»? (which follows "Shepherd and Goatherd," an elegy 
for Hobert Gregory, in the Collected Poems, in turn 
followed by "The Dawn," a protest against abstraction): 
"The holy centaurs of the hills are vanished»— true 
aristocracy is fast disappearing— and » I have nothing 
but the embittered sun," the sun being here a symbol of 
abstraction. Left without the living symbol of Unity 
of Being, Yeats and the world are given over to the 
pure rationalism which the poet so hates.

Yeats maintains that the poet is the servant "of 
mere naked life, and above all of that life in its 
nobler forms where joy and sorrow are one.»^ Without 
the aristocracy, which is a central part of the poet's 
experience of life, he is thrown back more and more to

9Essays and Introductions, p. 260.
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"mere naked life" for theme. Early In his work
(Crossways. 1889), in the unabashedly sentimental
"The Ballad of the Foxhunter," comes the first "perfect
man," the old foxhunter. Significantly, he is dying,
and his last request is to be carried out to the lawn.
Then he tells his servants

To stable and to kennel go;
Bring what there is to bring;
Lead my Lollard to and fro,
Or gently in a ring.
Put the chair upon the grass;
Bring Body and his hounds,That I may contented pass 
From these earthly bounds.

(CP, 24-25)
The old man dozes for a moment, then

Brown Lollard treads upon the lawn,
And to the armchair goes,
And now the old man's dreams are gone,
He smooths the long brown nose.
And now moves many a pleasant tongue 
Upon his wasted hands,
For leading aged hounds and young 
The huntsman near him stands.

(CP, 25)
The old foxhunter»s last gesture is toward life and 
reality— the horse and hounds— as if the man wasted 
almost into mere mind has reached out to the body and 
passions that have completed him. This horseman at 
the end of Yeats's first volume of poems is a symbol 
of Unity of Being that points like an arrow toward a
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poem in his last volume, and that poem is an expression 
of the very heart of the poet's torture and triumph. 

Writing to Dorothy Wellesley of this poem, Yeats 
said, »1 will send you that Cromwell when I can get it 
typed. It is very poignant because it was my own state 
watching romance & nobility disappear. » 10 »That Crom
well» is, of course, »The Curse of Cromwell,» and in it 
Yeats laments the passing of great houses and families:

The lovers and the dancers are beaten into 
the clay,And the tall men and the swordsmen and the
horsemen, where are they? (CP, 302)

He describes the kind of society coming into existence
and rejects it, asserting

That the swordsmen and the ladies can still 
keep company.

Can pay the poet for a verse and hear the 
fiddle sound,

That I am still their servant though all 
are underground. (CP. 302)

But this assertion is »another knowledge that my heart
destroys/ As the fox in the old fable destroyed the
Spartan boy's,» and the momentary hope is undercut by
the refrain,

0 what of that, 0 what of that,
What is there left to say?

The final stanza is perhaps among the most moving Yeats

10Letters on Poetry. p. 123.
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has written. Certainly it best sums up his life:
I came upon a great house in the middle of 

the night.Its open lighted doorway and its windows 
all alight.And all my friends were there and made me 
welcome too;But I woke in an old ruin that the winds 
howled through;

And when I pay attention I must out and 
walkAmong the dogs and horses that understand 
my talk. (CP, 302-3)

The poet, his work deprived of the strong unifying
symbol of aristocracy, is thrown back into "the foul
rag-and-bone shop of the heart.” He reaches out to his
audience ”the dogs and horses,” life and its basic
passions which were put to so high a use by those who
possessed Unity of Being, in order to complete himself.
The last of the old foxhunters is dead, and the poet
alone, their old servant, remains with only the most
basic raw material of poetry, "mere naked life.” Now it
is Yeats among the dogs and horses.

Yeats speaks, in «Easter 1916,” of Patrick Pearse, 
a poet, as a man who «rode our winged horse,” Pegasus 
is the perfeot “bottom half” for the poet*s centaur, and 
the «colt« of which he speaks in «The Fascination of 
What * s Difficult” is obviously Pegasus. The poem is 
specifically a protest against the mass of detail 
involved in work with the Abbey Theatre. But this Pegasus
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is also very much a horse, which must “Shiver under the 
lash, strain, sweat and jolt,« and the poem readily 
broadens out into a poet's protest against the con
fining intellectual demands of his art, for Yeats, who

11always “hated work,“ knows well that at times
The fascination of what's difficult 
Has dried the sap out of my veins, and rent 
Spontaneous joy and natural content 
Out of my heart. (CP, 91)

Thus the last lines are an artistic throwing down of the
pen and returning to life, a releasing of the horse of
the body as well as of the imagination, with all that
that release implies:

I swear before the dawn comes round again 
I'll find the stable and pull out the bolt.

In “Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931" (CP, 239-^0),
Yeats writes of nature, its beauty and the symbol it 
provides, of artifice, tradition and great houses, of 
all the best of life “rooted in one dear perpetual 
place”; then he speaks of himself and his generation 
as though they were already dead: “We were the last 
romantics. . . ." Now that they are gone, “all is changed.

l-ktn the Autobiography. for example, he writes: 
“Two hours' idleness— because I have no excuse but to 
begin creative work, an intolerable toil. Little D- 
P- of Hyderabad told me that in her father's garden 
one met an opium-eater who made poems in his dreams 
and wrote the title-pages when he awoke but forgot 
the rest. He was the only happy poet“ (p. 329).
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that high horse riderless.« This horse seems to be 
both Pegasus— the arts— and the raw material of poetry, 
life at its best, with the perceiving, shaping poet gone. 
Whatever Yeats*s vision of the centaur may have meant!2—  
he never really interprets it— Herbert Howarth seems to 
be close to the truth when he says that "A centaur repre
sents the poet and his poetry in complete fusion.«1  ̂
Therefore, »when as an old man he remakes the vision in 
the poem »Parnell's Funeral* he uses all the details from
his dream, together with the cognates listed in The

lATrembling of the Veil. but omits the centaur. For the 
poem itself is now centaur.»'̂ 5

Poetry, Yeats knows, is so much a product of the 
poet's own personality and experience that his experience 
must be both broad and selective. Yeats's own poems 
are in fact, as Howarth claims, "embodiments of, first, 
an ecstasy which results from the uncovering of basic 
human energies, and then, a ruthless contempt for any 
society or any way of life deficient In those energies.

12See Autobiography. pp. 248-50.
1-̂The Irish Writers: 1880-1940 (New York, 1958),

p. 122.
14Autobiography. pp. 389-92.
^Howarth, p. 122.
•̂ Autobiography. p. 235.
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They are also informed with a demand for the intellect 
and a love of it.«17 In »High Talk,« Yeats, speaking 
through the poem’s persona, Kalachi Stilt-Jack, presents 
himself in just this way as master of all life's elements 
and of his craft:

All metaphor, Kalachi, stilts and all.
A barnacle goosePar up in the stretches of night; night splits and the dawn breaks loose;

I, through the terrible novelty of light, 
stalk on, stalk on;Those great sea-horses bare their teeth 
and laugh at the dawn. (CP, 33D

If the poet, by virtue of his Intellectual mastery 
of life's crude energies, is a centaur, then his poetry 
is the embodiment of this perfect union: the poetry is 
centaur as well.18 It is a fusion of opposites, a

17Howarth, p. 1**4.
^This particular understanding of the centaur 

symbol may help to provide a relatively satisfactory 
reading of the much disputed "On a Picture of a Black 
Centaur by Edmund Dulac." There is virtually no critical 
agreement on this piece. Unterecker (pp. 189-91),Ellmann (pp. 265-66) and Cleanth Brooks (in Modern 
Poetry and the Tradition ^hapel Hill, North Carolina, 
193277 PP» 61-62), for example, have totally different interpretations. Perhaps if the centaur is seen as 
the poet's work— his poetry— with the full force of 
the centaur's accumulated meaning kept in mind, and the 
remainder of the poem read almost as Ellmann reads it,
It will make more sense. Thus the poet reproaches his 
own work for running the risk of too heavy a dependence 
on the occult or on esoteric knowledge; that «horseplay« 
can lead to too much abstraction in the work, « a murder
ous thing« to true poetry. (Yeats writes in Essays and
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resolution of life's antinomies. Yeats's horses and
horsemen evolve, then, from symbols of passion, change,
violence and the crude generative and destructive force
of life itself; from apocalyptic horsemen and warrior-
heroes, into the centaur, a symbol of Unity of Being in 

19an individual, and of the proper fusion of poetic 
control and life, which is the raw material of poetry. 
Thus the poet and his material become one completely 
balanced thing, embodied in his poetry. Yeats's great, 
carefully shaped centaur, finally, is the Collected 
Poems.

Introductions, p. 272, what may be a key to this poem:
"we should ascend out of common interests, the thoughts 
of the newspapers, of the market-place, of men of 
science, but only so far as we can carry the normal, 
passionate, reasoning self, the personality as a whole.") 
The last seven lines, then, are a reassertlon of the 
poet's contact with physical life, with the "normal, 
passionate, reasoning self," of his confidence in the 
soundness of his centaur and his own ability to keep it 
from straying too far in the direction of the abstract.

^Yeats is confident enough of his symbol to parody 
it in the bitter epigram "The Great Day," in which "A 
beggar on horseback lashes a beggar on foot" (CP, 309).
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