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P R E F A C E 

There are three kinds of souls, 

three kinds of prayers. 

One: 1 am a bow in your hands, Lord 

Draw me lest I rot. 

Two: Do not overdraw me, Lord 

I shall break. 

Three: Overdraw me, and who cares 

if I break! 

Choose! 

(Nicos Kazantzakis: Report to Greco: 1985 ; 35) 

My reading of W.B.Yeats's poems in my undergraduate classes 

developed in me my first love for Yeats. That love deepened when I 

joined the University of Calcutta for my Postgraduate studies in 

English. 1 heard Yeats from Professor Bhabotosh Chatterjee who 

taught us Yeats. His teaching further awakened my interest in Yeats's 

poems. Then a strange thing happened. When I joined Siliguri Mahila 

College as a lecturer, I was told by the Department to do Yeats's 

poetry with my students. I felt that neither Yeats would leave me nor 

would I leave Yeats. At this hour I began to think whether I could 

embark on Yeats's poetry for my future research. 

Yeats and Rabindranath were kindred souls. Both of them 

were poets of the two countries which were governed by the same 

imperial power, the British. The pangs of servitude tormented both 

the souls. A desire for freedom from the shackles of thraldom, was 

irresistible in th^m. Consequently, there emerged a nationalist spirit 
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in their writings. This nationalist spirit governed their psyche and 

had gone a long way in shaping their beings as poets. Hence, I decided 

to study Yeats in relation to Irish nationalism in his poetry. Professor 

Benoy Kr. Banerjee of the Department of English, University of North 

Bengal, whom I approached to be my supervisor, readily welcomed 

this idea. The heterogeneity of Yeats's existence compelled me to 

wonder as to whether he should be treated as an English poet or an 

Irish, expressing himself in the English language. This is my area of 

investigation in this thesis. 

Born in Ireland and educated in both Ireland and London, 

much of Yeats's verse and many of his plays express a revolutionary-

patriotism, a fascination with the history of Ireland, particularly the 

myths and legends of its ancient, pagan past, as well as his interest 

in the occult. His poetry also draws upon his eclectic reading in 

literature, history and philosophy. Nationalism is expressed through 

his poems in relation to the Irish struggle for independence from 

England. His contribution to the Irish cultural and political 

nationalism led to his appointment as a Senator when the Irish Free 

State was formed in 1922. 

The present study is basically analytical in nature. Analysis 

of books, both primary and secondary, helped in a major way to 

formulate my primary idea. Documents, statements and resolutions 

relating to nationalism and nationalist discourses have helped to 

assemble my notion. In the process of analyses, reflections of different 

authors and critics of Yeats have been consulted with the view of 

supporting the principal contention. References from secondary 

sources and data collected on the internet have been of immense 

(ii) 



help. I have tried to acknowledge my debts to them by citing them, 

where apposite, as sources for my information. I have prepared a 

bibliography following the instructions as laid down in the M.L.A. 

Handbook. 

I owe my deep debt of gratitude to my supervisor Prof. Benoy 

Kr. Baner jee w i thou t whose benevolence , so l ic i tude and 

encouragement this paper would not have been written. His 

meticulous guidance, constructive criticism, clues and suggestions 

have helped me at every step. 

In the course of my study I have sought continuous help from 

the National Library, Kolkata, the British Council Library, Kolkata, 

The North Bengal University Library and the Library at Jawaharlal 

Nehru University, New Delhi. 

The greatest support throughout the progress of this work 

has been my family. I dedicate this work to the loving memory of my 

bereaved father who instilled in me the courage and determination to 

pursue objectives in life. My husband. Dr. K.K. Maitra, constantly 

reminded me that the mission should never be forsaken, despite the 

troubles. As a friend, philosopher and guardian he stood by my side, 

sometimes even sacrificing his own interest, to see my dream take 

shape. My daughter Shirsha's unstinted cooperation and love never 

allowed my spirit to slacken nor succumb to moments of uncertainty. 

Finally I would like to thank the printers Shri Satyen Ghosh 

and his family for their keen co-operation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The resolute never relinquish their goal. 

(Bhartrihari: 1967 : 52) 

W.B. Yeats's poetry and dramatic works have been a favourite 

subject of study for literary critics and researchers working for their 

dissertations. There is a spate of criticism by eminent critics, both 

Indian and international. Diverse aspects of the poet's verse have 

been focused upon by different critics. The gradual development of 

the poet, the different influences, symbolism as a basic ingredient of 

his art, the theory of the mask, the use of biography, the interest in 

the occult, the handling of myth, his role in public life and detailed 

criticism of individual poems have engaged critics. Though D.O. Boyce, 

O.D. Edwards and M. Hurst candidly speak of Celtic nationalism in 

general, the topic of Irish nationalism and W.B. Yeats's poetry has 

been touched upon perfunctorily by eminent critics dealing with other 

seminal aspects of the poet's works. Suheil B. Bushrui's dissertation 

Images of a Changing Ireland in the Works of W.B. Yeats and R.J. 

Loftus's Nationalism in Modem Anglo-Irish Poetry axG two of the works 

that throw a light on this aspect, but in comparison to the abundance 

of critical writings on Yeats, there is still a dearth of writing on this 

standpoint. The intrinsically nationalistic domain in Yeats's verse, 

scantily hinted at, is still an unexplored territory. The fact that Yeats 

trapped his native resources at every phase of his poetic career is the 

key gap in Yeats criticism that I propose to explore in this dissertation. 



In post colonial criticism, the concept of nationalism has 

become a subject of discourse. On January 3, 2005 there was a 

seminar in New Delhi where the debate on nationalism was of key 

interest. Lord Megnad Desaiof the London School of Economics argued 

that the concept of nationalism was no longer relevant in a region 

where there was a motley collection of religious entities, castes, 

communities and linguistic groups. Dr. Amartya Sen mounted a 

frontal attack by saying that it was the pluralistic character which 

was the strength of a country that was multilingual, multicultural 

and multiracial. Such arguments cannot be applied to Ireland, for it 

never had a multifacted character like India. In Ireland, the idea of 

nationhood was embeded not only in the assertion of political 

sovereignty but in the ci-eation of a strong individual identity. Seamus 

Deane in his introduction to Eagleton, Jameson and Edward Said's 

Nationalism., ColonialisTn, and Literature. (1990) says, 

Irish nationalism is, in its foundational moments, a 

derivative of i ts British counterpart . Almost all 

nationalist movements have been derided as provincial, 

actually or potentially racist, given to exclusivist and 

doctrinaire positions and rhetoric. (7) 

In the same introduction he writes, 

All nationalisms have a m.etaphysical dimension, for 

they are all driven by an ambition to realize their 

intrinsic essence in some specified and tangible form. 

The form may be a political structure or a literary 



tradition,.. (8) 

Thus, nationalisms at tempt to "create a version of history for 

themselves in which their intrinsic essence has always manifested 

itself (9). This is exactly what this paper attempts to show. Yeats's 

poetry gives a voice to this essence of Ireland. 

The French theorist Ernest Renan categorically emphasised 

in "What is a Nation" that the nation is a "soul", a "spiritual principle" 

(1996 : 53). Yeats searched for the soul of Ireland in his poetic works 

and this paper proposes to go into an indepth study of this nationalist 

spirit in the poet, and to agree with Rabindranath Tagore's contention 

that the soul of Ireland has been laid bare in the poetry of Yeats 

(1991: 657). The two poets, one Indian and the other Irish, worked 

under similar conditions and were both haunted by the idea of 

emancipation from the same colonial power. The British hegemony 

was a source of excruciating anguish for both. Tagore queried 

animatedly, "The night's penance, shall not the dawn arrive?" (1991: 

149 trans, mine). Another nationalist poet, Nazrul Islam, vehemently 

asserted "My country is my own, it is my home" (1974 : 31). Similar 

query and assertion are found in Yeats's poems. 

Yeats sought to awaken an essentially native consciousness 

within Ireland and also assimilated his poetic resources to unravel 

the rich native Irish reservoir for all other nations. Ernest Gellner's 

comment, "Nationalism is not only the awakening of nations to self 

consciousness : it invents nations where they do not exist" (1996 : 



34) is relevant to Yeats's early verse. The poet was composing at a 

time when Ireland was still under the British rule. However, the 

distinctive Irishness could be felt in the nuances of his verse. M3' 

proposition is that Yeats's poetry shows a strong bond with Ireland 

at every phase. 

Richard Handler holds the view that nationalism is "an ideology 

about individuated being", under any circumstances, congenial or 

adverse. As corollary it is easy to see how Yeats conformed to the 

belief tha t nat ional ism as an ideology concerned itself with 

" b o u n d e d n e s s " and "cont inui ty" , or r a t h e r "homogenei ty 

encompassing diversity". He looked upon Ireland as a haven, utilised 

her resources in his endeavour to harmonize his spirit of nationalism 

and art. 

Recent writers on nationalism like Adrian Hastings argue that 

for the "development of nationhood from one or more ethnicities, by 

far the most important and widely present factor is that of an 

extensively used vernacular literature" (1997 : 2). This is in fact the 

contention in this paper. Much has been said about the gradual but 

distinctive change in Yeats's poems belonging to the first phase of 

his literary career and those of the last. My objective is to show that 

despite the changes, at no phase did he omit home-spun, native 

materials. 

"Nationalism" as a term is used to refer to political movements 

seeking or exercising state power and justifying such action with 



nationalist argument. It implies a devotion, often chauvinistic, to 

one's own nation and a good nationalist is, according to Yeats, "one 

who is ready to give up a great deal that he may preserve to his 

country whatever part of her possessions he is best fitted to guard..." 

(1927 : 59). 

The. poetic works of Yeats reveal the poet's conviction that 

there can be no "great literature without nationality" and no great 

"nationality without literature" (1986 : 297). The poet strove to capture 

the spirit of Ireland in his verse. He portrayed Ireland with her 

singularity and to do justice to his enterprise, he exploited the rich 

and inexhaustible Irish heritage in his poems. 

When Yeats began his literary career Ireland was still a colony 

under the British imperialism. Though Yeats lived in London for a 

major period of his life and mingled freely with the literary circles, he 

felt a Iceen urge to voice intrinsic Irish thoughts and beliefs, to deal 

with indigenous materials in order to preserve the distinctive essence. 

He claimed, vehemently though not vociferously, "I am a nationalist" 

(1927 : 56). Many national artists of decolonization and nationalism 

like Tagore, Pablo Neruda, Vallejo, Cesaire, Senghar, Darwish and 

Faiz expressed similar urge, for it is true that in "time of acute national 

consciousness ... the deeper life of the people is expressed" (O'Driscoll: 

1971 : 11), 

During the later part of the nineteenth century there was a 

quest for the roots or the "typically Irish" among the people of Ireland. 



Douglas Hyde's presidential address, "The Necessity of De-Anglicising 

Ireland", delivered to the National Literary Society in Dublin on 

November 25, 1892 proved to be a significant eye-opener. It specified 

the problem that the Irish, while struggling for political independence 

from England, had been impersonating her both culturally and 

socially. In the process the Irish people were on the verge of 

abandoning their lineage and traditions. However, they could not 

assimilate English ways completely due to their inherent racial 

differences. The lack of homogeneity was evident in every sphere. 

Hyde believed that the only hope for restoring national dignity and 

insularity was a retreat to Gaeldom. He specified that this would be 

largely accomplished by reviving the Irish language, and by restoring 

Irish personal names, music etc. Although he made an approving 

reference to the Anglo-Irish literature at the end of his address, the 

entire general purport of his argument was that Irish national 

literature in English was an impossible feat. 

Yeats responded to this perturbing concept by forwarding 

a letter to the Editor of United Ireland on December 17, 1892. He 

wrote, 

... can we not build up a national tradition, a national 

literature, which shall be none the less Irish in spirit 

from being English in language? Can we not keep the 

continuity of the nation's life, not by trying what 

Dr. Hyde has practically pronounced impossible, but 

by translating or retelling in English, which shall have 
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an indefinable Irish quality of rh5rthm and style, all tha t 

is best of the ancient l i terature? Can we not write and 

pe rsuade others to write histories and romances of the 

great GaeUc men of the past, from the son of Nessa to 

Owen Roe, until there h a s been made a golden bridge 

between the old and new? 

{ 1986 : 338) 

To support his contention he referred to America, "with no past to 

speak of, a mere parvenu among the nations" (338), attempting to 

carve a national literature which differs almost as much from English 

literature in its distinctiveness as does the literature of France. 

Therefore he asserted, "It should be more easy for us, who have in us 

that wild Celtic blood, the most un-English of all things under heaven, 

to make such a literature" (339). 

At the inception of his career Douglas Hyde was a compelling 

influence upon Yeats. He appreciated Hyde's gifts as a folklorist, 

and his verse and prose which were written in the English of Connacht, 

Gaelic in idiom and Tudor in vocabulary. Hyde was, however, more 

interested in the preservation of the Irish language. He curtailed his 

own literary endeavours in order to devote substantial time and 

resources to the accomplishment of his primary mission. He had no 

wish to be known as a writer in English and from the very beginning 

he regretted the need to make any translation from his Irish texts. 

In contrast, Yeats wanted to do much more than only recall 

and revive the Gaelic language, and strive for its preservation. He 



was more interested in the Irish tradition and culture. The view that 

he wanted to establish was that when one thinks of the grandeur 

and stateliness of Cuchulain and the grace of the despairing Deirdre, 

one should not forget that it is that majesty and charm that are 

irresistible and immortal, and not the Celtic language that first 

recorded them. Yeats emphasized the notion that Irish writers who 

were concentrating on foreign literature and seeking out foreign 

sources of inspiration, should focus their attention on their own land, 

"for no man who deserts his own literature for another's can hope for 

the highest rank" (298). 

Yeats found no dearth of talent in Ireland but felt sure that 

the resources were not being harnessed properly and not applied to 

the exigencies of Ireland. He programmed himself to this end, 

remembering and reminding the people: 

To the greater poets everything they see h a s its relation 

to the national life, and through tha t to the universal 

and divine life: nothing is an isolated artistic movement; 

there is unity everywhere .... But to this universalism, 

this seeing of unity everywhere, you can only attain 

through what is near you, your nation, or, if you be no 

traveller, your village and the cobwebs on your walls. 

You can no more have the greatest poetry without a 

nation than religion without symbols. One can only reach 

out to the universe with a gloved hand - tha t glove is 

one's nation, the only thing one knows even a little of. 

(1970 : 174) 
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The poet had a strange foreboding that the de-nationalising forces 

operating on the Irish soil would eventually crush and overpower 

the Irish. In order to constrict this constraint, he urged upon the 

Irish to maintain all their "central fire", that is, their sense of 

'nationality'. 

The letters written to his family members , friends and 

associates provide an insight as to what he felt and what he wanted 

• others to feel about the nation. They also reveal how he consciously 

made his verse draw sustenance from Ireland. They pronounce his 

idea of the Celtic largesse and the poet's conviction that poetry should 

be essentially national. He wrote to Katharine Tynan, a fervent admirer 

of Parnell and O'Leary: 

I feel more and more tha t we shall have a school of Irish 

poetry - founded on Irish myth and history - a nec

romantic movement. 

(1986: 10-11) 

In another letter he advised Tynan: 

I think you wiU be right to make your ballad Irish, you 

will be so m u c h more original - one should have a 

speciality. You have yours in Ireland ... (66) 

A similar note is found in his letter to Elizabeth White: 

... You win find it a good thing to make verses on Irish 

legends and places and so forth. It helps originality 

and m a k e s one 's verses sincere a n d gives one less 



n u m e r o u s competitors. Besides one should love best 

what is neares t and most interwoven with one's life. 

(131) 

This zest to hold on to Ireland as a cherished treasure WHS 

there throughout the poet's long literary career. His perennial cry, 

without beginning and without end, seemed to be : "I won't let you 

go", an entreaty very similar to the vehement plea of the fictional 

child to the father in Tagore's "Sonar Tari". He held on to Ireland l̂ y 

giving voice to the myths, legends and folklore that were in fact the 

Ufe blood of Ireland. Imagery and symbols with distinct Irish touch 

were utilized. Native issue, concepts, concurrent contexts were 

compatibly handled. His grievance against 'melancholy London' 

appeared not only in his prose work, John Sherman, but also in poems 

like "The Lake Isle of Innisfree". He felt like the hero of the prose 

work, cast away upon a reef from where he could look at native Ballah, 

that is, Sligo, with a terrible feeling of solitude in the midst of a 

multitude, a feeling of oppression with which he longed for his own. 

A similar aspiration to project an individual nation through the English 

language was evident in many Asian, African, European, Latin 

American and Caribbean writers. This was perhaps the most intrinsic 

desire of any colonial writer. Edward Blyden, as President of Liberia 

College, used English as a means of asserting African identity in 

1881, saying, 

The African m u s t advance by methods of his own. He 

mus t possess a power distinct from that t of he European 
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.... We m u s t show tha t we are able to go alone, to carve 

out our own way. 

(Barlow; 2001 : 32) 

These words echo Yeats's creed, his desire to create a literature bascfl 

on his own soil, Irish in spirit and essence, though written in the 

English language. Yeats did not find the task as difficult as the Incl IH n 

writer Raja Rao, who expressed his predicament in the foreword to 

his novel Kanthapura: 

The telling h a s not been easy. One h a s to convey in a 

language tha t is not one's own the spirit tha t is one's 

own. One h a s to convey t h e var ious s h a d e s and 

omissions of a certain thought-movement tha t looks 

maltreated in an alien language. 

(1938 : ii) 

Yeats amiably fused the Celtic spirit into the English language. His 

poetry is an ode or hymn to Ireland where the poet takes the privilege 

of saying, asTagore says in the "Earth", "Yes, I shall/Deck you with 

my all" (2003 : 92). Shabine, the narrator in Derek Walcott's poem 

"The Schooner's Flight" affirms : 

I have a sound colonial education 

I have Dutch, Nigger, and English in me 

Either I'm a nobody or I'm: a nation. 

(1979 : 34) 

Shabine can be seen as representing not only Walcott himself, but 

also Yeats by the subtle substitution of 'Dutch' and "Nigger" by 'Irish'. 
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It is easy to see how Ireland combined with the poet's consciousness 

to give vent to a distinctive voice. The need to project the nation 

undeniably moulded the poet and this projection, direct or oblique, 

is an assertion of nationalism. 

12 



THE SHAPING FACTORS 

They who shape me, shape my art. 

(James Shirley: Kinship: 1992 : 43) 

A.N. Jeffares made an illuminating study on Yeats, the man 

and poet. He traced the poet's iamily as far back as the early 18th 

century to Jervis Yeats, the whole-sale-linen merchant, perhaps from 

Yorkshire, but settled in New Roe. Through successive generations 

their link with the Wichens, the Butlers, Taylors, Corbets, PoUexfens 

and Middletons was established. The family tree and the influences 

that shaped the poet, can be traced from Joseph Hone's biography, 

but the most authentic source is Yeats's Autobiographies. In this 

chapter we intend to emphasize the distinct Irishness of the poet's 

background which intuitively provided Yeats a stimulus to plunge 

deep into his Irish roots. 

William Butler Yeats, the eldest son of John and Susan Yeats, 

was born on June 13, 1865 at "Georgeville" in Sandymount, Dublin. 

He was haunted 

By childish memories of an old cross PoUexfen, 

And of a Middleton, whose name you never heard, 

And of a red-haired Yeats whose looks, although he died 

Before my time, seem like a vivid memory. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 202) 

The poor and imaginative Yeatses had little concern with worldly 
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affairs. The Pollexfens were aristocratic, supercilious and active. The 

Middletons were close to the country folk, having interest in eerie 

spirits and legends. These were the relations among whom the poet 

grew up. The "half legendary" ancestors partly explain the curious 

ambivalence in his personality. They not onljr-root him to the soil of 

Ireland, but also act as ready resources for his poetry. 

The Pollexfen family, marked by the "strain of depressive 

melancholia" (Murphy: 1971 : 34), was renowned in Ireland. His 

grandfather William Pollexfen, the "silent and fierce old man" (Yeats: 

1993 : 113), had a great influence on the poet in his childhood. The 

fierce, blue-eyed, bearded grandfather who "laid his strong bones 

down in death" (176) by his wife, Elizabeth's side in the "grey stone 

tomb" in St. John's Churchyard, became an image in Yeats's later 

poems. George Pollexfen, the astrologer uncle, was a close confidant. 

It was with him at Rosses Point that the poet first became sensitive 

to the Kabbalistic symbols. Yeats would walk on the seashore, George 

on a cliff or sandhill. Without speaking Yeats would "imagine the 

symbol, and he would notice what passed before his mind's eye and in 

a short time he would practically never fail of the appropriate vision" 

(Yeats: 1956 ; 320). Mary Battle, the uncle's old ser^^ant, would be in 

bed but "her dream echoed" (321) their vision. After the uncle's death 

in 1910, Yeats reminisced in 1915 how the formal and grand fun^eral 

was attended by many Masons who 

... drove from miles away 

To scatter the Acacia spray 
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Upon a melancholy m a n 

Who had ended where his brea th began. 

(1993 : 176) 

The excellent rider was commemorated in 1918 : 

And t h e n I th ink of old George Pollexfen 

In muscu la r youth well known to Mayo m e n 

For horsemanship at meets or at racecourses, 

That could have shown how pure-bred horses 

And solid men, for aU their passion, Uve 

But as the outrageous s ta rs incline 

By opposition, square and trine; 

Having grown sluggish and contemplative. 

(149) 

John Pollexfen, the sailor "lost" at sea, and Alfred Pollexfen who came 

back from Liverpool to Sligo in 1906 complete the Pollexfen list in 

Yeats's poetry. 

Among the Yeatses, the poet remembered the gentle Rev. John 

Yeats, the "old country scholar, Robert Emmet's friend" (113), rector 

ofDrumcliff which was a parish at the foot of Ben Bulben. His 

son, 

That red-headed rector in County Down, 

A good m a n on h i s horse, (370) 

, was related to the "Sandymount Corbets" through marriage. They 

were "Butlers far back", for John Yeats's mother was the daughter of 

John Butler, chief clerk in the war office at Dublin Castle. 
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It was through the Middletons that Yeats developed an interest 

in country stories, and this interest persisted throughout his poetic 

career. He spent his childhood in'Ireland and England. The place 

that affected him the most was Sligo. 

His father's nationalist ideas touched him much. J.B. Yeats 

was "not only a rare portrait painter, but a vehement eloquent 

Irishman, hot on politics" (Rhys : 1935 : 98). He introduced his son 

to the Contemporary Club which met at Trinity College. Hubert 

Oldham, the founder of the Club, had an interest in Home Rule. 

Yeats met many men with strong nationalist feeling. Ideas of Home 

Rule were instilled into his son by J.B. Yeats. However, Yeats turned 

from ideas of Home Rule to more absolute nationalism when he came 

in contact with John O' Leary. His father was instrumental in 

formulating the poet's view on poetry and aesthetics. 

Yeats began his poetic career with the woods of Arcady and a 

little Indian temple in the Golden Age. His shift to Ireland was quick 

and deliberate. He admitted: "... from the moment I began The 

Wanderings ofOisin... my subject matter became Irish" (1993 : 523). 

He convinced himself that he should never "go for the scenery of a 

poem to any country but" his "own" (1908 : 44). 

This decision is usually attributed to the influence of John 

C Leary. The Fenian leader exerted one of the most powerful 

influences upon the poet. Bom in Tipperary in 1830, 0' Leary studied 

law briefly at Trinity College, Dublin. Then he spent some time 
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studying medicine, but it was his role in the struggle for Irish 

independence that stirred Yeats. O' Leary took charge of the finances 

of the Irish Revolutionary Brotherhood within a few months of its 

Inception in 1858. The idea of national liberation goaded him to 

edit the Irish People which openly advocated the overthrow of the 

British. He was arrested as part of a suspected conspiracy involving 

insurrection, and was tried on a charge of treason. Eventually he 

was sentenced to twenty years penal servitude. As a part of general 

amnesty he was set free after five years, but was not permitted to 

return to Ireland until 1885. He spent his exile mainly in Paris. On 

his return to Ireland he settled in Dublin. O' Leary was respected by 

all parties and by a group of young writers who gathered around 

him. He encouraged Yeats, Katharine Tynan, Douglas Hyde and his 

other disciples to borrow his books on Irish subjects, the works of 

the nationalist poets like Davis, Callanan, Mangan and others. The 

conversations with O' Leary, the debates and discussions on the 

Irish poet-revolutionaries of the past moulded Yeats's poetic 

imagination. 

O' Leary helped the young aspiring writers to finance and 

publish a book. Poems and Ballads of Young Ireland, which suggested 

a continuity between the efforts of the young poets and those of the 

olden days. He also printed their contributions regularly in a small 

weekly review called the Gael Useful suggestions as to what should 

be included, were provided when Yeats began to edit Irish books like 

Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, Stories from Carleton and 
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Representative Irish Tales. 

Two speeches of the Fenian leader had a great impact on Yeats. 

In "How Irishmen Should Feel", O' Leary declared that he should feel 

first of all that he was an Irishman. Secondly, that Irish unity must 

be secured. Finally, he should make some sacrifices for Ireland. These 

simple, unpolitical precepts, with O' Leary's moral force and 

revolutionary record behind them, had considerable effect upon Yeats, 

who upto that time had thought of the "national movement as an 

affair for politicians" (Ellmann: 1948 : 46). "What Irishmen should 

know" was the second speech. He advised Yeats to read "Eugene O' 

Curry on the ancient Celts" (CostoIIo: 1977 : 22). 

Under O' Leary's inspiration, Yeats founded the Irish Literary 

Society (1891) in London and the Irish National Literary Society (1892) 

in Dublin. Literary activities of the Young Ireland Society were summed 

up by Yeats : "We had no Gaelic but paid great honour to the Irish 

poets who wrote in English" (1924 : 03). It was to the Fenian leader 

that Yeats owed his knowledge of Irish patriotic literature. O' Leary 

saw the function of the poet chiefly as patriotic. He believed that the 

poets born in Ireland should essentially be Irish poets and their task 

should be to develop the spirit of the nation. Yeats agreed that poetry 

should serve this function. He devoted himself to the task of recreating 

the past of Ireland. Moreover, the Victorian tendency to set poems in 

far-flung regions had become trite and was replaced by the 

introduction of familiar scenes. Yeats altered afew of his earlier works. 

In 1886 Mosada spoke of a "Russian Tale" and mentioned "a saint of 
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Russia". By 1889 they were substituted by an "Irish tale" and "a 

saint of Munster" respectively. Katharine Tynan was asked to review 

John Sherman. Yeats said, "I havfe an ambition to be taken as an Irish 

novehst, not as an English or cosmopolitan one, choosing Ireland as 

a background. I studied my characters in Ireland and described a 

typical Irish feeling in Sherman's devotion to Ballagh." (Tynan: 1916: 

67). This tendency to "call the Muses home" was evident even in the 

poems. 

O' Leary was a man devoted to the romantic concept of 

nationalism. Yeats found in him the inspiring idealism and the positive 

patriotism that he himself sought. He acknowledged his debt. "It is 

through the old Fenian leader John O' Leary I found my theme", he 

said (1961 : 510). 

Charles Stewart Pamell was a powerful figure in Irish political 

life from 1879 to 1890. He was the national leader whose interest in 

Irish politics had been roused by the execution of the "Manchester 

Martyrs" in 1867. Leader of the Home Rule Party and the Irish National 

Land league, he used agrarian agitation to consolidate his power and 

exert pressure upon the British Government. He initiated the "National 

League" which put self government before land reform. In 1887 The 

Times published a series of articles entitled Pamellism and Crime, 

which implicated him in acts of violence. Investigations proved his 

innocence. Parnell was exonerated and his reputation soared in 

England and Ireland. His career was ruined when he was cited as co-
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respondent in a divorce case. The scandal turned the Irish Catholics 

against him and brought about a split in the nationalist camp. J.B. 

Yeats dishked Parnell; O' Leary's group suspected him for his 

endorsement of the Land League and subsequent withdrawal; 

Katharine Tynan applauded him. The different opinions were known 

to Yeats who saw Parnell's struggle as a confrontation between single-

minded integrity and compromising populist politics. This view 

gradually became a myth. Parnell became an ideal. He represented 

the proud, lonely Anglo-Irish leader who stood against all that Yeats 

despised in Irish politics and character. 

The fall of Parnell forced Irishmen, confronted with rival 

nationalist parties, to question as to what constituted their essential 

Irish character. National identity had been defined in political terms 

in the 1880s. After Parnell, amid the wreckage of the pohtical 

movement, it seemed that the cultural dimension might be more 

profound and significant. Yeats had "the sudden certainty that 

Ireland was to be like soft wax for years to come" (1956 : 245). 

Literary societies and publishing enterprises were started in order 

to mould public opinion. Since it was a tenet of Parnell's last 

campaign that his faction, and not the Mc Carthyites, were the "true" 

guardians of Ireland's separate political identity, the Parnellite press 

was eager to support an independent literary movement. Yeats found 

allies among the journalists who were associated with both the United 

Ireland and the Irish Daily.Independent. In 1898 when Yeats became 

President of the Wolfe Tone Memorial Association, he tried to unite 

20 



the different parties in Ireland, the Parnellites, the anti-Parnellites, 

the official Unionists and the new party of progressive land-lords 

headed by Lord Castletown. Yeats was attracted to Parnell for his 

life-long devotion to the Irish national cause and for the unique 

loneliness in his character. His fall signified the hatred of mean 

minds for a superior one. Yeats expressed his view in "Parnell's 

Funeral", a bitter political poem. During the quarrel over Parnell's 

grave a quotation from Goethe ran through the papers, describing 

Irish jealousy: 'The Irish seem to me like a pack of hounds, always 

dragging down some noble stag" (Yeats: 1956 : 316). This disturbed 

Yeats for he regarded Parnell as the Irish hero. 

Yeats had faith neither in science nor in religion." He searched 

for a system that.was ritualistic and spectacular, mythological and 

symbolic, one that could satisfy his curiosity about God and soul, 

death and immortality, life in this world and the one beyond the 

senses.-Moving away from orthodox Christianity, he groped into the 

half-dark and mysterious realms of the Kabbala, Rosicrucianism, 

Alchemy, Hermetics and magic to solve the problems that arose in 

his mind. He said, 

If I h a d not made magic my constant study, I could not 

have written a single word of my Blake Book, nor would 

The Countess Cathleen ever have come to exist. The 

mystical Ufe is the centre of all tha t I do and all tha t I 

th ink and all tha t I write. 

(1961 : 85) 
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Yeats deliberately studied the occult. There was hardly any 

phase in his long literary career which was free from the influence of 

the occult altogether. He busied himself seriously and laboriously for 

twenty years of his life, formulating his experiences and ideas of the 

occult into a "system". He gave it a final shape in A Vision and 

proclaimed it "a new divinity". 

At the Metropolitan School of Art in Kildare Street, Dublin 

Yeats met George Russel, "A.E., the poet and mystic" (1956 : 80). 

A.E. did not paint the model as others tried to, "for some other 

image rose always before his eyes" (80), and he spoke to Yeats of his 

visions. This gift for vision impressed the poet. With the help of 

Charles Johnston and George Russell, Yeats founded the "Dublin 

Hermetic Society" (1885). In May 1887, Yeats called on Helena 

Petrovna Blavatsky, founder of the Theosophic Movement, in London. 

He was admitted to the London Theosophical Society and joined its 

Esoteric section in 1888. In 1890 he was asked to resign as he 

constantly insisted on evidence and experiment. Rejoined the Order 

of the Golden Dawn in 1890. It was a society dedicated to the study 

of Rosicrucianism and ritual magic. The dominant figure in this 

organization was Mac-Gregor Mathers, a staunch Celt of romantic 

personality, deeply read in the secret lore of the Kabbala. The author 

of The Kabbala Unveiled convinced Yeats that images welled up before 

the mind's eye from a deeper source than merely conscious or sub

conscious memory. This affirmed Yeats's belief in the "anima mundi", 

a concept t ha t influenced much of his th inking on art and 
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philosophy. The symbols used by Mathers, summoned before Yeats 

mental images which he could not control: "My rituals were not to 

be made deliberately, like a poem, but all got by that method Mathers 

had explained to me, and with this hope I plunged without a clue 

into a labyrinth of images ..." (Yeats: 1956 : 255). This association 

proved to be a sustained attempt to explore questions about the 

relation of the noumenal to the phenomenal world that became 

central to his philosophical quest. Yeats was attracted to the ritual 

of initiation. The members were free to experiment, demonstrate 

and meditate upon its central symbol, "The Rose". Its doctrine 

emphas i sed the duty of the perfected soul to work for the 

regeneration of the world. Yeats made a spirited effort for the 

regeneration of Ireland. He explained: 

I am convinced that in two or three generations it will 

become generally known that the mechanical theory 

has no reality, that the natural and the supernatural 

are knit together; that to escape a dangerous fanaticism 

we must study a new science; at that m.oment Europe 

may find something attractive in a Christ posed against 

a background not of Judaism but of Druidism; not shut 

off in dead history, b u t flowing, concrete and 

phenomenal. 

I was born into this faith, have lived in it, and 

shall die in it; my Christ, a legitimate deduction from 

the Creed of St. Patrick, I think, is that 'Unity of Being' 

Dante compared to 'aperfect proportioned human body", 

Blake's Imagination, what the Upanishads have named 
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'Self. 

(qtd. in Jeffares: 1964 : 262-263) 

Shortly after Yeats's marriage in 1917, he discovered that his wife 

produced automatic writing. The obscure messages of the "Unknown 

Instructors" or the Spirits were gathered, given coherence and 

published. A Vision, gives an idea of Yeats's view of history. It marks 

the culmination of the poet's life-long search for achieving the "Unity 

of Being". 

Standish James O' Grady's reading of Gaelic literature and 

history inspired him to write a series of Irish history that helped to 

lay the foundations of the Irish literary revival. The two volumes of 

The History of Ireland-the Heroic Period, published in 1879 and 1880, 

give a narrative account of bardic times, concentrating upon the 

exploits of Cuchulain and the Red Branch Warriors. They introduced 

the young Irishmen to the ancient Irish mythology and to Elizabethan 

Ireland. The work had a t r emendous influence on the Irish 

Renaissance. Yea.ts felt the need to emphasize the importance of the 

race after reading O' Grady. His view that "a day will come when 

Slieve-na-mon will be more famous than Olympus" (Yeats: 1961 : 

512) greatly influenced the poet. He paid a tribute to O' Grady in the 

poem "Beautiful Lofty Things". O' Grady's influence was felt when 

Yeats turned away from foreign scenes to write The Wanderings of 

Oisin which was said to be "an Irish poem of some length" (Yeats: 

1986 : 44). 
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Yeats regarded Katharine lynan as one of the important people 

who had initiated the reformation of Irish poetry. Daughter of a 

substantial farmer, she was a poetess influenced by D.G. Rossetti, 

Adelaide Proctor and Longfellow. She was a fervent admirer of Parnell. 

Influenced by his sister Anna, she joined the Ladies' Land League. 

Later she regretted this venture into agrarian agitation. Tynan met 

Yeats when Oldham brought him to Clondalkin to discuss the plans 

for the Dublin University Review. Under the influence of O' Leary, 

they encouraged one another to take up Irish themes. Yeats advised 

Tynan: "... remember by being as Irish as you can, you will be the 

more original and true to yourself andin the long run more interesting 

even to English readers" (1986 : 35). It was Tynan who first suggested 

that Yeats should attempt a play on an Irish subject. Yeats's frequent 

correspondence with Tynan threw light on many aspects and 

convictions of his creative life. The poet asserted that it was necessary 

to develop "a school of Irish poetry founded on Irish myth and history" 

(1986 : 10-11) His "grievances against melancholy London" (92) was 

bitter : "London is always horrible to me" (231). In contrast was the 

"beautiful Island of Innisfree in Lough Gill Sligo: A little rocky Island 

with a legendary past" (119). It was " an old day dream" of Yeats to "go 

away and live alone on that Island" whenever he was in trouble. These 

feelings, recorded in the letters sent to Tynan, gave rise to the Innisfree 

poem. 

Through O' Leary Yeats met Maud Gonne, a meeting which 

he later said "reverberated in his life like the sound of a Burmese 
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gong in the middle of a tent", (qtd. in Rajan : 1965 : 28). His initial 

wish: "Were we only white birds, my beloved, buoyed out on the foam 

of the sea!" (Yeats: 1993 : 47), changed at a later date to another 

plea: "But O that I were young again/And held her in my arms!" 

(393). In between came the explosive question: "Why should I blame 

her that she filled my days/with misery...?" (101). Partly through 

Lucien Millevoye's anti-British influence and partly due to her 

experience of evictions in Ireland, she had decided to devote herself 

to the movement for Irish independence. She cast herself in the role 

of an Irish Joan of Arc. Yeats sensed a potentially destructive conflict 

between violence and pity in her character, which he dramatized in 

his play, The Countess Cathleen. He was struck by her exquisite 

beauty, and the fact that moved him most was : "She is very Irish, a 

kind of 'Diana of the Crossways'" (1986 : 137). In a letter to Ellen 0' 

Leary, he said, "Did I tell you how much I admire Miss Gonne? She 

will make many converts to her political belief. If she said the world 

was flat or the moon an old caubeen tossed up into the sky I would 

be proud to be her party" (1986 : 140). 

Though she sha red many of Yeats ' s ideals and pre

occupations, she instinctively preferred a man of action to a dreamer 

' with poetic gifts. Yeats understood this fact and expressed his personal 

dilemma in John Sherman. The Wisdom of the King is also an allegorical 

version of his problem. The king places his wisdom at the feet of his 

lady-love in exchange of her heart. Overwhelmed by his greatness 

she half consents and yet half-refuses, for she longs to marry a warrior 
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who would carry her over a mountain in his arms. Yeats wrote for 

her Cathleen Ni Houlihan, Its political effect was evident in Stephen 

Gwynn's comment: "I went home asking myself if such plays should 

be produced unless one was prepared for people to go out to shoot 

and be shot" (qtd. in Jeffares: 1977 : 376). In Yeats's poetry Cathleen 

Ni Houlihan became a symbol of Ireland's nobility and passion, an 

image in which the Irish people could find consolation in their struggle 

for self identity : 

Under a bitter black wind that blows from the left hand; 

Our courage breaks like an old tree in a black wind and dies, 

But we have hidden in our hearts the flame out of the eyes 

Of Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 90) 

Yeats's psychical beliefs and ideas of reincarnation suggested 

by A.E. greatly affected Maud Gonne. The poet initiated her into the 

Order of the Golden Dawn and planned to devote their lives to "mystic 

truth", but her marriage to Major John Mac Bride shattered him. 

Repeatedly he referred to his "lost love" in his poems: "The folly that 

man does/or must suffer, if he woos/A proud woman not indeed of 

his soul" (267). Yeats told Maud Gonne that he wished to be the Irish 

Victor Hugo. At her request, he wrote The Countess Cathleen, a play 

that depicted the suffering of the famine-stricken peasants who were 

tempted to sell their souls for food. 

Yeats's experience in Ireland forced him to see that "the work 

of an Irish man of letters" was not only to awaken or preserve the 
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national idea among the mass of the people, but to convert the 

educated classes to it, and to fight for moderation, dignity and rights 

of the intellect upon the fellow nationalists: "Ireland is terribly 

demoralized in her things - in her scholarship, in her criticism, in 

her politics, in her social life. She will never be greatly better until 

she governs herself but she will be greatly worse until there arise 

protesting spirits", he lamented (1986 : 399). Catharine Rae and 

Emily Skeffington Thompson, both ardent Irish nationalists, had 

together founded the Southwark Junior Irish Literary Club to educate 

Irish children in national history and culture. Thompson's novel 

Moy O'Bnen was a romantic story set against the political and social 

life of contemporary Ireland. Father Matthew Russell founded the 

Irish Monthly. Through it he hoped to foster national literature. Yeats 

was keen on a paper that would project Irish views. He wanted an 

Irish magazine that would act as the organ of their literary movement. 

He believed tha t "the t rue ambition is to make criticism as 

international, and literature as National, as possible" (1986 : 409). 

Another "protesting spirit" was Douglas Hyde. Under the pseudonym 

"An Caroibhin Aoibhinn" (The Pleasant Little Branch), he contributed 

poems in Irish, often outspokenly nationalist in sentiment to the 

Irishman and the Shamrock. He published bilingual editions of Irish 

verse and folklore, as well as histories of Gaelic literature but he 

always regretted the need to make translations from his Irish texts. 

The strong nationalist feeling from these men and women re-inforced 

Yeats's desire to harmonize nationalism and poetry. 
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A more congenial influence was that of Augusta Gregory. She 

was considered to be the living symbol of the old Irish Aristocracy. 

When Yeats met her she was already working "to add dignity to Ireland" 

(Coxhead: 1961 : 62). Her house at Coole Park was a second home 

for Yeats. He collaborated with her in the collection of old Irish legends 

and ballads. Later they founded the Irish National Stage, which 

emerged as the Abbey Theatre. Twelve years later when he received 

her son's letter informing him of her illness, he wrote without any 

inhibition: "She has been to me mother, friend, sister and brother. I 

cannot realize the world without her-she brought to my wavering 

thoughts steadfast nobility. All the day the thought of losing her is 

like a conflagration in the rafters. Friendship is all the house I have". 

(1956 : 477-478) 

A leading figure in the Irish Revival, Lady Gregory helped to 

popularize Irish legends with her translations CuchulainofMuirthemne 

and Gods and Fighting Men. She worked with Irish folklore in Poets 

and Dreamers, A Book of Saints and Wonders and Visions and Beliefs 

inthe West of Ireland. Her idiomatic style, often called "Kiltartanese" 

and knowledge of folklore were assets in her collaboration with Yeats 

on several plays. Yeats gathered folklore with her and this was 

regarded by both as an essential part of the Irish Renaissance. Her 

stance as a cultural nationalist culminated in her fight for the return 

to Ireland of the pictures collected by Sir Hugh Lane. To Yeats she 

was at once a patron, disciple and friend. He expressed his gratitude 

through poetry: 
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... because her hand 

Had strength that could unbind 

What none can understand, 

And none can have and thrive 

Youth's dreamy load, till she 

So changed me that I live 

Labouring in ecstasy. 

(1993 : 139) 

After Lady Gregory's death in 1932, Yeats wrote in the preface to The 

King of the Great Clock Tower : 

A year ago I found I had written no verse for two years: 

I had never been so long barren; I had nothing in my 

head, and there used to be more than I could write. 

Perhaps Coole Park, where I had escaped from, politics, 

from all that Dublin talked of, when it was shut, shut 

me out of my theme; or did the subconscious drama 

that was my imaginative life end with its owner? 

(1934 : 18) 

Yeats was strongly influenced by John Synge. Synge, with his "grave 

deep face", was felt to be a "rooted man" (1993 : 369). Yeats met 

Synge in Paris, in 1896, where Yeats had gone to make a ritual for 

an Order of Celtic Mysteries by which Young Ireland was to be 

initiated into a mystical philosophy. This ritual aimed to "combine 

the doctrines of Christianity with the faiths of a more ancient world, 

unite the perceptions of the spirit with those of natural beauty" 

(Hone: 1962 : 133). Yeats advised Synge, the poor and struggling 

student steeped in French literature, to go to the Aran Islands, 
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discover and express a life that had never found expression in 

literature. After his contact with the life of the peasantry, Synge 

changed from his brooding, melancholy self to the audacious, joyous, 

ironical man that one finds reflected in Yeats's "Last Poems". Both 

of them were "delighted in history and tradition" (1956 : 554). Synge's 

wish to bring together "ecstasy, asceticism and austerity" (346) 

affected Yeats. In retrospect, Yeats saw in Synge's career an image 

of his own journey. The long collaboration with Synge and Lady 

Gregory was celebrated by him: 

We three alone in modern times had brought 

Everything down to tha t sole test again, 

Dream of the noble and the beggar-man. 

(1993 : 368) 

Synge studied the life of the Irish peasants in the island of Aran, off 

the Galway coast. Out of this study resulted The Riders to the Sea 

and The Playboy of the Western World. The second was considered by 

Yeats as the supreme work of Irish dialect theatre. Picturesque, 

poetical, fantastical, it caused a turbulence in Ireland. The riot, 

fomented by interested politicians brought into full play Yeats's fieiy 

rhetoric. It accentuated his instinctive aversion to modem democracy 

as opposed to aristocracy. In his preface to Poems and Translations 

Yeats said that Synge "was but the more hated because he gave his 

country what it needed, an unmoved mind".'Synge's decision to 

concentrate "upon a race/Passionate and simple like his heart" (Yeats: 

1993 : 149) showed his belief that nationalism and art could be 
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harmonized. This had also been Yeats's tenet throughout his poetic 

career. 

Among the friends who had "wrought/What joy is in my days" 

(Yeats: 1993 : 139), was Olivia Shakespear who appears in the Memoirs 

as "Diana Vernon". Yeats saw in her beauty "the nobility of defeated 

things". Her gentle, contemplative manner helped Yeats to confide to 

her his unrequited love for Maud Gonne. In 1938 he recalled: "For 

more than forty years she has been the centre of my life in London, 

and during that time we have never had a quarrel, sadness sometimes, 

but never a difference" (1972 : 325). If Maud Gonne offered Yeats 

subject matter for poetry and the "interesting" life he had hoped for, 

Augusta Gregory gave him time and place to work. In addition to 

these, Olivia Shakespear offered him "repose". Local disturbances 

were discussed through their regular correspondences. After the 

Treaty of December 1921, Yeats expressed his apprehension of a 

civil war between the extremists and those who had signed the treaty. 

He told her of his decision to abandan Thoor Ballylee under adverse 

condition (Hone: 1942 : 340). As a Senator of the Irish Free State, he 

joined the work of creating a new state with intense enthusiasm. He 

wrote to Mrs. Shakespear that all were like 

... coral insects with some design in our heads of the 

ultimate island. Meanwhile the country is full of arms 

and explosives ready for any violent hand to use. 

Perhaps all our slow growing coral may be scattered • 

but I think not - not unless Europe takes to war again 
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and starts new telepathic streams of violence and 

cruelty. 

(qtd. in Jeffares: 1962 : 231) 

His main interest was in the promotion of creative arts. At this time 

he nurtured plans for an Irish Academy of Letters. One of the objectives 

in founding this Academy in 1932 was to give the opinion of Irish 

authors more weight on different subjects like censorship. The graphic 

speech which Yeats had learned with Lady Gregory from the Galway 

peasants was deliberately drawn upon in the poems of "A Man Young 

and Old". Yeats admitted to Mrs. Shakespear that the use of their 

colourful style of speech was intentional. The fact that Yeats derived 

many of his themes and characters from the native soil was well 

known. He explained to Mrs. Shakespear that Cracked Mary, an old 

peasant woman who lived at Gort, was transformed to Crazy Jane, 

for he feared that her relatives would object to her outspoken 

comments on life : 

Crazy Jane is more or less founded on an old woman 

who lives in a cottage near Gort. She loves her flower 

garden. She has just sent Lady Gregory some flowers in 

spite of the season and has amazing powers of acidulous 

speech - one of her queer performances is a description 

of how the meanness of a Gort shopkeeper's wife over 

• the price of a glass of porter made her so despairing of 

the human race, she got drunk. The incidents of the 

drunkenness are of epic magnificence. She is the local 

satirist and a really terrible one. 

(qtd. in Jeffares: 1962 : 256) 
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His reaction to general O' Duffy's Blueshirt Movement, his defence 

of the new Academy of Letters from volatile comments, and his 

interest in the education of the anarchic and violent young people 

of Ireland emerge from his letters to Olivia Shakespear. Man's ironic 

condition of impotent wisdom succeeding youth's ignorant passion 

is eloquently summed up in the poem written for Mrs. Shakespear: 

Speech after long silence; it is right, 

All other lovers being estranged or dead, 

Unfriendly lamplight hid under its shade, 

The curtains drawn upon unfriendly night, 

Thus we descant and yet again descant 

Upon the supreme theme of Art and song: 

Bodily decrepitude is wisdom; young 

We loved each other and were ignorant. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 301) 

Yeats's speech to the Irish Literary Society in 1925 affirmed the fact 

that in Gaelic literature there is "something that the English speaking 

countries have never possessed - a great folk literature". Moreover, 

the philosophy of Burke and Berkeley was strong enough to guide 

the nation. A re-examination of folk poetry brought him in close 

contact with Dorothy Wellesley. He set about to teach her his ideas 

regarding the peasant foundations of art. Feeling that his life was 

offering him no new material, he turned back to the ballads, Celtic 

mythology, Indian philosophy and Balzac. It has been suggested by 

Webster that Yeats's budding relationship with Wellesley was in part 

a re-evocation of his relationship with Lady Gregory (1974 : 156). He 
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tried to emulate her "natural" style. He, in fact, compared her to Lady 

Gregory: "With you it is not a question of the speech of the common 

people - as with Si^ige and Lady Gregory- but the common speech of 

people" (1964 : 45). Again, he developed the implicit comparison 

between the two women when he highlighted the quietness and 

tranquillity he had once found at Coole: "I long for your intellect and 

sanity. Hitherto I have never found these anywhere but at Coole". 

(1964 : 63). Yeats gradually saw that the man who loses himself 

completely is no more able to create than the man who remains 

completely detached. He sought a balance between self control and 

an acceptance of powerful inner forces. He told Dorothy Wellesley 

that great art is a struggle to keep something down, "violence or 

madness - 'down Hyterica passio'. All depends on the completeness 

of the holding down, on the stirring of the beast underneath" (1964 : 

94). 

The quest for the unknown was a distinct Celtic feature used 

by Yeats. Ezra Pound insisted on the presentation of something 

concrete, on accuracy, precision and economy of language. Yeats 

agreed to Pound's theory that apoet should substitute men for dreams. 

Pound helped him to steer away from abstractions and concentrate 

on the definite and the concrete. It was thus with a "new robustness" 

that Yeats created the poems dealing with the Lane Controversy. It 

was through Pound's reinforcement that Yeats's conviction of 

concentrating or real issues of Ireland hardened. Pound's effect upon 

his poetry was to add a vitality and mockery, to make it more harsh 
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and outspoken. 

Three Indians reinforced Yeats's philosophy and sense of 

nationalism. Yeats's interest in Indian philosophy was combined 

with his active association with Theosophy and the Golden Dawn. 

Mohini Chatterjee, an associate of Madame Blavatsky, visited Dublin 

in 1886 and lectured to the Dublin Society. Yeats was impressed by 

his character and some of his ideas, especially his idea on rebirth. 

The query as to whether one should pray was answered thus: "No, 

one should say before sleeping: I have lived many lives, I have been 

a slave and a prince. Many a beloved has sat upon my knees and I 

have sat upon the knees of many a beloved. Everything that has 

been shall be again" (qtd. in Jeffares: 1984 : 07). This prose utterance 

was put into verse in "Kanva on Himself. The theory of re-incarnation 

was prevalent in Ireland. "Ephemera" and "Broken Dreams" made 

use of this idea. In the dedicatory poem to Mohini Chatterjee, Yeats 

affirmed : "Birth is heaped upon birth" (1993 : 280), and again, 

"Birth hour and death hour meet" (280). Chatterjee's philosophy 

confirmed the poet's "vague speculations and seemed at once logical 

and boundless" (Yeats : 1956 : 92). Jeffares suggests that "The Indian 

upon God" and "The Indian to his Love" were "inspired by the 

Brahmin Theosophist" (1984 : 07). Mohini Chaterjee "taught that 

everything we perceive, including so-called apparitions, exist in the 

external world; that this is a stream which flows on, out of human 

control; that we are noting but a mirror, and that deliverance consists 

in turning the mirror away so that it reflects nothing" (Hone: 1942: 
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48). 

Yeats met the Indian monk, Shri Purohit Swami, in London. 

He found the Swami a source of instruction and delight. He read the 

Monk's autobiography at Coole. Not only did Yeats write the 

introductions to Swami's books, but also collaborated in a translation 

of the Upanishads with him. Yeats referred to Indian wisdom and to 

the concept of the self as given in the Upanishads. He also mentioned 

the Indian conception of the Five Elements, the identity of the Soul 

and the Brahma. There is also an allusion to the final stage of Yoga 

when the soul is liberated from the bondage of action and becomes 

aware of its own identity. 

Yeats met Tagore in 1912 and was deeply impressed by his 

personality and patriotic inclinations. They shared the same 

nat ional is t spirit . His introduct ion to the Gitanjali was duly 

acknowledged by the Indian poet. The Irish poet found the 

manifestation of his life-long dream in Tagore's Gitanjali. He wrote: 

"These lyrics - which are in the original, my Indian friends tell me, 

full of subtlety of rhythm, of untranslatable delicacies of colour, of 

metrical invention - display in their thought a world I have dreamed 

of all my life long" (Yeats: 1913 : 199 : IX). 

In this way we have tried to trace a series of reference points 

in Yeats's life and show that life, as Imlac observed, "sets her gifts on 

the right hand and on the left .... Of the blessings set before you, 

make your choice and be content". After making his choice, Yeats 
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told his readers: 

You that would judge me, do not judge alone 

This book or that, come to this hallowed place 

Where my friends' portraits hang and look thereon; 

Ireland's history in their lineaments trace; 

Think where man's glory most begins and ends, 

And say my glory was I had such friends. 

{1993 : 370) 
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MYTHS, LEGENDS AND FOLKLORE 

And who am I to jeer at life-giving illusions? 

(J.M. Coetzee: Waiting for the Barbarians: 1982 : 143) 

Yeats had explored the depths of Irish myths, legends and 

folklore in his verse. This excursion into that other realm has been 

envisaged as an aid to the poet's attempt to transcend the bounds of 

reality. On the contrary, it may be argued that the poet used them 

consciously in order to root his poetry in the native soil. As a part of 

the Celtic Renaissance, Yeats harnessed the traditional sources to 

bring about a unity of the past and the present of Ireland. Through 

this fusion of the two, the poet suggested that national resources can 

enrich individual art. 

Two ideas, which ultimately converge, constitute the soul or 

the spiritual principle which one may consider as the exigency of a 

nation. One lies in the past, and the other one in the present. One is 

the possession, in common, of a rich legacy of memories, the other is 

the present day consent, the desire to live together, the will to 

perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an 

undivided form. The nation, like the individual, is the culmination of 

a long past of endeavours, sacrifice and devotion. Ernest Renan's 

belief that of the cults, that of the ancestors is the most legitimate, 

for the ancestors have made men what they are, finds an echo in 

Yeats. A heroic past, grand men, their extraordinary feats, glorious 

achievements and ancillary splendour may be considered as the social 
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capital upon which one establishes a national idea. To have common 

glories in the past and to have a common will in the present to 

commemorate the accomplishments, to have performed great deeds 

together and to wish to perform more are the conditions for being 

"national". Yeats endeavoured to restore the past in order to enrich 

the present. 

Yeats sought to reinforce a national myth : 

Might I not, with heal th and good luck to aid me, create 

some new 'Prometheus Unboiind'; Patrick or Columcille, 

Oisin or Finn, in Prometheus ' stead; and, instead of 

Caucasus , Cro-Patrick or Ben Bulben? Have not all 

races had their iirst unity from a mythology tha t marries 

them to rock and hill? 

(Yeats: 1966 : 194) 

The word myth is a "chameleonic term", says Henry A. Murray (Larue: 

1975 : 4). It suggests a traditional story, usually focusing on the 

deeds of Gods and heroes, often in explanation of some natural 

phenomenon. The English term "myth" was derived from the Greek 

"muthos", meaning "word" or "speech", "the thing spoken", "the tale 

told", perhaps any information transmitted including both truth and 

fiction. Originally myths were handed down from one generation to 

another orally. Later the ancient myths were preserved in written 

forms. Thereafter myth became literature incarnating imaginary or 

fictitious divine creatures, events or stories. 

Myth is fundamental , the dramatic representat ion of 
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our deepest instinctual life, of a primary awareness of 

man in the universe, capable of many configurations, 

upon which all particular opinions and att i tudes 

depend. 

(Schorer : 1960 : 355) 

It is "not an idle rhapsody, not an aimless outpouring of vain 

imaginings but a hard working, extremely important cultural force" 

(Vickery: 1971: 9), a reality lived, "not mere fiction but a narrative 

resurrection of primeval reality" (Malinowaski: 1974 : 13). Yeats held 

a similar view relating myths to the needs and aspirations of man. It 

adds a vital aspect to human civilization creating codes of belief, 

faith in rituals, tenets of morality and standards of the heroic. 

Yeats's treatment of myth was not insular. Initially he handled 

typically Irish myths in his verse. He said, "... my whole imagination 

was pre-occupied with the pagan mythology of Ireland" (1956 : 465). 

A notable variation set in when he used Greek mythology and Christian 

mythology remarkably to substantiate his notions. Finally, he created 

a myth out of the well-known, distinguished personalities of Ireland 

and a myth of the occult, as envisioned in A Vision. 

Irish mythology, depending upon ancient Irish history and 

legends, had three main sources : the Mythological Cycle, the Ulster 

or Ultonian or Red Branch Cycle and the Fenian or Fianna Cycle. 

Cuchulain was one of the principal heroes and the best known figure 

of the Ulster Cycle of Irish mythology. Originally named Setanta, he 

was the Irish Achilles or the Solar hero, the nephew and ward of 
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Conchubar, king of Ulster. He was supposed to have lived in the first 

century A.D. Of miraculous birth - the Sun God had assumed the 

shape of a giant hawk to rape a mortal maid Dectora - his life was a 

series of miraculous exploits. He killed the intimidating watchdog of 

the smith Culain while still a child. Inorder to appease the owner, he 

agreed to guard the house in the dog's place. Thence the name 

"Cuchulain", signifying "Culain's hound". He was small in stature 

but he became as terrible as the scorching Sun when provoked. Of 

his numerous feats of valour, which won him the love of many women, 

the chief was his single-handed defence of Ulster against the queen 

of Connaught, Maeve, who attacked it inorder to carry off the Brown 

Bull of Cuailgne. Cuchulain even fought against his son Conula, and 

unaware of his real identity, killed him. He was killed by Lugaid, son 

of a king of Ulster, and the daughters of Calatin the wizard in 

vengeance for their fathers' slaughter. The heroic life and equally 

heroic death of Cuchulain captured Yeats's imagination. His 

unflinching patriotism, unswerving loyalty to his country and frenzied, 

defiant heroism was considered by Yeats to be the proper ideal for 

the Irish. 

Yeats's fascination for the scintillating hero was evident in 

his long association with the myth which he touched upon in his 

poems, notes, introductions, plays, philosophical essays, historical 

studies, autobiography and published letters over a period of almost 

fifty years. The poem "The Death of Cuchulain" was published in the 

United Ireland in 1892 while the play The Death of CuchulainvjB.s still 
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being revised during Yeats's last illness. Therefore it was evident that 

Cuchulain had become "as much a part of Yeats's world ... as Maud 

Gonne or Lady Gregory" (Unterecker: 1963 : 2). 

According to one version of the myth, the invincible hero 

became insane with grief on identifying his slain son and died battling 

with the "invulnerable" sea-waves. This fight was represented in 

"Cuchulain's Fight with the Sea" (Yeats : 1993 : 37-40) which first 

appeared in the United Ireland on June 11, 1892 with the title "The 

Death of Cuchulain". Emer of Borda, the daughter of Forgael, and 

Cuchulain's wife who speaks to a man and her son in the poem was 

confused with Aoife, a woman of the Sidhe. The mother of Conlaech 

and the hero's mistress while he was undertaking advanced training 

in arms with Scathach, a lady warrior of Shye and an Amazon, Aoife 

was regarded as a fairy goddess or banshee. The Scottish warrior 

queen was conquered by Cuchulain and forced to grant him three 

wishes. She was also called Aoibhel and believed to reside on a 

forty-feet high rock near Killaloe, County Clare, mentioned as the 

"grey rock". 

The tragic story of Cuchulain "battling with the bitter tide" 

(1993: 35) in a state of insanity after the fatal fight with his son was 

treated dramatically in the Baile's Strand. The forlorn, "night long" 

(1993 : 324) battle with the "ungovernable sea" (T993 : 392) was a 

sight left to other spectators while the fool and the Blind man, driven 

more immediately by their predominant instinct, decided to steal 
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bread from the empty houses. This "character isolated by a deed / 

To engross the present and dominate memory" (1993 : 392), the 

Fool and the Blind man are taken up again in "The Circus Animals' 

Desertion". 

The myth is transformed into a visionary poem in "Cuchulain 

Comforted". It is reminiscent, in many of its details, of Dante's 

Purgatory, where there is a valley to which kings, negligent of higher 

spiritual values, through their exclusive preoccupation with war and 

love on the earth, are consigned. Cuchulain with his fatal wounds 

and warrior's habiliments and gait is a soul that finds it difficult to 

unwind itself of the mummy cloth of memories wrapped around it. 

The spirits of the kingdom stare at him and seek to divest him of his 

earthly garment. The shroud makers are preparing a shroud-like 

apparel for the souls coming to the place to be invested with the 

celestial body. The spokesman of the spirit world informs Cuchulain 

that they were on earth 

Convicted cowards all, by kindred slain 

Or driven from home and left to die in fear. 

(1993 : 396) 

In terms of Yeats's "System", they represent Cuchulain's celestial 

masks, his "anti-self or the "Daimon". Their voices are "bird-like". 

They have no human speech according to the received tradition, which 

is ancient as well as broad-based. Equally traditional is the fact that 

they live and act together to show that in death they have transcended 
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their particular identities and become part of the larger class; "all we 

do / All must together do" (395). Their song reminds one of similar 

hymns uttered by the spirits in Dante's Purgatory as they lift their 

eyes towards Paradise. The poem, composed two weeks before the 

poet's death, is indicative of the poet's preoccupation with the idea of 

death and his belief that death opens the door to another kingdom. 

The Irish myth blends with his personal myth of A Vision. Moreover, 

the choice of the mythical, extroverted and passionate hero reminds 

the reader that Cuchulain on his "burnished chariot" (391) was the 

mask which the introverted, sentimental young poet had himself found 

most congenial at one time. Cuchulain is a figure celebrated by the 

poet as a hero who merged with the later national heroic figures into 

an emblem of Irish heroic possibility. Thus, Yeats's Cuchulain stood 

"in the Post Office / With Pearse and Connolly". 

Fergus MacRoy, the son of Roigh, was the king of Ulster and 

was one of the heroes of the Red Branch Cycle. After the death of his 

half brother, Fachtna-the-Giant, Fergus succeeded him to the throne. 

He married Ness. According to one version of the myth, he was tricked 

out of his kingship by Ness, the mother of Conchobar. Yeats took up 

a different version of the m3^h in "Fergus and the Druid". In this 

version Fergus, the legendary poet, gave up his throne to Conchobar, 

Ness's son by another marriage, because of his love for her. Moreover, 

he wanted to spend his days away from the tensions of kingship, 

indulging himself in feasting, fighting and hunting. In his conversation 

with the "druid" or the priest, seer and healer in Gaelic Ireland, Fergus 
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mentioned his strange predicament: 

I feast amid my people on the hill, 

And pace the woods, and drive my chariot wheels 

In the white border of the murmuring sea; 

And still I feel the crown upon my head. 

{1993 : 36) 

He craves for absolvinghimself of kingship, leave material pursuits 

and "learn the dreaming wisdom" (36) of the Druid. He is warned 

and advised to abstain, for such a search may inevitably lead to 

ruin. Heedless, Fergus loosens the cord of the Druid's "little bag of 

dreams" (37) given to him. Immediately he finds strange sights before 

him. He sees his "life go drifting like a river / From change to change". 

The belief in reincarnation fuses with the myth : "I have been many 

things ...", says Fergus. Though he is able to pass through the 

different cycles, the "wonderful and great" visions, he faces the queer 

self-realization : "But now I have grown nothing, knowing all" (37). 

Only "great webs of sorrow" (37) confront him. Leaving the real world 

for the world of the Druid, Fergus finds that he can suit himself to 

neither. 

Yeats founded "the proud dreaming king who flung the crown/ 

And sorrow away" (77) in the "The Secret Rose" upon Fergus. He 

confessed : 

I have founded the man 'who drove the gods out of their 

Liss', or fort, upon something I have read about Caolte 

after the bat t le of Gabra, when almost all his 
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companions were kiUedj driving the gods out of their 

Liss, either at Osraighe, now Ossory, or at Eas Ruaidh, 

now Asseroe, a waterfall at Ballyshannon, where Ilbreac, 

one of the children of the goddess Danu, had a Liss. 

(qtd. in Jeffares: 1984 : 66) 

Yeats was probably influenced by Standish O' Grady and Eugene O' 

Curry's writings. 

"Who Goes With Fergus?" presents a poet-king of wishfulness. 

He has "pierced the deep wood's shade" and "danced upon the level 

shore". Therefore, he bids all to "brood on hopes and fears no more",, 

nor to "brood / Upon love's bitter mystery" (Yeats: 1993 : 49). To 

consider Fergus is "to know the power of imagination over nature" 

(Bloom : 1970: 109) and also to recognize Yeats's range in the use of 

Irish Myths. 

Conchubar, the king of Ulster reigning at Emain Macha, was 

the central figure in the saga "The Fate of the Children of Usna" from 

which Yeats and Synge derived materials for the Deirdre plays. Yeats 

unintentionally made subtle variations in the story of Conchubar's 

death in "The Secret Rose" : 

... the king whose eyes 

Saw the Pierced Hands and Rood of elder rise 

In Druid vapour and make the torches dim; 

TiU vain frenzy awoke and he died; 

(1993 : 77) 

According to the original version, Conchubar was told about the 
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crucifixion of Christ and did not see it in a vision. 

The allusion to "Usna's children" in "The Rose of the World" 

points to Naoise, Ainle and Arden who were beheaded by Conchubai". 

Deirdre, the daughter of king Conchubar's story teller, prophesied to 

herald doom upon Ulster. When the Ulstermen decided to kill her, 

Conchubar intervened. He expressed his wish to make her his future 

queen. In order to protect her from his countrymen, he kept her in 

the charge of the nurse, Lavarcam. Despite the isolation, she fell 

under the charm of one of the Red Branch heroes, Naoise, a son of 

Usna mentioned in Yeats's poem "Under the Moon". They fled to 

Scotland along with Ainle and Arden, and lived amiably until 

Conchubar sent them a proposal bf peaceful return through Fergus. 

Contrary to the oath he had given to Cathbad-the-Druid, who had 

used magical spells to bring about the capture of Usna's son, 

Conchubar mercilessly ordered their beheading. Deirdre's lament over 

the slaughtered bodies has been treated by Ferguson and Yeats. 

According to the initial version, she stabbed herself thereafter. Another 

version related how Conchubar forced her to live with him for a year 

and then wished to hand her over to Owen, her husband's killer, but 

she leaped from the chariot while travelling with Conchubar and Owen 

and brought an end to her tragic life. She was a figure from Irish 

mythology who, according to Yeats, closely corresponded to Helen, 

from classical myth, and through Helen, to Maud Gonne, an intense 

and zealous contemporary. 

The young warrior Naoise is presented in "Under the Moon", 
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throwing "a sail upon the wind" (1993 : 91). The two lines: "lad and 

lass / That sat so still and played at the chess" (324) refer to the pair. 

"The Spouse of Naoise, Erin's Woe" mentions Granuaile in addition. 

Grariia or Grace O' Malley was an Irish pirate queen who lived in the 

west of Ireland. "Granuaile" in the writings of Irish writers like Lad}^ 

Gregory, personified Ireland. 

Aengus, the God of love, youth, beauty and poetry, reigned in 

Tir-nan-oge, the country of the young. Son of the Dagda by Boanna, 

this Gaelic God had a golden harp and his kisses were supposed to 

be transformed into birds. Hovering over his head, the birds sang 

exquisite songs that affected young lovers in a peculiar fashion. He 

was considered to be the God of lovers, in the sense that every man 

could say, "Whenever I am in love it is not I that am in love but 

Aengus who is always looking for Edaine through somebody's eyes" 

(Ellmann : 1953 : 313-14). The legend associated with the God of 

youth who sought.to embrace a graceful maiden who visited him in a 

dream but failed was transformed by Yeats. In "The Song of Wandering 

Aengus", the maid takes the shape of a little silver trout. When 

ensnared by the God's hazel wand, the fish transforms into "a 

glimmering girl / With apple blossom in her hair". She calls him by 

his "name and ran / And faded through the brightening air" (Yeats : 

1993 : 66). Aengus searches for the girl but in vain. Though grown 

"old with wandering", he dreams of finding her, to "kiss her Ups and 

take her hands; / And walk among long dappled grass" (67). The 

reference to the "apple blossom" reminds one that when Yeats had 

49 



first met Maud Gonne, he had compared her complexion with the 

bloom of apples : "Her complexion was luminous, like that of apple-

blossom through which the light falls, and I remember her standing 

that first day by a great heap of such blossoms in the window". (1956: 

123). Thus, the ancient Irish myth of Aengus not only reinforces the 

poet's eagerness to be a part of the Celtic Revival, but takes on an 

additional significance. The universal and the personal, the past and 

the present coalesce. The quest of Aengus may also be interpreted as 

the undaunted pursuit of the poet for his lady love who seemed to 

him "a c lass ical impersonat ion of the Spring, the Virgilian 

commendation 'She Walks like a goddess' made for her alone" (1956: 

123). The national myth was strengthened by adding the implications 

of a personalized myth. 

"Red Hanrahan's Song about Ireland" mentions Maeve, wife 

of king Ailell, the Queen of Connaught and also the queen among the 

Sidhe. The myth of Queen Maeve, projected again in "The Old Age of 

Queen Maeve", highlights her unfaltering courage and determination 

set off against a disintegrating and vacillating age. The myth of Aengus 

was related to that dealing with Maeve. It was believed that Aengus, 

desperate in his love, entreated Maeve and Ailell for help, and through 

their help was able to achieve his love. 

Yeats used many mythological details in his elaborate narrative 

poem The Wanderings o/Oism which was written in his early twenties. 

The poet admitted that the first few pages were developed from an 
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old poem written by a half-forgotten Gaelic poet who lived in Ireland 

in the previous century. In the quarrels between the Saint and the 

blind warrior, he had used suggestions from various ballad dialogues 

of Oisin and Patrick, published by the Ossianic society. He considered 

the idea of the three islands as his own, having no root in tradition 

other than the Irish peasant's notion that "Tir-nan-oge" or the Countiy 

of the Young was made up of three phantom islands. Oisin, the 

legendary Gaelic warrior and bard, the son of Finn and Saeve (of the 

Sidhe) was snared by Niamh or "Child or Shee", the daughter of Aengus 

and Edain. Symbolizing beauty and brightness Niamh with her call, 

"Away, come away" (Yeats : 1993 : 61), is presented in the lyrics "The 

Hosting of the Sidhe", and again in "Under the Moon" and "Alternative 

Song for the Severed Head in 'The King and the Great Clock Tower'". 

"News For the Delphic Oracle" opens with a sigh of the "golden codgers" 

(376) and highlights "Man picker Niamh" who "leant and sighed / By 

Oisin on the grass" (376). The epithet is not derogatory but literal, for 

the maid told Finn,: 

I have not yet, war-weary king, 

Been spoken of with any man; 

Yet now I choose, for these four feet 

Ran through the foam and ran to this 

That I might have your son to kiss. 

(1993:411) 

The chivalrous "sea-rider Oisin led by the nose" (1993 : 391) by 

Niamh who carried him off across the sea to a fairyland with her on 

her horse, is mentioned even as late as in "The Circus Animals' 
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Desertion". 

The pre-historic invaders of Ireland were the Firboigs, a 

mythological race who fought vainly against the Fomorians before 

the advent of the Tuatha de Danaan. They were "short dark plebian 

people" (Jeffares : 1984 : 10). Yeats explained Fomoroh as meaning 

"from under the sea, and is the name of the gods of night and death 

and cold. The Fomoroh were misshapen and had now the heads of 

goats and bulls, and now but one leg, and one arm that came out of 

the middle of their breasts. They were the ancestors of the evil fairies 

and, according to one Gaelic writer, of all misshapen persons. The 

giants and the leprechauns are expressly mentioned as of the 

Fomoroh" (1895 : 18). The Fomorians were envisioned as "the world-

troubling seamen" (1993: 17). The Tuatha De Danaan refers to the 

race of the Gods of Dana. In the notes attached to the collection of 

poems published in 189'5, he described them as the powers of light, 

life and warmth who overcame the Fomoroh, representative of night, 

death and cold. They later came to be associated with the fairies. 

"Dark Balor-a" was a Fomorian king described by Yeats as the "Irish 

Chimaera". In Greek mythology, the Chimaera was a fire-breathing 

monster with the head of a lion, body of a goat and tail of a serpent or 

a dragon. Dark Balor-a was the leader of the battle fought on the 

strands of Moytura, near Sligo. 

"All Mannions come from Manannan" (1993 : 371) or 

Manannan Mac Lir, the Gaelic God of the Sea, says the speaker in 
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the first segment of "Three Songs to One Burden". The "sword" in The 

Wanderings ofOisinha.d the name engraved "thereon in Ogham letters" 

(1993 : 427). Aedh was the proverbial God of Death. There was a 

superstition that the music from his harp would bring instant death 

to its hearer. According to bardic tales he was one of the two deities 

who appeared before Cuchulain prior to his death. 

The Blanid myth, used in The Wanderings of Oisin was also 

rooted in Ireland. She was the daughter of the lord of Manainn and 

the wife of the king of Munster. Daire's son, Curaoi, helped Cuchulain 

to oust Manainn, and as a reward he claimed Blanid. When Cuchulain 

refused to grant his wish, he forcefully carried her away. Later Blanid 

conspired with the Solar hero to seize Curaoi and punish him for the 

humiliation heaped upon her. 

These typically Irish details fix the poem on Ireland. Even 

while Oisin wanders with Niamh in the fairy-land, he is haunted by 

the reminiscences of his own race and land. He thinks of the Fenian 

world and all that it stands for. The yearning is for the home, the root 

that he had left but could never forget. This same longing was felt by 

Yeats throughout his life and is manifest in his poetry. He admitted 

in "The Trembling of the Veil" : "Though I went to Sligo every summer, 

I was compelled to live out of Ireland the greater part of every year, 

and was but keeping my mind upon what I knew must be the subject 

matter of my poetry" (1956 : 151). 

The immortal fairies of the ideal world of Tir-nan-oge seem to 
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be partly satisfied with their realm of permanent gaiety, bliss and 

youth. These inhabitants of the land of Shee yearn to establish a 

communion with the mortal world. The Wanderings ofOisin expresses 

how the immortals covet the earth. Moreover, they appeal to mortals 

to enter their territory. O' Driscoll's bride, Bridget, is stolen by the 

fairies (1993: 63), but the child is sweetly pursuaded ; 

Come away, O h u m a n child ! 

To the waters and the wild 

With a faery h a n d in h a n d 

For the world's more fuU of weeping t h a n you 

can unders t and . (1993 : 20) 

The characters that derived directly from the myths were used by the 

poet inorder to lend his verse a distinctive quality that was typically 

Irish. "Orchil' (19) was a Fomorian sorceress described by Standish 

O' Grady as a Queen or ruler of the underworld, very influential and 

effective in her witchcraft. Fand (1993 : 77) was the wife of Manannan 

Mac Lir and the "nine Maines" (1993 : 130) were the sons of Queen 

Maeve byAilill. King Guaire who "walked amid his court / The palace-

yard and river side" (1993 : 125) was the king of Connacht, renowned 

for his hospitality and magnanimity. He appeared again in Yeats's 

play The King's Threshold. Goban or Goibrui (115) was an ancient 

god of the Tuatha de Danaan, the legendary Mason (Yeats : 1959 : 

66) whose ale conferred immortality to the people who drank it. Echtge 

(1993 : 87) was a goddess of the Tuatha de Danaan who was gh'en 

Sliabh Aughty, a mountain range as her dowry. 

54 



A change in the use of mj^hologies set in when the poet realized 

"... all my priceless things/Are but a post the passing dogs defile.". 

(1993 : 143). The shift was highlighted in "A Coat", where the poet 

said that he had made his 

song a coat 

Covered with embroideries 

Out of old mythologies 

From heel to throat . 

(1993 : 142) 

Looking at the changing scenario he thought "there's more enterprise/ 

In walking naked" (1993 : 142). 

To the ancient myths derived from tradition, Yeats added a 

statement of values completely true for himself. This was the poet's 

personal myth built on Faculties, Principles, and whirling gyres. It 

amounted "to a complicated algebraical formula which arranged in 

intelligible order the whole of his knowledge and ej^perience" (Stock: 

1961 : 143) A Vision related to ideas scattered through his previous 

writings, sometimes bringing out latent meanings. In order to 

comprehend thebasic nature of the work, one has to know the poet's 

experiences, his readings of history, occult and Hermetic Study, and 

his philosophy, all of which synthesised into a new organic unity in A 

Vision. He formulated a theory of history based upon a notion of 

human existence as a series of endlessly repetitive cycles. It is "a 

variation of the familiar idea which Mircea Eliade has called the 'myth 

of the eternal return'". (Zwerdling: 1960 : 91). 
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After 1910 Yeats added a unique mythology of the Irishmen 

who had come close to myths through their death. In the prefatoiy 

poem to the "Responsibilities", he calls upon the "old fathers" or the 

ghosts of his ancestors, to pardon him : 

Pardon t ha t for a bar ren passion's sake, 

Although I have come close on forty-nine, 

I have no child, I have nothing b u t a book, 

Nothing b u t t ha t to prove your blood and mine. 

(1993 : 113) 

Among the ancestors were the "old Dublin merchant" Jervis Yeats, 

the rector John Yeats : "old country scholar, Robert Emmet's Friend" 

and Yeats's "silent and fierce" old grandfather. These men lived above 

the trivialities of "profit and loss". Yeats was eager to emphasize their 

nobility and reckless virtue in view of their disparagement by George 

Moore in his autobiography, to which the poet alludes bitingly in the 

epilogue to the 'Responsibilities'. The poet's ancestors, he asserted, 

shall always remain "beyond the fling of the dull ass's hoof (1993 : 

143). 

The friends of the Rhymers's Club like Dowson and Beardsley, 

were often confused and dissolute. Death purged them, and after 

death they represented only their belief in their art. The "Companions 

of the Cheshire Cheese" (Yeats: 1993 : 115) form a "proper audience 

for a poem which balances the life of art against the life of action" 

(Ellmann: 1953 : 114). 
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"To a Shade" is addressed to the "thin shade" or ghost of 

Parnell. His monument was lately constructed at the end of O' Connell. 

Street, but Yeats could not forget how the patriot was whimsically 

transformed into a victim by the multitude. The poet reminds the 

ghost of the ardent Irish nationalist that the Philistines are "at their 

old tricks" (Yeats: 1993: 123) again. The "old foul mouth", or William 

Murphy, who had once cast aspersions upon Parnell's character has 

succeeded in humiliating yet another noble individual, Hugh Lane. 

Lane was offering the country people his rare collection of art which 

would endow 

their children's children loftier thought , 

Sweeter emotion, working in their veins 

Like gentle blood ... 

{1993 : 123) 

The "unquiet wanderer", restless even after death for the welfare of 

the country, is bid to go back to its grave at Glasnevin: 'You had 

enough sorrow before death/Away, away ! You are safer in the tomb" 

(1993 : 123). 

Parnell was addressed as a "thin shade" not "only because a 

ghost has no body but because Parnell's desires for the future have 

been so starved since his death" (Ellmann: 1953 : 114). In the 

unpublished poem on Robert Gregory, 'Reprisals', Yeats called upon 

Parnell's ghost to listen and then sent him away for the poet felt 

there was nothing congenial for him to hear in contemporary Ireland. 
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Robert Gregory, killed in action over Italy, was simultaneously 

treated as a symbol of aristocratic breeding and defeated potentiality. 

He was also raised to the level of a myth. Soldier, scholar and 

horseman, regarded as "our Sidney and our perfect man" (Yeats: 1993: 

150), he became an "epitome" (1993 : 151) of life. 

Mabel Beardsley was linked by the poet to the immortal dead 

who have "laughed into the face of/ Death." (1993 : 179). Her name 

found place amidst a group of spirits, half historical, half mythical : 

the heroine of the Fenian Cycle of Irish "myths, Grania; an imaginary 

"old cardinal" who might have praised the Venetian painter Giorgione 

"at his latest breath" (179); Achilles who nonchalantly faced death 

after the demise of his friend Patroclus; Timor; Babar; Barhaim. Like 

all these grand personalities, she "lived in joy" (179) and "so living, 

had constructed the only h u m a n equivalent to immortality's 

'predestined dancing-place'",(Untereker: 1969: 146). 

The line between Irish myths and legend has often been 

blurred, especially as the retelling of heroic deeds has been passed 

on through generations. Regarding the use of legends Yeats proclaimed 

in the Dublin University Review : 

Of all the many things the past bequeaths to the future, 

the greatest are the legends; they are the mother of 

nations. I hold it the duty of every Irish reader to stud}^ 

those of his own country tiU they are famiUar as his 

own hands, for in them is the Celtic heart. 

(1886 : 941) 
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Legends are unauthenticated stories from earlier times, preserved by 

tradition and popularly thought to be historical. "The Madness of 

King Goll" treats one such legend in which the king is struck with a 

compelling wanderlust - "a whirling and a wandering fire" (Yeats: 

1993 : 1.8) - in the midst of kingly splendour. Son of Morna, Goll was 

a prominent Fenian king, equally proficient in the art of war and 

learning. He left his home in the third century Emain to lead his 

countrymen against a band of pirates plundering the coast. During 

the confrontation he was seized by a vision that forced him to break 

his spear and escape. Abandoning the material world, he moved into 

a realm where he felt mysterious presences. He wandered, and filled 

with an irresistible urge, he sang : 

And now I wander in the woods 

When Summer gluts the golden bees, 

Or in autum^nal solitudes 

Arise the leopard - coloured trees. 

(1993 : 18) 

The poem makes use of a refrain that clinches the flow of the poem. 

Initially it suggests Goll's insanity, but as the poem progresses the 

line: "They will not hush, the leaves a - flutter round me, the beech 

leaves old" (17-20), gains in meaning. The fluttering of the leaves is 

itself a kind of "natural supernaturalism, a force that Goll vainly 

sought to master, first through kingship and then through poetiy". 

(Bloom: 1970: 109). Yeats used the legend to show that kingship 

failed because it yielded to vision and phantasmagoria failed as it 
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had to surrender to nature. Yeats described his father's portrait of 

Goll, with the young poet sitting for model, as "a pathetic memory of 

a really dreadful time" (Yeats: 1954 : 94). It matched his other 

retrospective opinions on his early life, the memories of "little of 

childhood but its pains" (1956 : 11). 

In the argument prefixed to the narrative poem "Baile and 

Aillinn", Yeats says : 

Baile and Aillinn were lovers, b u t Aengus, the Master 

of Love, wishing them to be happy in his own land among 

the dead, told each a story of the other 's death, so tha t 

their hea r t s were broken and they died. 

{1993 ; 459) 

After death they were transformed to swans, linked to each other 

with a golden chain. They "fly round / coupled with golden chains, 

and sing as they fly" (1993 : 88). A yew tree grew upon Baile's grave; 

a wild apple tree grew upon Aillinn's. Ribh, an imaginary character, 

standing at the graves of the legendary lovers, says 

Of Baile and Aillinn you need not speak, 

All know their tale, all know wha t leaf and twig, 

What juncture-of the apple and the yew, 

Su rmoun t their bones; 

(1993 :327) 

"The Withering of the Boughs" makes use of this legend. 

Douglas Hyde referred to the legend associated with the 
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"Wood of Wonders" in his edition of the tale of adventures concerning 

the children of the king of Norway. Cod, the hero, met a mystic ox in 

the Forest of Wonders and killed him. Later he saw in a vision a fair 

bevy approaching him, led by a queen and a golden coffin carried 

by four before her. Yeats used the legend when the speaker in "Under 

the Moon" says that he has "no happiness" in dreaming of far-away 

lands : 

Wood-of-Wonders, where one kills an ox at dawn, 

To find it when night falls laid on a golden bier. 

(1993 :91) 

Finn or Fionn was the principal hero of the southern or later 

cycle of Irish legends. This was also called the Fenian Cycle. Modern 

an th ropo log i s t s cons ider him as a h is tor ica l pe r sonage , a 

contemporary of king Cormac in the third century A.D. As the son of 

Cumal and father of Ossian he has mythical associations. Cormac 

appointed him as chief of the Fianna or Fenians, a semi-mythical, 

semi-historical military body composed of men having exceptional 

prowess, raised for the defence of Ireland against Norse raids. Finn, 

renowned for his veracity, sagacity and generosity, was chosen their 

leader. According to the legend, the Irish hero was in love with Grainne, 

the daughter of kind Cormac. Exceptional as a warrior and hunter, 

Finn was unfortunate in the sphere of love. He sought to marry 

Grainne, but she fell in love with Finn's nephew, Diarmait O' Duibhne 

and eloped with him. The long story of their flight and Finn's 

unsuccessful pursuit ended in his temporary acceptance of the 
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situation. Finally he caused Diarmait's death and himself perished 

in a public brawl with mutinous Fenians in 283 A.D. The Fenian 

force was exterminated by King Cairbre at the end of the third century. 

During Yeats's time the Fenians were an association formed among 

the Irish for promoting the overthrow of the English government in 

Ireland. The legend of Finn was used along with that of Caoilte, the 

swiftest runner of the Fianna. "Caoilte tossing his burning hair" (1993 

: 61) was not only a companion of Finn but also a comrade of Ossian, 

Finn's son. "Paistin Finn" (1993 : 325), the "sole desire" of the man 

"shrunken to skin and bone" (325), was a Munster folk tune, very 

popular in Ireland. 

Yeats was aware of the different legends which were associated 

with Father Christian Rosencreuz, the patron saint of the Rosicrucian 

orders. It was believed that father Rosencruez achieved perfection at 

the time of his death and so his body lay miraculously undecayed for 

a hundred and twenty years. His followers rejoiced with wine, dance 

and roses at his attainment. Their rejoicing was followed by intense 

lamentation as they regretted the fact that the Father could not be 

brought back to life, nor could they participate in the astuteness that 

was "shut into his onyx eyes" (1993 : 136) as he slept "in his tomb" 

(136). This Rosicrucian myth was involved in the initiations of the 

Golden Dawn and used by Yeats in "The Mountain Tomb". 

The legend of Diarmud or Diarmait was associated with the 

legends relating to the Irish hero Finn. The lover of Grainne was 
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killed by a boar on the Sligo mountain : "That thing all blood and 

mire, that beast-torn wreck" (1993 : 313). The typical Irish legend 

has a close parallel in the legend of Adonais. 

The legend relating to the crones of the grey hawk or the Sidhe 

who went to see the child of the Irish Queen was recorded by Yeats in 

Mythologies. One of them let a drop of her blood fall upon the infant's 

lips. This gave rise to queer feathers, resembling those of the hawk, 

on the child's head. There was a law in Ireland that forbade an 

individual with a physical blemish, to ascend the throne. When the 

aged King died, the child was made the king. The people of the country 

were told to wear similar feathers in order to convince the child that 

it was natural. Eventually he discovered the truth and went away 

from the kingdom, forsaking everything. Yeats used the legend in his 

verse to lend it vitality: 

And all alone comes riding there 

The king that could make his people stare, 

Because he had feathers instead of hair. 

(1993 : 325) 

The persons mentioned in "The Tower" "are associated by 

legend, story and tradition with the neighbourhood of Thoor Ballylee 

or Ballylee Castle, where the poem was written" (Yeats: 1993 : 532). 

Mrs. French, the eighteenth century inhabitant of Peterswell, was 

related to Sir Jonah Harrington who described the incident of the 

ears and the ensuing troubles. The peasant beauty and the blind 

poet were Mary Hynes and Raftery. The incident of the man drowned 
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in Cloone Bog was recorded in the "Celtic Twilight". Yeats further 

added : "The ghosts have been seen at their game of dice in what is 

now my bedroom, and the old bankrupt man lived about a hundred 

years ago. According to one legend he could only leave the Castle 

upon a Sunday because of his creditors, and according to another he 

hid in a secret passage" (Yeats: 1993 : 532). These associations have 

been dexterously used in the poem. 

The traditional beliefs, customs and sayings preserved among 

the common people of Ireland have been variously used by Yeats. 

The poet's researches on folklore were voluminous. In 1889, he 

declared that he had worked his way through "most, if not all, recorded 

faiiy tales" (1970 : Vol 1 : 139). In the 1902 draft of The Speckled 

Bird, he made Michael, his own fictional portrait of youth, claim that 

he had read all the old magical books he could find. 

The Theosophical Society encouraged the members to study 

folklore, emphasising the concept that such a study would eventually 

inspire men to the revival of "long lost" but important secrets. Madam 

Blavatsky explained to the disciples of the society that an exposition 

of "the hidden meaning" of fairy tales wouldtake the intuitive reader 

back to a comprehension of the "first principles of nature" (1877 : 

406). She believed that it was the fairy tale that preserved the 

"profound religion of our forefathers" (1908 : 458), and a careful study 

of popular superstition and folklore could help the novice or "neophyte" 

further his knowledge of the "secrets" that belonged to the beginnings. 

64 



Yeats was deeply influenced and a few poems of the early phase have 

specific basis in such readings. 

In 1825 Croker's Fain/Z^egfend referred to a fairy-stricken youth 

who wandered by the ditch throughout the day, muttering to himself 

as though there was someone accompanjring him. Carleton spoke of 

the fatal consequences of this kind of aimless, unwilling meandering, 

though his dreamer found himself in Scotland: 

He appeared to be what the Scotch call 'fey' - that is, to 

act as if he were moved by some impulse that leads to 

death, and from the influence of which a man cannot 

withdraw himself. ' s 

(1845 : 98) 

Such a human dreamer, with his queer, "moody" fits of temperament, 

his strange but acknowledged solitude and his tendency to hold 

discourse with invisible entities, was not a literal child of the Sidhe, 

but their spiritual progeny, deeply influenced by them. The description 

of the fairy struck mortals appear in Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish 

Peasantry. It says that those individuals who are loved by fairies are 

not always carried off to far-off regions. They may merely grow silent 

and strange, and wander in lonely, tranquil places. 

The man who "stood among a crowd at Dromahair", "wandered 

by the sands of Lissadell", "mused beside the well of Scanavin", and 

"slept under the hill of Luguanell" (Yeats: 1993 : 49-50), can be traced 

back to the same tendency of strolling under fairy impact. "The Man 
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who Dreamed of Fairyland" got its folklore corollary not in the common 

custom of the Sidhe to castigate the frugal or to intimidate and 

frustrate the lover, but in an offence against the fairies that was 

unusual . The man arrived at a holy well at Scanavin which was 

considered to be a fountain of health and healing. It was supposedly 

blessed by a saint. The dreamer was following an ancient Irish folk 

custom in resorting to the holy well in order to ponder upon his 

"sudden vengeance" upon his "mockers", but the curative power of 

the sacred well had no effect upon the man seeking retribution on 

those who may have injured him. The doctrine held that only 

untroubled individuals could take advantage of what the well offered. 

The man, seeking to assuage his disturbed soul, could not reap the 

best out of the well. 

Irish folk tales that fascinated Yeats, mentioned different 

categories of grasses that were considered to be sacred among the 

Sidhe. Lady Wilde's Ancie/it Legends, Mystic Charms and Superstitions 

of Ireland mentions bits of charmed "knot grass" that mortal feet 

brushed at their peril. The first was "Faud Shaughran" or the "stray 

sod" (1888 : 183) that provided irresistible impulse to travel on, all 

through the night, delirious and restless. The second was "Fair-

Gortha" or the"hunger-striden sod" (184), that produced extraordinary 

cravings of hunger and weakness. The "one small knot-grass growing 

by the pool" (Yeats: 1993 : 50) grew out ofYeats's "deep and generalized 

knowledge of even the shadier nooks of the Irish folk tradition" 

(Kinahan: 1988 : 74). The idea of the enchanted grass as found in 
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Carleton, Kennedy and O' Hanlon, was used by Yeats to advance the 

belief that the Sidhe's wrath encompassed individuals who come in 

contact with the charmed grass. Thus, the man who dreamed of fairy

land was restless. He was always on the move, facing a potential doom. 

The child who was snared to move into another realm "full of 

berries / And of reddest stolen cherries" (Yeats: 1993 : 20) owed his 

existence to the poet's knowledge of the "wider and more treacherous 

implications of Irish fairy lore" (Kinahan: 1988 : 75). 

The boy was lost to the hillside; the man who dreamed of 

fairyland died. They were both oblivious of the factor that destroyed 

them. They were so eager to accept the shining, welcoming hand of 

the unknown that they missed the serpent beneath, the steel hidden 

in the sleeve. Irish faiiy lore was replete with tales in which the Sidhe 

act hostile without any provocation whatsoever. Their action was often 

beyond human understanding. 

Reincarnation, an idea reiterated in Yeats's verse, was steeped 

in Irish folklore and ancient religion. Mongan avowed his past 

incarnations: 

I have been a hazel-tree, and they hung 

The Pilot Star and the Crooked Plough 

Among my leaves in times out of mind: 

I became a rush that horses tread 

I became a man, a hater of the wind. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 81) 
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Mongan was an eminent Celtic wizard and king famous for the 

reminiscences of his past lives. Yeats shifted the focus from the cycle 

of new lives to the fact that so many rebirths had only intensified the 

misery ofMongan's present life as a dejected lover. In this poem 

Yeats "combined some rather confused Irish legends of Mongan with 

the clearer Welsh Legend ofTaliesin" (Ellmann: 1953 : 47). 

Fergus discovered the previous lives he had lived in "Fergus 

and the Druid": 

A green drop in the surge, a gleam of light 

Upon a sword, a fir-tree on a hill, 

An old slave grinding at a heavy quern, 

A king sitting upon a chair of gold. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 37) 

Each successive change - water, light, tree, slave and king - was 

perhaps interesting in itself, but to know of all the changes at once is 

not good. A wandering man, moving through Ireland, arrives at the 

house of Ohver Cromwell, Lord Lieutenant and General for the 

Parliament of England posted in Ireland and questions : 

... the tall men and the swordsmen and the horsemen, 

were are they? 

(1993 : 350) 

He comes to the awareness that "though all are underground", their 

spirits survive : "it proves that things both can and cannot be" (351). 

An idea of reincarnation which was used in "Under Ben Bulben" was 
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gathered from India, through Mohini Chatterjee. It was not derived 

only from t3^ically pagan Irish tradition. 

Many t imes m a n Uves and dies 

Between h i s two eternities, 

That of race and t ha t of soul 

And ancient Ireland knew it all. 

(1993 : 398) 

Yeats collected folklore with Lady Gregory in the west of 

Ireland. The poet hoped to gather from the peasants a spontaneity 

and a multitude of images sanctioned by tradition. He believed that 

the peasants possessed a unique kind of ancient knowledge. The 

legends that he gathered provided him with literary reserves on which 

he could draw at frequent intervals. 

The poet coalesced legends when he said that the gods of 

ancient Ireland inspired the bones of the heroic dead, reminding 

them of the valley or dyke of the black pig, where their ultimate 

victorious battle was to be fought. Lady Wilde's reference to a 

particular mode of burial for warriors influenced Yeats : "The dead 

were placed in a standing position, their arms and shield beside 

them, and a great circular cairn of earth and stones was raised over 

them" (1888 : 145). The heroic king of Munster and Mogha Neil lay 

in their sepulchres in this manner. Yeats thought of the ancient 

Irish warrior and King of Connought, Eoghan Bel, killed at the battle 

of Sligo in 537 A.D. He was buried in an upright position with his 

red javelin in his hand, pointing towards the sea. In the note to "The 
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Valley of the Black Pig" Yeats said : "All over Ireland there are 

prophecies of the coming rout of the enemies of Ireland, in a certain 

valley of the Black Pig, and these prophecies are, no doubt, now, as 

they were in the Fenian days, a political force" (1993 : 526-7). For 

generat ions the Irish peasan t s comforted themselves in their 

misfortunes with visions of a battle, to be fought in the mysterious 

valley, and their staunch belief that they would eventually vanquish 

their enemies. The Variorum edition quotes Yeats : "A few years 

ago, in the barony of Lisadell, in County Sligo, an old man would 

fall entranced upon the ground from time to time, and rave out a 

description of the battle, and I have myself heard said that the girths 

shall rot from the bellies of horses, because of the few men that 

shall come alive out of the valley" (161). In a tale in "The Celtic 

Twilight" he referred to it again : "Presently our talk of war shifted, 

as it had a way of doing, to the battle of the Black Pig, which seems 

to her a bat t le between Ireland and England, but to me an 

Armageddon which shall quench all things in the Ancestral Darkness 

again" (1908 : Vol. v : 154). The network of legends is condensed in 

his verse : 

There in the tomb stand the dead upright, 

But winds come from the shore : 

They shake when the winds roar, 

Old bones upon the m^ountain shake. 

(1993 : 396) 

The peasant and their credence were used in the early ballads 
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dealing with the old fisherman, Father O' Hart, Moll Magee, the 

Foxhunter and Father Gilligan. An illustration of the typical folk tale 

the artist may collect from the peasants was provided in "The Hour 

Before Dawn", Yeats's association with Dorothy Wellesley reinforced 

his idea regarding the "peasant foundations of art" (Underecker: 1969: 

262). He informed Edmund Dulac that he aspired to go back to 

simplicity of utterance, and the easiest way to do it was by "writing 

for our Irish unaccompanied singing". In some poems Yeats sought a 

language which would help them gain maximum circulation. A former 

drunkard moved towards ancient Ireland's "holy island" of Lough 

Derg in search of enlightenment, after having "fasted for some forty 

days on bread and buttermilk". The old man who sat beside him, "all 

the dead" and the boat man accompanied him, but all he heard was 

"fol de rol de roily O". At the end of his journey when he returned to 

the "public house", all he had to say was "fol de rol de roily O" (Yeats: 

1993 : 361). The drunken man urged his "pretty punk" to "come 

swish around" him, and 

... keep me dancing still 

That I may stay a sober m a n 

Although I drink my fill. 

(1993 : 359) 

"Learned historians" (1993 : 354) who strove to rewrite history 

inorder to tarnish Ireland's reputation, were brutally criticized through 

poems like "The O' Rahilly", "The Ghost of Roger Casement" and "Come 

Gather Round me,Parnellites". The poet asserted that the reality of 
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Ireland was preserved in the legends of the people : 

... stories t ha t Uve longest 

Are sung above the glass. 

(1993 : 356) 

"Under Ben Bulben" was the last affirmation of the different sources 

of Yeats's faith, the occult tradition rooted in ancient prophecy and 

the folk belief of the Irish peasants. 

Legends, myths and folklore have a quality in common. They 

enter popular imagination and are retained in the memory of the 

people. Yeats endeavoured to salvage the rich Irish heritage through 

his use of myths, legends and folklore. His interest in and love for the 

proud, heroic mythological past of Ireland was remarkable. His despair 

at the ignoble and gross contemporary status of Ireland was immense. 

He hoped for a future that would rediscover the heroic past and 

traditional values. This inclination showed Yeats as a Janus , looking 

both ways, on the past and future, standing on the present, and 

always concentrating on his soil. 
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IMAGES AND SYMBOLS 

Keep moving, keep moving! 

We have not arrived. 

(Faiz Ahmed Faiz: Freedom's Dawn: 1986 : 31) 

Yeats believed that "nations, races and individual men are 

unified by an image, or bundle of related images" (1966 : 194). So, he 

set out to create images embodying whatever was "permanent and 

exalted in the Irish imagination, to bring about a renaissance of vision 

that would restore Unity of Being to Ireland and spread from Ireland 

through Europe" (Stock: 1961 : 238). It was not an easy task. Yet his 

conviction led him on. Through images and symbols he wanted to 

say things which could not be said so effectively in any other way. He 

said, "Day after day I sat in my chair turning a symbol over in my 

mind, exploring all its details, defining and again defining its elements, 

testing my conventions and those of others by its unity, attempting 

to substitute particulars for an abstraction like that of algebra" (1937: 

301). There has been a great deal of discussion on the effect "of 

symbolism on Yeats's poetry, treatises on how Yeats had been 

entranced by Herodiades address to some sibyl who may have been 

her nurse and also the moon. The researcher's contention in this 

chapter is that many of the images and symbols used by Yeats in his 

poetry not only had strong roots in national tradition, but also 

stimulated and ordered Irish nationalism. 

Irish mythology and folklore provided Yeats a rich treasury 
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from which he could derive his images and symbols. Unlike Mallarme, 

Yeats had a "definite nationalistic motive and his images are rooted 

deeply in national traditions and legends" (Chatterjee: 1962 : 62). 

Yeats wanted the Irish to recreate the ancient arts, history and legends 

in all their art forms. The images that were derived from Celtic myths 

and legends created a mysterious and eerie atmosphere. They 

emphasized the Celtic belief in magic, supers t i t ion and the 

supernatural. "Somehow, it was felt, the creative artist must recapture 

a certain magical quality, a richness of imagery, a deep sense of 

primeval forces, a large order of aesthetic experience" (Chase: 1969 : 

110). Therefore, Yeats used the image of the Sidhe, the fierce horsemen 

who rode from mountain to mountain, from the farthest corner of 

Knocknarea to the extreme peak of Ben Bulben. They were sometimes 

considered to be the gods of ancient Ireland, the Tuatha de Danaan, 

or the Tribes of the goddess Dana, or the Sidhe, from Aes Sidhe or 

Sluagh Sidhe. Sidhe is alsb Gaelic for wind; the Sidhe were supposed 

to journey in whirling winds, the winds that were called the dance of 

the daughters of Herodias in the Middle Ages. When the old Irishmen 

from the countryside saw the leaves whirling on the roads, they blessed 

themselves instinctively. They believed that the Sidhe or the gods 

were passing by. It is interesting to note that the typical Celtic word 

for wind was "Sidhe". The mythic symbols represent certain values in 

Yeats's poetry. Juxtaposing complex ideas, they are charged with 

intense feeling. "In them every part is the whole, and every specimen 

represents the species, and these appear not so much as symbols as 

such, as sacred objects, places or being, and their import felt as an 
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inherent power*' (Cassirer: 1946 : 388). 

The "white deer with no horns", the "hound with one red ear" 

and the "boar without bristles" have Irish connotations. In the old 

Irish story of Oisin's journey to the Island of the Young, Oisin sees 

amid the waters a hound with one red ear following a deer with no 

horns. This hound and this deer seem plain images of the "desire of 

the man 'which is for the women', and 'the desire of the woman which 

is for the desire of the man', and of all desires that are as these" 

(Yeats: 1993 : 526). The boar without bristles comes out of the west 

(68); the Irish considered the west to symbolize darkness and death. 

The west, associated with sunset, was also taken as the region of 

"fading and dreaming things" (Jeffares: 1984 : 57). The north is usually 

symbolic of night and sleep. But Yeats added a different dimension 

to this commonplace symbol. In the notes attached to the "Poems" 

(1895), he associated the north with the Fomoroh. The Fomorians 

were the ancestors of the evil fairies according to the belief of many 

Gaelic writers. Yeats held that the Fomoroh were the powers of death, 

darkness, cold and evil generated from the northern territories. Yeats 

categorically said that he was following "much Irish and other 

mythology, and the magical tradition in associating ... the east, the 

place of sunrise with hope, and the south, the place of the sun when 

at its height, with passion and desire ..." (qtd. in Jeffares: 1984 : 57). 

Fergus, the king with endless achievements, was transformed 

to a symbol to suggest nonchalance or forsaking of earthly, material 
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pursuits and power'. The speaker in "Who goes with Fergus?" seeks 

to lure the youth and the maiden into a region of dreams, over which 

Fergus reigns: 

Young man, lift up your russe t brow, 

And lift your tender eyelids, maid, 

And brood on hopes and fear no more. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 49) 

The imagery of escape has a dual aspect. It definitely suggests a 

region of calm and joy. It appears to be an invitation into the Ireland 

of the past. But the world that Fergus governs is one where he "rules 

the brazen cars" and "the shadows of the wood". The "white breast of 

the dim sea" and the "dishevelled wandering stars" of Fergus's world 

insinuate that there can be no diminution of desire nor of its 

frustration in this region, but only their unending continuance. It 

cannot, therefore, be an idealised territory. 

"The Collar-Bone of a Hare" is an escape into an unknown 

territory. From the vantage point, the speaker can watch, as through 

a magic telescope, through a hole in the collar bone of a hare, worn 

thin by the lapping of water, the petty routine of the convention-

ridden human world. The image of "the collarbone of a hare" was 

taken from a peasant story. Yeats recorded the story in Mythologies 

(1959): 

... a p e a s a n t of the neighbourhood once saw the t reasure 

[of the O' Bjrmes]. He found the skin bone of a ha re 
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lying on the grass. He took it up: there was a hole in it; 

he looked through the hole, and saw the gold heaped 

up under the ground. He hurried home to bring a spade, 

but when he got to the path again he could not find the 

spot where he had seen it. (87) 

The mystery associated with the collar bone is also found in the 

carefree beggar's philosophy. Billy Byrne decides to sleep on "great

grandfather's battered tomb" (Yeats: 1994 : 154). Rosicross's tomb 

makes him dream of the "golden king and that wild lady", but this 

dream sends him back to life with renewed determination because 

he "cannot find the peace of home/on great-grandfather's battered 

tomb" (155). Billy Byrne's quest for the'peace of home'may be equated 

to the poet's eternal quest for his homeland. 

Yeats had read t rans la t ions of Michael Comyn's poem 

The Lay of Oisin in Tir-nan~oge. He remarked that the legendary 

hero's journey to the country of the young could be seen as an 

"exemplum" of the rise and fall of life. He asked himself how the 

story could be related to himself and his nation. Comyn's account 

was modified to suit his purpose. In The Wanderings of Oisin, Oisin 

is sent to three islands: the Island of Living, the Island of Victories 

and the Island of Forgetfulness, representing 'vain gaiety', 'vain battle' 

and 'vain repose' respectively. The poem is full of symbols. Yeats 

admitted to Tynan: 

In the second part of'Oisin' under guise of syinbolism I 

have said several things to which only I have the key. 
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The romance is for my readers. They must not even 

know there is a symbol anywhere. They will not find 

out. If they did it would spoil the art. 

(1954 : 67) 

Yeats's assumption proved to be wrong. Critics and readers have not 

only found out the symbols, but have also interpreted them variously. 

The three islands, for example, have been interpreted on several levels. 

On the primary level, they have been viewed literally as the islands oJ 

dancing, of victory and of states of forgetfulness. On the personal 

level they represent "Yeats's idyllic boyhood at Sligo, his subsequent 

fights with the English.boys in west Kensington because he was Irish, 

and his day-dreaming adolescence at Howth" (Ellmann: 1953 : 18), 

They may also appear as periods of childhood, maturity and old age 

in the lives of all men. They have been accepted as symbols for three 

types of men: the lover, the active man and the contemplative man, 

The most pertinent point in this discussion is the fact that the 

beautiful, enchained lady whom Gisin has to liberate in the second 

island resembles Yeats's native land. The island itself is the oppressoi 

or the tormenter, that is, England. The demon stands for the tyrannica 

English rule. In contrast is Oisin's "battles never done", or the long 

succession of the Irish struggle for independence. 

Irish legend is mingled with the Civil War in Ireland to produce 

a unique image in Yeats's poetry: 

When Pearse summoned Cuchulain to his side, 

What stalked through the Post Office? What intellect, 
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What calculation, number, measurement, replied? 

(1993 : 375) 

The past and the present merge in these lines. Ordinary symbols 

were given extra dimensions at times. For example, water signified 

not only transparency, but also a certain fruitfulness of the body and 

dreams of the peasants. The sea is still taken as the symbol of the 

"drifting indefinite bitterness of life", not only for the peasants but for 

all people. In contrast the wind, according to typical Gaelic belief, 

stands for vague desires and hopes. 

Among Yeats's poems "The Two Titans" (1886) was subtitled 

"A Political Poem", Such a claim forces one to accept the sybil and 

the youth, bound to each other with a coiling chain, as representing 

England and Ireland respectively. "How Ferencz Renyi Kept Silent" 

which was first published in The Pilot in 1887 mentioned "Hungary of 

the West", that is, Ireland. Yeats wrote a short commentary on this 

poem in United Ireland which exhibited his patriotic interest in 

Hungary's struggle against Austria. He saw in this struggle an image 

of Ireland's strife against England. It has been said that Yeats's early 

poetry was one of escape: "... it is almost all a flight into fairyland 

from the real world" (Yeats: 1954 : 63). But one can see that the 

poetry is as much the poetry of the real world. The "Innisfree cabin" 

is not only the symbol of the world of Imagination. It also is an actual 

island cabin in Sligo. The collection of poems published in 1889 was 

called "Crossways". The title itself suggested that Yeats had arrived 

at a crossroad. It comprised of a few poems on Indian and Arcadian 
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themes on the one hand. On the other hand, it had some poems 

dealing with Irish themes. "Crossways" symbolizes the two paths 

trodden by Yeats, one English and the other Irish. 

Besides folklore, Yeats was deeply interested in theories of 

the occult, from Rosicrudanism to spiritualism and mystical idealism 

of every type, including that of Plato and Plotinus. His attraction to 

"these cults and doctrines had many motivations, but one was 

overriding: a belief tha t they provided valuable clues to the 

unconscious life of mind and spirit and therefore to the sources of 

creative imagination" (Rosenthrall: 38). We are, therefore, recurrently 

struck by Yeats's use of occult symbols. 

In Yeats's poetry, the "Rose" has several implications. Treated 

in different contexts, it has multifarious significance. At times it 

becomes an occult symbol, associated with the secret cult of the 

Golden Dawn. Sometimes it symbolizes Maud Gonne, the vehement 

nationalist. In Irish patriotic poetry, "Rose" was the common place 

name of the typical Irish girl with black hair. Generally called "Roisin 

Dubh" or "Dark Rosaleen", she personified Ireland. In Yeats's poetry 

the Rose stands for Ireland too. In fact, the collection of poems called 

the "Rose" reflects Yeats's desire for synthesis: synthesis of his love 

for Maud Gonne and his occult researches, and his patriotic desire 

to isolate and liberate the Irish national spirit. 

Yeats's study of Shelley and Blake, and his initiation into a 

Rosicrucian and Kabbalistic society resulted in the composition of 
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many lyrics linked together by the complex symbols of "Rose" and 

"Tree", with their multiple meanings. He .explained some of the 

associations of the "Rose" in poetry, religion and the occult sciences. 

From the works of Blavatsky, Yeats learned that the Anima Mundi or 

the reservoir of all that has touched mankind, may be evoked by 

symbols . He received the doctrine of cor respondences from 

Swedenborg. The doctrine of magical incantation and sjmibols which 

have power over spiritual and material reaUty was derived from Eliphas 

Levi. Boehme provided the idea of signatures. The Emerald Tablet of 

Hermes Trismegistus informed him that "things below are as things 

above" (Tindall: 1956 : 46). The symbolic ritual of the Rosicrucians 

confirmed these ideas. 

The Rose had a very close association with the doctrine and 

ritual of the Golden Dawn. The members of the society were informed 

about the Sephirotic tree of life, the seven planets, the sphinx and 

the symbols of the four elements on initiation. The candidates of 

the fourth grade were called the "Unicorns from the Stars". They 

learned the tenet of correspondences between the microcosm and 

the macrocosm. They were permitted to inhale the perfume of a 

rose. The higher initiates were allowed to perform a symbolic ritual 

centred round the Rose of Ruby and the Cross of Gold. They were 

also called the "fadeless Rose of Creation" and the "Immortal Cross 

of Light" or Life itself. They symbolised ecstasy and suffering on the 

one hand, and union with god on the other. In the vault of initiation 

there was a rose on the ceiling, a rose with a cross on the floor, and 
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the vault itself was lit with the ray of a luminous mystic rose. Father 

Christian Rosenkreutz, the founder of the order regarded the rose 

as a central symbol in the society. In the Rosicrucian doctrine, a 

conjunction of a rose with four leaves and a cross formed a fifth 

element, in addition to the basic four elements. This conjunction 

signified an esoteric marriage. As a member of the Golden Dawn, 

Yeats had a first hand knowledge of these associations attached to 

the primary symbol of the Rose. The rose and the cross had been 

used together as a symbol of the conjoining of the body and soul, 

life and death, sleep and waking and other dichotomies in The 

Shadowy Waters. "The Rose of Battle" has an occult aspect. The 

"Rose of all Roses, Rose of all the World" (Yeats: 1993 : 42) symbolizes 

god's side in the contention of spirit against matter. This rose inspires 

occultists and also those who have failed in their endless battle 

with the materialists. The rose in "To the Rose Upon the Rood of 

Time" is more complex. It implies the Rosicrucian rose and also the 

power of the creative imagination. 

The Rose gathers many subsidiary meanings in Yeats's poetry: 

physical and spiritual, pagan and Christian. Yeats said: 

I planned a mystical order ... and for ten years to come 

my most impassioned thought was a vain attempt to 

find philosophy and to create ritual for that order. I had 

an unshakable conviction, arising how or whence I 

cannot tell, that invisible gates would open as they 

opened for Blake, as they opened for Swedenborg, as 
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they opened for Boehme,... that this philosophy would 

find its manuals of devotion in all imaginative literature 

and set before Irishmen for special manual an Irish 

literature which, though made by many minds, would 

seem, the work of a single mind, and turn over places of 

beauty or legendary association into holy symbols. I did 

not think this philosophy would be altogether pagan, 

for it was plain that its symbols must be selected from, 

all those things that had moved men most during many, 

mainly Christian, centuries. 

(1956 : 253-4) 

The rose was the flower sacred to Mother Mary and emblematic of 

Heaven in Dante. It was the flower that transformed the "golden ass" 

of Apuleius and admitted him into the fellowship of Isis. These religious 

associations were well known to Christian Ireland. Yeats made use of 

the pagan and Christian ideas in dealing with the Rose s3Tnbol. 

Moreover, the "mystical order" included Maud Gonne who had 

seen a vision of a little temple which she intended "to make the centre 

of the m.ystical and literary movements" (Yeats: 1956 : 295). As an 

occult or magical symbol, the Rose had been impersonal. But by 

linking it to Maud Gonne, Yeats lent it a personal dimension. The 

symbol of the Rose therefore became even more complex than any 

ordinary ritual could imply. Yeats used it to mean much more than 

Father Rosenkreuz or MacGregor Mathers's implications. 

The rose symbolizes earthly love in "The Rose of Peace", but it 

has more complicated associations in "The Rose of the World". A dual 
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level is presented: transient, earthly love and beauty; eternal, spiritual 

love and beauty. "The Rose of the World" is a complex love poem 

inspired by the poet's passion for Maud Gonne who gradually merges 

with other figures. First, Helen, the fatal woman whose beauty led to 

the destruction of Troy. Finally, Deirdre, the Irish counterpart, for 

the sake of whom "Usna's children" died. Yeats speculates that the 

woman is an embodiment of the Eternal Beauty which, in Plato as 

well as in the order of the Golden Dawn, was made coeval with God. 

She lingered by His seat before the advent of the archangels and the 

earthly creation. The lady symbolized by the rose is therefore a real 

lady of exquisite beauty and yet one who is wrapped in a mysterious 

and ethereal light. 

Yeats feared a segregation between spirit and matter. The rose 

signified an integration or harmony of the self, world and spirit, which 

he translated as the "Unity of Being". It may be said that the red, 

proud and sad Rose invoked by Yeats is not only eternal beauty but 

also a compound of beauty and peace or beauty and wisdom. It cannot 

be equated with Shelley^s concept of Intellectual Beauty for Yeats 

said:"... the quality s3mibolized as the Rose differs from the Intellectual 

Beauty of Shelley and of Spenser in that I have imagined it as suffering 

with man and not as something pursued and seen from afar" (1993 : 

524). His contemplation of the Intellectual Beauty or the Red Rose of 

Heaven cannot stand in his way, says the poet in "To Ireland in the 

Coming Times". The Rose has been the inspiration of order and 

generous deeds in ancient Ireland and can still contribute to her 
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peace and tranquillity. This poem was the poet's answer to the 

accusing critics who alleged that Yeats tried to escape from the 

problems and political activities of contemporary Ireland. Yeats 

expressed his desire to be counted among the Irish poets who 

composed with a mission: to "sweeten Ireland's wrong" (1993 : 56). 

He considered himself to be no less patriotic than the other Irish 

national poets. His poems were, he believed, more hospitable to the 

visions of the mystics and the elements of nature. For the benefit of 

posterity, the poet had endeavoured to record his love and his dreams 

in a lucid manner. 

The Rose had been used in many poems, both Gaelic and 

English, not merely in love poems but,in addresses to Ireland. De 

Vere's "The little black rose shall be red at last" and Mangan's "Dark 

Rosaleen" were well known to Irishmen. Yeats identified the Rose 

with Ireland and suggested her liberation from bondage in "The 

Secret Rose". He felt the need of infinite sacrifice on the part of the 

Irish people, so that their "rose tree", symbolizing Ireland, could 

bloom radiantly again. Pearse and Connolly, two leaders of the Easter 

Rising, appear in the poem. They discuss the best way to bring 

about the liberation of their country. They feel that the national 

tree has become sapless and withered, partly because the people 

are wasting precious time in talks about a compromise with England. 

This cold-hearted attitude has led to national degradation. James 

Connolly suggests that the national rose tree has to be watered, 

nurtured carefully to make it green and rich once more. The water 
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that is needed at this crucial period is the blood of patriots. The 

Irishmen must determinedly come forward, shed their blood for the 

extrication of their country and for the restoration of her previous 

dignity. 

Pearse and Connolly are no longer political leaders only, but 

"consecrated priests performing a mystic ritual, that of exorcising 

the Sacred Rose Tree of the Irish race and nation with a lustral liquid 

... their own blood" (Loftus: 1964 : 82-83). The heroism of these men 

achieves more relevance because Yeats accepts them as part of his 

heroic symbolism of Ireland's greatness. They come to "rank alongside 

men like Parnell and, most fitting tribute of all, alongside Cuchulain" 

(Bushrui: 1982: 118). Pearse and Connolly become s3mibolicinYeats's 

design. 

The Liberty Tree was a patriotic symbol in many countries. It 

was taken up by the United Irishmen in 1972. George Denis 

Zimmermann's compilation Irish Political Street Ballads and Rebel 

Songs included a ballad that may have influenced later poets: 

A tree has been planted in Ireland, 

And watered with tears of the brave; 

By our great-grandsires it was nourished, 

Who scorned to be held Kke the slaves. 

The trust they transported to their children, 

To keep it until they w^ere free. 

And yearly the plant has grown stronger 

Tis called 'Ireland's Liberty Tree'. 
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The tree, like the rose, has multiple meanings fused into it in Yeats's 

poems. From each context many ideas emerge to enrich the symbol, 

just as the symbol, in its turn, enriches the context. The tree symbol 

was initially derived by Yeats from his occult studies, but the patriotic 

associations were never forgotten. 

"The Dedication to a Book of Stories Selected from the Irish 

Novelists" presents a contrast between the past and the present of 

Ireland with the help of a tree image. Once, in the past 

There was a green b ranch h u n g with many a beU 

When her own people ruled this tragic Eire; 

And from its murmur ing greenness, calm of Faery, 

A Druid kindness , on all hearers fell. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 51) 

The Druid with the S3mibolic "bell-branch" in hand could then captivate 

and pacify all classes of Ireland: "charm away the merchant from his 

guile" and turn "the farmer's memory from his cattle". The bards 

were "exiles wandering over lands and seas", always looking forward 

to the future: "planning, plotting always that some morrow/may set 

a stone upon ancestral sorrow!". The poet now bears a similar bell-

branch, but it had been torn from the "green boughs" that the "winds 

tore and tossed/until the sap of summer had grown weary" (51). The 

condition in Ireland is no longer congenial. So the bell-branch has 

withered. Its power over the unreceptive audience is lost. The image 

of "barren boughs of Eire" suggests the predicament of the country. 

It has been transformed into a place where "a man can be so crossed/ 
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can be so battered, badgered and destroyed" that he reduces to a 

"loveless man". In reference to 'tree' image vis-a-vis symbol, one can 

think of its uses in Indian religious literature like the Upanishads or 

even the Bhagbad Gita. 

The image of the tree has a dual aspect in "The Lamentation 

of the Old Pensioner". The old man finds refuge from the rain under 

a tree, but the tree is a "broken tree". That is, it has lost its youthful 

vitality. On another level of interpretation, Yeats equates the old man 

with the broken tree that is symbolic of aridity and sterility; "There's 

not a woman turns her face/Upon a broken tree" (1993 : 52). The old 

man 's intense defiance: "I spit into the face of t ime/That has 

transfigured me" (52), echoes the poet's vehement reaction to old age 

at a later time when he laments that "decrepit age" has "been tied to 

me/As to a dog's tail" (218). 

Aengus "went out to the hazel wood" and "cut and peeled a 

hazel wand" (66). The bushy shrub of the birch family was considered 

to be the Irish tree of life and of knowledge. In Ireland hazel wood was 

generally associated with the trees of heaven. 

The tree sjonbol reached singular dimension in "The Two 

Trees". The poem was written as an address to Maud Gonne: 

Beloved, gaze in thine own hear t , 

The holy tree is growing there. (1993 : 54) 

The poem attempts to dissuade the lady from her frantic political 
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activities in Ireland. Yeats was aware of the conventional "Tree of 

Life" and the "Tree of knowledge"; goodness and divine energy as 

opposed to evil and abstraction. Kermode explained the "holy tree 

in Yeats's poem as the Tree of Life or Imagination" (1957 : 96). In 

addition to the traditional tree symbol, Yeats was also conscious of 

the Sephirotic Tree of the Kabbala. This tree involving occult aspects, 

had two sides, one benign and the other malign. On one side were 

the "Sephiroth", on the other the dead "Qlippoth". The Kabblists 

consider man to be a microcosm. The double natured tree is regarded 

as an image of the universe and the human mind, whose faculties, 

even the lowest, can work for good or evil. The central tent of the 

Kabbala is that two trees grow within the mind. One is of joy, 

spontaneity and beauty. The other is of dogma, pretence and 

inhumanity. The holy tree, at the beginning of the poem, symbolizes 

the organic unity of the world of the spirit. Rooted in quietness, it 

sends forth branches of joy. Its sap is love, both young and innocent. 

A woman who is so endowed'naturally becomes the centre of love, 

affection and joy. In contrast is the tree of the outside world with its 

withered roots "half hidden under snow", its "broken boughs and 

blackened leaves" (Yeats: 1993 : 55). Through the broken branches 

circle "the ravens of unresting thought" with their "cruel claw and 

hungry throat" (55). They drain away the natural tenderness of the 

human heart and fill it with fury and resentment. Under their 

influence "the tender eyes grow all unkind" (55). Through the complex 

symbolism of the tree, the poet wanted to express his regret at the 

growing political fanaticism that he found in Maud Gonne. The tree 
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image links up the occult, the personal and the national aspects in 

Yeats's poetry. 

In the "Blood and the Moon" Yeats referred to the "haughtier 

headed Burke that proved the State a tree" (1993 : 268). He said that 

Berkeley was the first to say that the world is a vision, and Burke the 

first to assert that the nation is a tree. Burke's passage on the Oak 

tree in Reflections, Works U inspired many of Yeats's ideas on the 

state. Therefore, the equation of nation-tree was very much known to 

Yeats. However, Torchiana showed that the symbol was used by Yeats 

in a speech given in 1893 and in another given in 1903-04: "A nation 

is like,a great tree". This was before he had read Burke in great detail 

(1966 : 192-3). 

The bird imagery in Yeats's poetry is not only dominant but 

also obsessive. In The Wanderings ofOisin its role is "structural rather 

than decorative" (Unterecker: 1969 : 65). Sometimes the bird image 

has occult associations. In the "Reveries over Childhood and Youth", 

Yeats referred to his sister's queer dream of holding a wingless sea-

bird in her arms. Yeats interpreted this dream as symbolic of the 

mortal illness of a Pollexfen relative, for he believed "a sea bird is the 

omen that announces the death and danger of a Pollexfen" (1956 : 

10). Yeats used the "visionary white sea bird" in "In Memory of Alfred 

Pollexfen", lamenting that "a man should die" (1993 : 177). The bird 

is not only symbolic of death but it is one that cries out against all 

mortality. 
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In her youth Constance Gore Booth had been similar to any 

"rock-bred, sea-borne bird": 

... balanced on the air 

When first it sprang out of the nest 

Upon some lofty rock to stare 

Upon the cloudy canopy, 

While under its storm-beaten breast 

Cried out the hollows of the sea. 

(1993 : 207) 

The "grey-gull" that enters the prison window when this leader of the 

Easter Rising is imprisoned, becomes an image of her past life. 

The "horrible green parrots" (242) linked to the "green-pated 

bird" (210) and the parrot that rages "at his own image in the enamelled 

sea" (15) represent the demoniacal forces that Yeats felt were 

threatening his family. They may be linked with the "Frustrators" or 

"the devilish things" he described in "A Prayer for my Son". These 

were also the "forces of disruption which constantly impeded his work 

on A Vision!'. (Unterecker: 1969 : 190). 

"An Image from Past Life" refers to the "scream/From terrified 

beast or bird" (Yeats: 1993 : 200) that announces the arrival of the 

h u s b a n d ' s "sweetheart from another life" (201) or an earlier 

incarnation. It is an "image of poignant recollection" (200) which 

frightens the young bride. A Vision (B) specifies'the peacock's scream 

as a S3mibol denoting the end of a civilization (1937 : 268). This symbol 

has been used in Yeats's poetry with a similar connotation. 
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The swan appears to have two aspects in Yeats's poems. On 

the one hand, it suggests the "contemplative poet, and possibly the 

mystery and beauty of his transcendent vision" (Jackaman: 1978 : 

82). Their legendary faithfulness makes them a symbol of eternal 

constancy. On the other hand, the swan appears to be trapped in 

the transient world of time, doomed to the "brief gleam", threatened 

with extinction in the "approaching night", singing its "swan-song" 

(83). The "fifty nine swans" in "The Wild Swans at Coole" have been 

variously interpreted. The uneven number of birds is popularly 

accepted as a symbol of loneliness. The swan itself was accepted in 

thecourse of time as a representative of the tranquil 'solitary soul'. 

Shapiro praised Yeats's "ineffable poetic mind" (Fox: 1988 : 55) for 

having found the "perfect prosodic number" (Shapiro: 1949 : 340-

41). But the "number's success depends on more than its music" 

(Cashwell: 1969 : 84). The exact number becomes more significant 

in connection with the philosophical and thematic context. Puhvel 

suggests a relation between the poem's "theme of timelessness and 

eternity" and the "Thomas Rhymer" ballad (1986 : 30). The particular 

number may be directly linked to Yeats's view of the cyclic pattern 

of history. If one looks at the hour-minute-second wheel, the fifty-

ninth marks.the end of one cycle, and the next is the beginning of 

the second cycle. Therefore, fifty-nine may be symbolic, suggestive 

of a span of time or a unit of existence. It has been suggested that 

"joining October and twilight, this specific flock size represents the 

stillness of the moment jus t before a shift, the last segment of time 

before one goes out of what was and into what will be-for the post-
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war world, for Ireland, for Coole Park, for the swans, for Yeats" 

(Fox: 1988 : 58). 

Yeats saw a vision of noble ladies mounted on pure white 

"unicorns". This symbol had been used in his plays too. "I see 

Phantoms of Hatred" presented the second vision of a dark night, 

resonant with the flapping wings of brazen hawks. The hawks 

symbolized the fierce gaiety of tragic ruin, and also the straight path 

of logic and mechanism. The hawk has often been equated with the 

hero Cuchulain. 

In Greek mythology "Kentauros" or centaur was a race of 

monsters, having the head, arms and torso of a man united to the 

body and legs of a horse. Yeats used the centaur as a symbol in his 

poem "On a Picture of a Black Centaur by Edmund Dulac". The 

centaur has been identified as Irish Culture by Unterecker and Yeats's 

Muse by Ellmann. Yeats himself said, "I thought all art should be a 

Centaur finding in the popular lore its back and its strong legs" (1956: 

191). It may be said that Yeats made the centaur represent the 

progressive Irish nation. 

"Weasels fighting in a hole" (Yeats: 1993 : 233) is a strong 

image taken from the Irish soil. It was a common feature in the woods 

at Coole. Lady Wilde's Ancient Legends of Ireland says that weasels 

are "spiteful and malignant" and sometimes "old, withered witches" 

took this form (179). Lady Gregory said that they were disliked by 

gamekeepers. The country people felt the need to behave well with 
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them for they were afraid of them. Infact, some people believed that 

they were "enchanted" and had a knowledge of all natural and 

supernatural things. The weasel is not only used as a symbol in 

"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen", but also in The Countess Cathleen: 

"... though the whole land/squeal like a rabbit under a weasel's tooth". 

The slender, predacious carnivore also symbolizes a treacherous 

person or situation. "Weasel word" connotes something that weakens 

a statement by rendering it ambiguous or equivocal. 

The warmth of Yeats was "for no abstract multitude but for 

Ireland, and for men and women he had loved for the greatness he 

found in them" (Stock: 1961 : 225). Living individuals were 

sometimes transformed into images by his poetic craft. His father 

symbolized gregarious aestheticism, his uncle George PoUexfen stood 

for introverted mysticism. Pollexfen was interested in astrology and 

symbohsm. Yeats took his help and used MacGregor Mather's 

symbols to induce reveries. It was a kind of game (Yeats: 1956 : 

258-60) in which they took the aid of PoUexfen's second-sighted 

servant, Mary Battle. These occult symbols were incorporated into 

Yeats's poetry. 

Yeats said that once he had believed that a "woman's face" or 

"the seeming need of my fool-driven land" (1993 : 109) had forced 

him away from poetry or "craft of verse". But Maud Gonne and Ireland 

were exactly the themes from which he created most of his poems. 

Maud Gonne was a part of the poet's "heroic dream" (100) and he 
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wished to preserve her portrait for "coming time". "No Second Troy" 

indirectly refers to.Helen as her Greek m3^hological equivalent through 

the poet's query: "Was there another Troy for her to burn?" (101). 

She is also the "phoenix" with "the simplicity of a child/And that 

proud look as though she had gazed into the burning sun" (172). 

Maud Gonne's youthful image is invoked in "A Memory of Youth"; 

then she becomes the "fallen Majesty" whose glory can be sung by 

the poet alone, "like some last courtier at a gypsy camping-place" 

(138). Till the end of Yeats's life he cherished her early image of a 

stately figure in the street when she "seemed a burning cloud" (138). 

Elsewhere Yeats reiterated the idea that she had a tremendous "power 

over crowds" (1956 : 364) and over himself. The memory of this "love 

crossed long ago" (1993 : 140), tormented Yeats and so he repeatedly 

used her as an image in his poems. In "The Cold Heaven", the cold 

and uncaring heaven expresses the feelings of abandonment that 

Yeats experienced with Maud Gonne. 

Yeats zoomed his craft upon the zestful nationalist who was 

not only "a Helen of social welfare dream/climb on a wagonette to 

scream" (388) her ideas, but also the "most gentle woman" (382). 

Waiting for a train at Howth station, she appeared to be "Pallas Athene" 

(348), the Goddess of wisdom in Greek mythology with her "straight 

back and arrogant head". At one time she appeared "half lion, half 

child", misunderstood by the "dolt" and "knave" and yet "at peace" 

(104). Yeats accepted her as "part woman, three parts a child" (381) 

in the "Long-Legged Fly". Then she is transformed into "lion and 
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woman" (391) She is also "a queen" (174) who symbolized fierce and 

uncompromising Republicanism. 

From the time Yeats met Maud Gonne, be identified her as a 

woman burdened with a "soul that ... seemed ... incapable of rest" 

(ed. Donoghue: 1972 : 42). Therefore, the image of the "pilgrim soul" 

came naturally to Yeats. This image had also appeared in many 

major occult tracts that were published or privately circulated in 

the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In each of its uses, the 

phrase refers to the spiritual principle in man, "the undying 'pilgrim' 

whose task it is to traverse the many rounds of incarnation that the 

spirit must undergo" (Kinahan: 1988 : 27) before it can achieve its 

final release from the mundane earth. Yeats's image also echoes the 

state of Ireland; her soul moves towards emancipation: the past, 

present and future. In her youth she was quite unlike the "mummy 

dead" (382) bust. Her youthful form was "all full/As though with 

magnanimity of light" (382). Her heart was gentle and innocent. 

The poet is unable to decide "Which of her forms has shown her 

substance right?" The contrasted images of her old age and youth 

baffle him. He reminds himself of McTaggart's philosophy that 

substance itself is composite, and life and death are mere terms in 

a single series. The reference is probably to Human Immortality and 

Pre-existence where the philosopher asserts that nothing in the world 

ceases to exist. It is only the form that undergoes a change: 

Everything which existed once, exists even now, in some form or 

the other. The poet seeks to bring about a reconciliation of these 
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contrary images of Maud Gonne and of Ireland. Even in her youth 

there had been a dash of wildness in her. It seemed as though her 

prophetic soul had a pre-vision of the terrible changes which the 

future had in store for her. Such a vision had disturbed her soul 

and filled her with a strange restlessness. The poet's close association 

with her had raised the poet's imagination to the highest pitch of 

intensity. It became a pure flame where all impurities and foreign 

elements were burnt away. With this keen insight the poet was able 

to penetrate her exterior and see her utter helplessness. He realized 

her vulnerability and the fact that his "phoenix" has now become his 

"child". He desperately wanted her to be shielded from all external 

threats and worries jus t as he wanted Ireland to be shielded from 

outside troubles. 

Yeats also equates Deirdre to Maud Gonne. She too becomes a 

potent symbol for the poet. Both Maud Gonne and Deirdre become the 

emblems of Ireland. He referred to the fact that he thought of her "as 

in a sense Ireland, a summing up in one mind of what is best in the 

romantic political Ireland of my youth" (ed. Donoghue: 1972 : 247). 

She had always been associated with Yeats's love of folk and fairy lore. 

He acknowledged this clearly: "... there was an element in her beauty 

that moved minds full of old Gaelic stories and poems ..." (1956 : 364). 

She seemed an embodiment of the beauty spoken of in old tales. "From 

thetimeYeats thought of her ' the paradise ... he imagined ... the people 

of faery land seemed to draw nearer'". (Kinahan: 1988 : 20). This is 

exactly the sentence that describes Michael's reaction to his growing 

97 



love for Margaret in Yeats's novel The Speckled Bird. 

Yeats was disturbed by his vision of "ideal beauty" wrecked in 

service of an unworthy cause, or an example of an individual destroyed 

by a revolutionary and hysterical kind of Irish nationalism. There 

were some prominent Irish people who were "enchanted to a stone" 

destined "to trouble the living stream" (Yeats: 1993 : 204). The stone 

was deliberately used by Yeats as a symbol to show how political 

workers could devote themselves to a cause without thought of life 

and love, a life given totally to revolutionary ideals. 

The play Cathleen Ni Houlihan was Yeats's "most obvious 

contribution to the swelling tide of nationalism" (Loftus: 1964 : 41) 

Cathleen's "sad resolve" to aid the famine crazed Irish people was 

founded upon Maud Gonne's desire and efforts to help the Donegal 

peasants. Yeats made Cathleen a symbol of Ireland's nobility and 

passion, an image in which the Irish people could find consolation in 

their fight for self identity. She was interpreted by the poet "as a 

symbol of all souls that lose their peace, or their fineness ... in political 

service" (Hone: 1942 : 87-88). He said that the Countess was "in all 

things Celtic and Irish" (1986 : 165). 

Cathleen served as the symbol of beauty, womanhood and 

romantic Ireland. In "Plays" (1931) Yeats explained: 

One night I had a dream almost as distinct as a vision, 

of a cottage where there was weU-being and firelight 

and talk of a marriage. Into the midst of the cottage 
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there came an old woman in a long cloak. She was 

Ireland herself, that Cathleen-ni-Houlihan for whom so 

many songs have been sung ... 

(419) 

Cathleen is used as a symbol not only in the plays but even in the 

poems. "Red Hanrahan's Song about Ireland" is a patriotic poem. It 

deals with the inspiration derived from the heroic sacrifices of the 

patriot, Cathleen, the daughter of Houlihan. When the storm breaks 

out and the courage of the Irish fighters for freedom begins to dwindle, 

they find fresh inspiration from the noble image of Cathleen. The 

cross is generally accepted as the symbol of suffering, love and 

sacrifice. Cathleen is believed to be more pure than a candle burning 

before the Holy Rood. 

In his symboHc system Yeats placed aggressively beautiful 

women in phase sixteen. They were considered as rare human beings. 

He said that they "walk like queens, and seem to carry upon their 

backs a quiver of arrows, but they are gentle only to those whom they 

have chosen or subdued" (1937 : 139). They appeared in the phase of 

those who act rather than suffer violence. 

The "human, superhuman" bird-like eyes (1993 : 382) are 

symbolic. These eyes remind one of the peculiarities of Byzantine 

ivory works described by the poet in A Vision', 

Even the drilled pupil of the eye ... undergoes a 

somnambulistic change, for its deep shadow among the 
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faint lines of the tablet, its mechanical circle, where all 

else is rhythmical and flowing, given to Saint or Angel 

the look of some great bird staring at miracle. 

(1937: 119) 

Yeats uses the image of the "tomb-haunter". It has literal associations. 

Maud Gonne was known for her visits to the funeral ceremonies of 

the Republicans in long, black flowing garments. On another level of 

interpretation, she was preoccupied with the dark mysteries of life 

and the terror of approaching death. Her eyes, fixed on the distant 

sky, seemed to penetrate the void, but this did not lessen her terror 

born out of utter emptiness. This "sky-Sweeping gaze" was the only 

thing that had been able to withstand the ravages of time. Ireland is 

also a "tomb-haunter", delving into her past and is trying to bring 

about a resurrection. She, too, stands against time's onslaught, 

Cannot Yeats himself be insinuated by this image? 

Yeats was horrified by "this foul world in its decline and fall" 

(383). The confusions and transvaluations of the modern degenerate 

times become apparent in his poems. The world had become topsy

turvy. It was tottering, almost on the brink of ruin. The low families 

were gaining prominence; the aristocratic ones were declining and 

degenerating. The old, noble values, that were transmitted through 

generations, were becoming obsolete: "ancestral pearls all pitched 

into a sty" (382). Under these circumstances, the 'clown' and 'knave' 

of the various pohtical groups, became ready to mock at the noble 

dreams of heroism and the ancient ideals of Ireland. The angelic 
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guardian of Ireland who watched these changes must have wondered 

if there was anything left to save in the general holocaust of the 

time. 

The image of the "tomb-haunter" gradually leads to the changes 

which have come over not only one individual, but also that which 

have overcome the country as a whole. The decline and degradation 

that are manifested in the bronze bust of Maud Gonne, are also 

manifested in the Irish society. Maud Gonne therefore becomes the 

symbol for her country. In her youth Maud Gonne had appeared in 

the noble role in two Yeatsian plays, cast especially in the patriotic 

mould. It is quite natural that the sadness for the decline of her 

beauty should mingle with an indignation at the degradation of Ireland 

brought about by politicians. 

"We the great gazebo built" (1993 : 264), Yeats asserts in his 

poem on the two Gore Booth sisters. Perhaps "gazebo" refers to his 

early vision, more romantic than realistic, of a resurgent Ireland. 

Sfallworthy said: "From the detachment of their ivory tower, he and 

the Gore Booth sisters had imagined their countrymen casting off. 

the yoke of England, fired by the spirits of Cuchulain and the ancient 

heroes" (1963 : 172). The metaphor of time cannot be negated. The 

two "delightful" girls of Lissadell were destroyed by a meaningless 

political activity which involved the dream to construct a Utopian 

world from the dregs of society. For all its gracious leisure, the life of 

serenity and opulence at Lissadel could not satisfy the two sisters. 
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Political fervour changed them altogether. They became "withered 

old and skeleton-gaunt/An image of such politics" (1993 : 263). 

Constance Georgina Gore-Booth who was actively involved in the 

Sinn Fein politics became a symbol for youth's lonely wildness. She 

represented local Sligo aristocracy. Yeats was so disappointed by her 

transformation that he wrote; "Blind and leader of the blind/Drinking 

the foul ditch where they lie" (1993 : 207). 

Lady Gregory was an image of aristocratic courtesy. Her son 

symbolized aristocratic good breeding. Robert Gregory represented 

those "young men of promise who, dying young, seem cheated, shining 

Leonardos" (Unterecker: 1969 : 133). A soldier, scholar and perfect 

horseman, he became an emblem for the immense defeated possibility 

of war-slaughtered young warriors. He symbolized "all life's epitome" 

(Yeats: 1993 : 151) and stood for the lonely aloofness which was part 

of Yeats's ideal. 

Yeats's interest in the occult and mystic thought is evident in 

"Shepherd and Goatherd" which was written in memory of Robert 

Gregory. The Goatherd sings of the "Yeatsian reincarnation of Gregory" 

(Jeffares: 1984 : 146). Wilson draws attention to the "Platonic use of 

sheep and goats as symbols for young and old souls respectively' 

(1958: 200). The Irish belief in the return after death is evident in the 

poem. This is even evident in "Sailing to Byzantium": "Once out of 

nature 1 shall never take/My bodily form from any natural thing" 

(Yeats: 1993 : 218). The souls after death drift on the "miraculous 
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stream" (1993 : 311). This suggests the Milky Way and was used 

deliberately as a symbol for the abode of the soul before the next 

birth. 

John Synge symbolized the modern artist or proud literary 

genius who assumed the heroic mask to face the hostile world. He 

was so deeply immersed in the life of the Irish folk that he saturated 

himself in their dialect. Thus attached to the Irish soil, he became 

Yeats's "rooted man" (1993 : 369) who almost forgot the language of 

sophisticated society outside the narrow bounds of that Irish peasant 

life. His "grave deep face" was indicative of his serious vision of life, 

and his profound insight into the nature of man and his predicament 

in the world. Yeats believed that Synge "was to do for Ireland ... what 

Robert Burns did for Scotland" (1956 : 567). 

Yeats was deeply touched by Mabel Beardley's courage. With 

her reckless, almost nonchalant defiance of death, she became Yeats's 

s3mibol for any heroic individual who has the mental strength to laugh 

in the face death. She represents any person who is doomed but does 

not succumb to the mishap. Rather she triumphs in disaster. 

The simple fisherman in Connemara clothes is the sentimental 

image for Unified Ireland and for the simplicity of the common 

Irishmen. Yeats conceived him as a symbol when he was disillusioned 

with the petty squabbles of Ireland:' 

All day I'd looked in the face 
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What I had hoped 't would be 

To write for my own race 

And the reality. 

{1993 : 166) 

The fisherman represents isolation, self containment and natural life 

of the common man of Ireland. He is the image of the race the poet 

wished to write for, an image of instinctive dignity and basic virtues, 

stepping away from the crowd to a world "where stone is dark under 

froth" (167). 

The typical aristocratic houses of Ireland were represented in 

Yeats's poetry by Coole Park and Lissadell mainly. They are images 

of elegance, "traditional sanctity and loveliness" (276). The ancestral 

trees, the "gardens rich in memory" and the great rooms stand for 

the Irish heritage. The poet felt: "My children may find here/Deep-

rooted things" (369). 

Yeats prophesied a catastrophic disintegration of a historical 

"cycle". He suggested that the new era would usher in a stream of 

irrational force. The mounting political and social crisis in Ireland, 

the atrocities perpetrated by the British Government with the help of 

the Black and Tans and the Civil War issuing out of the Anglo-Irish 

Treaty brought about a turmoil. These reinforced Yeats's prophecy. 

The disturbances, both within Ireland and in Europe, signified the 

disruption of values. The shadow of the irrational forces governing 

mankind is cast in Yeats's poems. There are repeated references to 

blood and violence. These images provide a hint of the grim reality of 
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life in Ireland. 

Fermor said, "... strong emotional experience is stored in the 

brief space of an image, and its release illuminates powerfully the 

emotions, the reflections, the inferences which it is the purpose of 

the passage to evoke. There is thus an artistic economy in imagery 

hardly to be equalled by that of any other kind of verbal expression 

..." (ed. Calderwood and Toliver: 1968 : 389). In Yeats poetry the 

symbol of "blood" points not only towards local upheavals but also 

towards the anarchy in the world at large. The "blood bedabbled 

breast" (Yeats: 1993: 313) and the "blood and mire" of the "beast-

torn wreck" present the final horror. The "red blood" (206) has a 

positive symbolic reference too. The poet believed that this red blood 

of fervent, well-meaning martyrs can "make a right Rose Tree". That 

is one way of saying that their efforts can change the political condition 

of the country. Here, the "blood" is the means of sustenance, essential 

for the well-being of Ireland. A reversal of connotation is to be found 

when Yeats referred to the loosening of the "blood-dimmed tide" in 

order to drown the "ceremony of innocence" (212). 

"September 1913" speaks of the "delirium of the brave" (121), 

or the emotional sacrifice of the Irish patriots. These nationalists 

gave their lives for a dream of national greatness. They were an 

indigenous part of "Romantic Ireland". But they failed to achieve their 

goal. The poet's agonized query touches the heart: "was i t . . . for this 

that all that blood was shed ...?" (121). In another context he admitted 
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the adverse condition of the country where "base drove out the better 

blood" (389). Each context brings forward a different association, a 

different echo that enriches the principal symbol of "blood". 

Yeats said, "the blood of innocence has left no stain" (1993 : 

269) but "the blood of innocence incarnadined not only civilization, 

but also his poetry" (Chatterjee: 1962 : 140). That is why Yeats found 

the "odour of blood on the ancestral stair " (1993 : 269) and the 

"stain of blood" on "blood saturated ground". He also spoke of how 

"under heavy loads of trampled clay/Lie bodies of the vampires full 

of blood" (270). 

Confronted with the signs of collapse all around, Yeats's images 

and symbols took on a hardened and an astringent note. In the poetry 

of the later phases they suggest a decay of the old order and a break 

up of the traditions and values of society. His contemplation on the 

succession of civilizations was provided in A Vision: 

Each age unwinds the threads another age had wound, 

and it amuses me to remember that before Phidias, and 

his westward moving art, Persia fell, and that when full 

moon came round again, amid eastward moving 

thought, and brought Byzantine glory, Rome fell; and 

that at the outset of our westward moving Renaissance 

Byzantium fell, aU things d3Tng each other's Hfe, living 

each other's death. (183) 

Byzantium represented the Unity-of-Being that Yeats desired 
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throughout his poetic career. It suggested an antidote for the tensions 

that he found' in contemporary society. The Japanese "sword" that 

lay for five hundred years in Sato's house symbolized art produced 

by a stable society that had genuine Unity of Being. Yeats treated it 

as a catalyst that could bring the Irish out of their aimlessness. Unity 

of Being in "Quattrounto", was symbolized by a flourishing "chesnut 

tree". It has also been represented in the "dance", where the body 

and the soul, movement and repose, man and his art become a radiant 

whole. The sjmibol of the gyres and the wheel suggest a different 

idea: a change in situation. In the world of pervading chaos, vanished 

hopes and shattered illusions, he knew that the ideal was a dream, 

difficult to materialize. So he looked timorously towards the birds 

and called the honey-bee to build its nest in the crevices of his tower. 

The honey-bees suggested sweetness amid the lost innocence, sanctity 

and loveliness. 

Yeats, disgusted with the changing life, showed his response 

to the Irish people's reaction to the need of the hour. Their vitality 

and spirit of independence at the Easter Rising was commended. The 

birth of the "terrible beauty" (1993 : 203) was announced equivocally. 

The act of heroism transformed the ordinary people who "but lived 

where motley was worn". The sacrifice of the countrymen signified a 

reawakening or a rebirth. In "Easter 1916" we find a glorification of 

Irish nationalism and its struggles. The new image in the second half 

cannot be considered "outside the political and specifically Irish 

context altogether" (Rosenthal: 1965 : 30). It hints at the determined 
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stand of the Irish: 

Hearts with one purpose alone 

Through summer and winter seem 

Enchanted to a stone 

To trouble the living steam. 

(1993 : 204) 

"I declare this tower is my symbol" (1993 : 268), asserted Yeats. 

In the midst of the dissipation and despair, he sought refuge in his 

home: "Blessed be this place/More blessed still this tower" (267). 

When he converted the tower in Galway into his home, Yeats made it 

an ambiguous image with multiple meanings. It was the "focal point 

from which may be viewed the turbulent stretches of life, past and 

present" (Chatterjee: 1962 : 105). Rooted in the Irish soil, it dominated 

the small cottages around it. Therefore, Yeats established it as an 

emblem of Irish aristooracy. In the course of time, it has gathered 

many associations. It is now accepted as the 

... emblem of the night of war, of violence, of man ' s 

aspirat ions to philosophy, of the decay of civilization, of 

ancient cerem.ony, disintegrating in the face of the world 

- 'the broken crumbling battlements' . The tower is night; 

b u t its stability is only apparent . Behind it is the cosmic 

universe, pe rmanen t only in ' the star tha t m a r k s the 

h idden pole'. 

(Henn: 1966 : 134) 

In T.R. Henn's analysis the tower becomes "astronomical", or "the 

departure-point for man's thought facing the universe". Set against 
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this majestic structure, man appears to be puny but his endeavours 

at rectification seem vast. Yeats had taken Rogert Gregory's help in 

the renovations. 

What other could so well have counselled us 

In all lovely intricacies of a house 

As he that practised or that understood 

All work in metal or in wood 

In moulded plaster or in carven stone? 

(1993: 151) 

he asked in "In Memory of Major Robert Gregory". However, the tower 

was not totally restored: "In memory of a time/Half dead at the top" 

(267). Henn connects this empty room at the top with the traditional 

symbol of the Seventh Room in Alchemy and the ultimate room in St. 

Teresa's "The Interior Castle". That is to say, the room in which 

spiritual revelation ought to be given. The fact that it was empty 

suggests the impossibility of providing religious or spir i tual 

enlightenment in that particular era. I think it also stands for the 

limitation of human effort. Though man may try to reach perfection, 

the Irish ideal or Yeats's quest for the "Unity of Being" remains beyond 

reach. The aspiration and the tension to achieve is there, but it is 

difficult to accomplish. Yeats also accepted his tower as a symbol of 

permanence in this transient world: 

And I, that count myself most prosperous, 

Seeing that love and friendship are enough, 

For an old neighbour's friendship chose the house 
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And decked and altered it for a girl's love, 

And know whatever flourish and decline 

These stones remain their monument and mine. 

(1993 : 229) 

Yeats was proud that "seven centuries have passed" and yet the tower 

remained "pure", for "the blood of innocence has left no stain" (1993: 

269) upon it. 

Yeats believed that the tower, "important in Maeterlinck, as 

in Shelley, is, like the sea, and rivers, and caves with fountain, a very-

ancient symbol..." (1961 : 187). "The Black Tower" was his last poem 

which utilized this symbol. Mrs. Yeats claimed that this poem was 

written "on the subject of political propaganda" (Stallworthy: 1963 : 

223) : 

Those banners come to bribe or threaten, 

Or whisper that a man's a fool 

Who, when his own right king's forgotten, 

Cares what king sets up his rule. 

If he died long ago 

Why do you dread us so? 

(1993 : 396-7) 

The tower in this particular poem is Thoor Ballylee only so far as 

Thoor Ballylee is a macrocosm of Ireland. 

The "narrow winding stair" of the tower was associated in 

Yeats's mind with the spiral movement of the gyres: 
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... I declare 

This winding, g5Ting, spiring treadmill of a stair is 

my ancestral stair; 

That Goldsmith and the Dean, Berkeley and Burke have 

travelled there. 

(1993 : 268) 

Yeats associated "the winding stair" not only with the tower, but also 

Irish men of prominence with whom Yeats could "claim his kinship 

proudly" (Jeffares: 1962 : 249). The winding stair as a Yeatsian symbol 

is the opposite of the tower. The stair suggested Jacob's ladder, as 

seen by Blake (ed. Ursula Bridges: 1953 : 199). It helped to align him 

with the past of Ireland, it being rooted in the ground. The "board" of 

the stair bore evidence of the past conflicts in Ireland: 

Before that ruin came, for centuries, 

Rough men-at-arms, cross-gartered to the knees 

Or shod in iron, climbed the narrow stairs, 

And certain men-at-arms there were 

Whose images, in the Great Memory stored, 

Come with loud cry and panting breast 

To break upon a sleeper's rest 

While their great wooden dice beat on the board. 

(1993 : 218) 

The Staircase became "a frame or t rans lucent screen for the 

processional evocation of the past" (Henn: 1966 : 132) events of 

Ireland. 

In the "Blood and the Moon" the two images are used together. 
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The tower is Yeats's ancestral symbol, representing the way of life 

peculiar to the golden age of Irish political life, that is, the eighteenth 

century. The poet equates his tower with the "beacon tower" (1993 : 

268) at Alexandria, the observatory at Babylon and the towers in the 

poetry of Shelley which were symbols of intellectual sovereignty. The 

tower and the winding-stair then become a symbol representing the 

ideals of Goldsmith, Swift, Burke and Berkeley. These great 

predecessors were regarded as Irish heroes by Yeats. 

In many of the poems Yeats developed the theme through a 

series of images. "The Curse of Cromwell" conveys the general decay 

of the old world order. "The Second Coming" provides a symbol of the 

closing of an era and a new annunciation, foreshadowed by the 

political situation. A mysterious sphinx-like shape comes out of the 

darkness, indifferent to man, accompanied in its dreadful progress 

by shrieks and shadows: 

Somewhere in sands of the desert 

A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds. 

(1993 :211} 

This symbol of violent horror is suddenly darkened. The figure that 

emerges out of the recesses of the spiritual world is suggestive of evil, 

violence and an antithetical movement. In Yeats's philosophy of 

history, the historical movement was symbolized by two interlocking 
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"cones" or "gyres", one expanding and the other contracting. They 

are indicative'of the interpenetration of the "primary" and "antithetical" 

phases of Yeats's system. The falcon has soared beyond the control 

of the falconer. This symbolizes the division of the mind and the 

heart. The lack of co-ordination in the world is suggested too. 

Towards the beginning of his career, Yeats said: "I must leave 

my sights and images to explain themselves as the years go by, and 

one poem lights up another" (1899 : 11). Towards the end he said, "I 

seek an image of the modern mind's discovery of itself (1934 : 3). 

The rise of nationalism, the political problems, the shattering and 

challenging effects of science on old beliefs, the reopening of every 

question of truth and value entered Yeats's imagination. They were 

absorbed and transmuted into the symbolic structure of his poetry. 

Through the poetic sjmibols and linages Yeats wanted to assert his 

prophetic belief that the Irish having ancient, traditional heritage, 

shall rise again: 

We Irish, born into that ancient sect 

But thrown upon this filthy modern tide 

And by its formless spawning fury wrecked, 

Climb to our proper dark, that we may trace 

The Kneaments of a plummet-measured face. 

(1993 : 376) 
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THEME 

Where I've found myself, there I belong, 

A needy offspring of this indigenous Earth. 

(Tagore: Powerlessness : 1991 : 108. trans, mine) 

The native land, independent or unde r suzerainty, is a source 

of inspirat ion, a focal i s sue in many poets. One can feel Tagore's 

adorat ion when he pleads, 

Like a child I still cling to your bosom, 

My eyes on your face. Mother, hold me, please 

Within the firmest embrace of your arms 

Make me your own, one who belongs to your breast 

That secret source from where the fountain rises -

Of your vast vitality and varied delights -

Do take me there; don't keep me away. 

(2003 : 93) 

He wished to t read into a region "where the mind is without fear and 

the head is held high". India with her cornfields bent with the weight 

of the golden grains , var ious seasons , variety of flowers, network of 

rivers, m o u n t a i n s and charm, lives in the poems of Tagore. So does 

Ireland in the verse of Yeats. Her joy and anguish , res t lessness and 

tranquillity, typicality and universality jostle in his poems. Derozio's 

poem "To India - My Native Land" speaks of the "beauteous halo" that 

had once circled India, and cont ras t s her predicament when she 

grovels in the "lowly dust". Yeats 's verse similarly por t rays Ireland, 

her pas t magnificence and topical si tuation. 
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In the initial phase Ireland formed a direct backdrop to many 

of the poems of Yeats. There is a division that can be made "between 

poems which draw upon the Celtic legends and those which owe 

their inspiration to localised memories of places" (Jeffares ; 1962 ; 

76). Yeats said, "... from the moment when I began The Wanderings 

ofOisin ... my subject matter became Irish" (1993 : 523). He wrote to 

Katherine Tynan: "We should make poems on the familiar landscapes 

we love, not the strange and rare and glittering scenes we wonder at 

..." (1986 : 119). The local setting became evident from the moment 

King Goll uttered, 

I sa t on cushioned otter - skin : 

My word was law from Ith to Emain, 

And shook at Inver Amergin 

The h e a r t s of the world-troubling seamen. 

(1993 : 17) 

The fairy world that lured the "solemn-eyed" child from the world of 

human labour and pain was rooted solidly in the familiar Sligo scenery. 

Innisfree, the island in Lough Gill near Sligo, flashed upon the poet's 

mind when he saw a little ball dancing on a jet of water in a shop 

window. Walking through Fleet Street in London, very homesick, he 

remembered the lake water and this nostalgia that arose from the 

comparison of the "pavements grey" and the realm of solitude, gave 

rise to his vehement wish : 

I will arise a n d go now, a n d go to Innisfree. 

(1993 : 44) 
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Apart from the typical Irish locales that made his poems 

provide a distinct native feel, different aspects of Irish life were 

recorded. Much of the poet's childhood was spent in Sligo. The plains 

and the hills of the small, half-commercial town were touched with a 

peculiar sense of other-worldliness. In fact, the Celtic spirit was 

determined by the intensity of its faith in "the irrational and other

worldly. Sligo and its belief that the supernatural lay very close to 

the border of the natural, affected Yeats deeply : 

This is to me the loneUest place in the world. 

Going for a walk is a continual meeting with ghosts ... 

(1986 : 41) 

In the "Reveries over Childhood and Youth", he referred to his growing 

interest in the supernatural. The servants spoke to the child about. 

the fairies, and he shared their belief that the fairies undertook various 

activities like tying four knots on a "red flag with the Union Jack in 

the corner" and whispering to human beings: They convinced him 

that he had seen "whether once or many times I do not know, a 

supernatural bird in the corner of the room" (1956 : 12). 

Premonitions were commonly accepted. On one occasion, Yeat s 

screamed out of his sleep and "described the steamer's wreck", on 

board of which was his grandfather. The poet's autobiography 

mentioned the real ship-wreck and how his grandfather "saved himseir 

and some others by swimming" (1956 : 13). 

Through the Middletons Yeats developed a keener fascination 
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for the supernatural. At George Middleton's house he heard mysterious 

sounds. The "three loud raps" at sundown was believed to be the 

"accustomed signal" of "some dead smuggler" (1956 : 15). Strange 

lights were seen, moving over the river and over the slope of 

Knocknarea, reaching the peak in a few minutes. Mary Battle, his 

uncle's second sighted servant, described supernatural men and 

women riding the mountains with their dangling swords. Yeats 

associated them with powers of final destruction. Combining the 

mythological, personal and political ideas in successive sections, Yeats 

used the idea of the horsemen in the refrain of "Three Songs to the 

One Burden": "From mountain to mountain ride the fierce horsemen" 

(1993 : 371). 

The belief in apparition was prevalent : 

They say that on your barren mountain ridge 

You have measured out the road that the soul treads 

When it has vanished from our natural eyes; 

That you have talked with apparitions. 

(1993 : 162) 

The ghosts or "thevshi" lived in a state intermediary between this life 

and the next. His conviction was so strong that he said, 

Some there are, for I avow 

Such devilish things exist. 

(1993 : 238) 

He wanted a "strong ghost" with a "sword in fist" to stand at the head 
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of the bed so that his son, Michael, could sleep soundly. 

A common belief in the efficacy of magic was utilised by Yeats 

in The Shadowy Waters^ where the second sailor opined "there is 

magic in his harp", for when he played it 

Strange creatures, flutter up before one's eyes 

Or cry about one's ears. 

(1993 : 474) 

Super s t i t i ons associa ted with the s u p e r n a t u r a l were 

incorporated. The left-hand side was considered unlucky in Ireland. 

Therefore, the "bitter black wind" that blew from the left hand side 

ominously broke into two parts "the old brown thorn-trees" which 

were planted high over "Cummen Strand" (1993 : 90). The gods were 

driven "out of their liss" (77). Irish "lios" signified a mound inhabited 

or frequented by the supernatural entities and thus considered 

auspicious in Ireland. There was the belief that after death men live 

their lives "backward for a certain number of years" (Yeats : 1956 : 

378). It was associated with "The Cold Heaven". The superstitious 

figures of Robert Artisson, the notorious devil, was used in "Nineteen 

Hundred and Nineteen". He was the incubus whom the opprobious 

witch Lady Alice Kyteler loved. For this infatuation she had to pa>' 

with her life in 1374 before the Inquisition. Yeats's note on "thai 

insolent fiend" was recorded : 

The country people see at times certain apparitions 

whom they name now 'fallen angles', now 'ancient 
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inhabi tan ts of the country', and describe a s riding at 

whiles 'with flowers upon the h e a d s of the horses ' . I 

have a s sumed in the sixth poem tha t these horsemen, 

now tha t the t imes worsen, give way to worse. My last 

symbol, Robert Artisson, was an evil spirit m u c h run 

after in Kil Kenny at the s tar t of the fourteenth century. 

Are not those who travel in the whirling dus t also in the 

Platonic Year? 

(1993 : 534 - 5) 

Yeats had come across the belief of the ancient Irish in the 

doctrine of rebirth in Blavatsky's The Secret Doctrine (1888), Rhy's 

Celtic Heathendom (1888), Hyde's Literary History of Ireland (1899) 

and the English translation of Arbois de Jubainville's The Iris!) 

Mythological Cycle and Celtic Mythology (1903). The faith in rebirlh 

appeared as a superstition in "On Woman" : 

The Pestle of the moon 

That p o u n d s up all anew 

Bring me to bir th again -

To find what once I had 

And know wha t once I have known. 

(1993 : 165) 

The influence of the supernatural upon Yeats's life andworl< 

was unique:"... precisely that of the moon upon the tide. At times its 

strong pull draws him out towards mystic depths; then the influence 

wanes, and an earthly counter pull brings him, as it brought Oisin. 

back to the shores on which the frailer tents are pitched" (Kinahan: 

1988 : 63). 
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Local customs entered Yeats's verse. At BaUisadare and 

Kilvernet there was a queer practice : " ... when anyone died/Camr 

keeners hoarser than rooks" (1993 : 24). 

"Keeners", from Irish "caoinim" or "I wail", were professional 

mourners who uttered loud lamentations for the departed souls. Thc>' 

were common sights in the funerals of the Irish. Father O' Hart "bacir. 

them give over their keening". When he died at the age of ninety-fotir, 

the custom prevailed : 

There was no human keening 

The birds irom Knocknarea 

And the world round Knocknashee 

Came keening in that day. 

(1993 : 24) 

Heavy hearted, the young and old birds came "keening in from 

Tiraragh", a town land in the parish of Kilmorgan, Sligo, "from 

Ballinafad", a village in the parish of Aughanagh, on the Sligo road 

near Boyle, and "from Inishmurray", an island in the Atlantic, off the 

Sligo coast near Streedagh Point, named after St. Muireadhach, Bishop 

of Killala. The birds participated in the keening but "nor stayed for 

bite or sup" and in this way "were all reproved/Who dig old customs 

up" (1993 : 25). 

The traditional horse races, held annually at Galway, in the 

west of Ireland, with "the riders upon the galloping horses" and "the 

crowd that closes in behind", delighted the poet, and this delight thai 
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"makes all of the one mind" was recorded in "At Galway Races". 

"To Ireland in the Coming Times" began as an answer to an 

allegation that Yeats was turning away from Ireland's battle for 

freedom and concentrating on an imaginary world of visions. It 

defended his patriotism. He declared that his vision was of that which 

gave "meaning to the soul of Ireland and therefore to the battle itself 

(Stock: 1961 : 43). 

A substantial body of Yeats's verse centres upon his love for 

the fervent Irish nationalist Maud Gonne. Maud Gonne even appears 

in the verse plays of Yeats like the Countess Cathleen. He wrote Deirdre 

of the Sorrows keeping Maud Gonne in mind. While strolling on the 

cliffs at Howth the two sea gulls flying out to sea captured their 

attention and Maud Gonne's remark that if she was to have the choice 

of being any bird she would choose to be a seagull, became the theme 

in one of Yeats's early lyrics: "I would that we were, my beloved, 

white birds on the/foam of the sea" (Yeats: 1993 : 46). The poet's 

concern over the lady's fanatic devotion to politics gave rise to 'The 

Two Trees'. His depressed spirit is evident in the poems that centre 

on Maud Gonne's refusal and subsequent marriage. Old memories 

revive in many poems: 

I loved long and long, 

And grew to be out of fashion 

Like an old song. 

(1993 : 93) 
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He suggests "never give the heart outright" for he "gave all his heart 

and lost" (87). The lady, defeated by an unhappy marriage and deserted 

by the crowd, becomes the theme in "Fallen Majesty". The bronze 

painted plaster bust of Mand Gonne by Lawrence Campbell in the 

Dublin Municipal gallery inspired Yeats to write "The Bronze Head", 

a poem that reflects upon the change wronght by old age on the 

grand, imperious face. 

As he matured, he used not only Ireland as a subject matter 

for his poetry, but also paid his attention to the contemporary^ 

problems and conflicts and used them as themes for his verse. Native 

issues gained prominence. 

"Mad Ireland hurt you into poetry", exclaimed W.H. Auden in 

his elegy "From In Memory of W.B. Yeats". The wrongs that he saw in 

Ireland aggrieved the poet, and provoked him to serve his country in 

the only way that he could. That was by reviving its art and literature, 

and by voicing his comments upon contemporary events through his 

poems. 

Initially Yeats strove to create a "romantic Ireland". He fought 

against the idea of Ireland as projected by Thomas Davis. The poet 

said, "His Ireland was artificial, an idea built up in a couple of 

generations by a few common place men" (1956 : 472). Within a short 

time he lamented, 

Romantic Ireland's dead and gone 
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It's with O' Leary in the grave. 

(1993 : 121) 

O' Leary belonged to Yeats's romantic conception of Irish nationality. 

His funeral signified an end of an important era in Irish history. Yeats 

could not bring himself to attend it for he was repulsed and shrank 

from the idea of seeing around O' Leary's grave "so many whose 

nationalism was different from anything he had taught or that I could 

share" (Yeats : 1961 : 246). He cried fervently, 

Was it for th is the wild geese spread 

The grey wings upon every tide; 

For th is tha t all t ha t blood was shed, 

For this Edward Fitzgerald died, 

And Robert Emmet and Wolfe Tone, 

AU the deUrium of the brave? 

(1993 : 121) 

References to the "wild geese" or the Irish brigade that served in the 

armies of France, Spain and Austria, Fitzgerald, Emmet and Tone 

added topicality to the poem. The poet contrasted them with the new 

Catholic middle class people of Ireland who would not understand 

the love these men had for Ireland. Yeats felt that he was bound to 

these martyrs by his love for Ireland. 

The first of the three public controversies that created a great 

upheaval in Ireland and influenced the poetic career of Yeats was the 

Parnell controversy. Charles Stewart Pamell had been "the national 

leader of his dreams" (Stock: 1961 : 214). He held himself accountable 
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only to his own spirit and appeared to be indifferent to the adulation 

of his Irish followers and the enmity exhibited by the House of 

Commons. His manoeuvring had almost resulted in an agrarian 

upheaval in Ireland. Unfortunately, the people of Ireland turned 

against him, not for the insurrection, nor for what he had failed to do 

for them, but as he became entangled in the divorce of Katherine O' 

Shea. He was cited as co-respondent in the case. He was repudiated 

by Gladstone, the Irish Hierarchy and the Irish Party. The priests 

raised the cry and the people responded with a moral uproar and 

uncontrollable indignation. Yeats's view of the deposition of Pai'nell 

was expressed in Modem Ireland. The blind" causticity with which the 

authentic benefactors of Ireland have been greeted by posterity formed 

the focus in "To A Shade". Yeats composed "Mourn and then Onward" 

at the death of the Irish nationalist. This was published in the United 

7re/a7id journal in 1891. "PameU's Funeral" traced the "popular rage" 

(Yeats : 1993 : 314). The poet bitterly accused the Irish : "Hysterica 

passio dragged this quarry down". He admitted, 

None shared our guilt; nor did we play a par t 

Upon a painted stage when we devoured his hear t . 

(319) 

In the past, great Irish patriots like Emmet, Fitzgerald and Wolfe 

Tone had been murdered by "strangers". The Irishmen were not 

responsible; they merely stood as passive spectators, staring at the 

drama being enacted before them. In contrast, Parnell's fall was 

directly engineered by his own people. Their fury and intolerance 
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brought ignominy to the politician and patriot. The poet had his own 

share in the general guilt for failing to celebrate the martyrdom of the 

heroic personality. Nothing could be more degrading to the poet's 

soul than this guilt. 

Yeats applied the idea of the ritual that the followers of the 

sacrificed would imbibe his spirit and energy. If De Valera had 

absorbed Pamell's noble spirit, he would not have countenanced 

political sophistry and rhetoric or the bitter partisan spirit which 

had divided the country into factions or warring camps. Had Cosgrave 

drawn inspiration from Parnell, the government of the country would 

have been placed in competent h a n d s in order to satisfy the 

expectations of the people, or to prevent the perpetration of heinous 

murders like that of O' Higgins, the only able statesman in those 

troubled times. Passing on to O' Duffy, the poet suddenly stopped, 

for he remembered that the inept politicians were innumerable : "Theii-

school a crowd" (320). The poet concluded by drawing a contrast 

between the politicians who learn their art in the crowd, and Parnell 

who built his noble ideals in solitude. He drew his lesson from Swift, 

the lonely, embittered soul and enriched his heart from the "bitter 

wisdom" of that proud man who lived in isolation, far from the fickle 

multitude. Yeats sought to glorify Parnell as the norm of political 

sagacity needed to rein the demagoguery and mob instinct of the 

times. 

Yeats was deeply involved in the establishment of a national 
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theatre in Ireland. The work of the Abbey Theatre, "theatre business, 

management of men" (Yeats : 1993 : 104), engaged him so much thai 

Arthur Symons commented : " ... he is now lost to lyrical poetry" 

(Jeffares: 1962 : 147). Yeats himself admitted that many things had 

kept him away from his "craft of verse" : 

One time it was a woman's face, or worse -

The seeming needs of my fool-driven land. 

(1993 : 109) 

At one time "Players and painted stage took all my love" (392). 

Lady Gregory, S3^ge and Yeats were the three directors of the 

Abbey Theatre that opened in December 1904. Their work was a 

"deliberate attempt by three people to create an Irish literature by 

going back to the very sources of literature : myth, folklore and 

primitive speech" (O* Connor : 1939 : 51). 

In 1907, violent protests and controversies arose with the 

production of S3Tige's play, The Playboy of the Western World. The 

story of the young man who wins the sympathy of the countiy people 

and of the publican's daughter by telling imaginary stories that he 

has murdered his father, was condemned by the audience. They looked 

upon it as Unionist propaganda to ridicule the west of Ireland people. 

The papers demanded an immediate withdrawal of the play. Yeats 

organised a meeting at the Abbey Theatre to explain the nuances ol 

the play so that he could quieten the adverse critics. Samhom, the 

organ of the Irish Literary Theatre published his view that the common 
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people did not like sent imental writings bu t wanted to learn the tru t h 

about life. Yeats believed tha t Synge had intented to present this 

t r u t h . The poet ' s b i t t e rness over the episode was evident in thr 

sardonic tone he adopted in the poem "On those That Hated 'The 

Playboy of the Western World', 1907". He expressed his exasperation 

at the audience who rioted over Synge's play and in which Mac Bride's 

pa r t i sans hissed a t Maud Gonne by contemptuously dismissing them 

as a horde of knaves and dolts (103). "At the Abbey Theatre" was the 

poet 's indic tment of the fickle-minded Irish spectators who had no 

settled tas te to appreciate his romant ic plays or the realistic plays ol 

S y n g e : 

Is there a bridle for this Proteus 

That turns and changes like his draughty seas? 

Or is there none, most popular of men, 

But when they mock us, that we mock again. 

(1993 : 107) 

He lamented the degenerat ion of the nat ional movement into a cry 

for democra t i c equal i ty . On one h a n d w a s h i s pa s s ion for the 

ar is tocracy, a n d on the o the r was h i s ha t r ed for the unwor thy 

aud ience : 

The weak lay hands on what the strong has done, 

Till that be tumbled that was lifted high 

And discord follow upon unison, 

And aU things at one common level lie. 

(1993 : 107 - 8) 
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The raging dispute over Synge's play disillusioned Yeats. His plans 

for shaping a new cultural outlook in Ireland were threatened and he 

felt that "there could be no appreciation of art and literature in 'this 

blind bitter land' twisted and strained by the hatred of politics" 

(Jeffares: 1962 : 155). 

Another important public event that disturbed Yeats was 

the Lane Controversy. It began when Hugh Lane, founder of the 

Dublin Municipal Gallery and Lady Gregory's nephew, offered his 

invaluable collection of thirty nine, mainly impressionist, French 

•paintings to the Dublin Corporation. He provided a moral boost to 

build a suitable permanent gallery for housing them. He expressed 

his inclination towards the design made by Sir Edward Lutyens. It 

"was that of a bridge gallery spanning the river Liffy. The design was 

not sanctioned, for the people disapproved the lineage of the designer. 

WUliam Martin Murphy, proprietor of the Independent newspaper 

and a prbminent^anti-Parnellite, was the s taunchest critic. An 

a t t e m p t was made to raise the a d e q u a t e a m o u n t th rough 

subscription, but it did not prove fruitful. Angered and frustrated, 

Lane gave the pictures to the National Gallery in 1913. Later he 

added a codicil under which the pictures could be returned to Dublin 

on condition that they would be suitably put up within five years of 

his death. The codicil was not witnessed. Before he could do anything 

further, he was drowned when the "Lusitania" was sunk off Ireland 

by a German submarine in 1915. The London National Gallery 

refused to part with the pictures. 
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Yeats felt tha t the m e a n n e s s of a part icular segment of Irish 

people was reflected in this controversy. The poet's idea, as expressed 

in his notes on "Responsibilities", was clear ; 

These controversies, political, literary and artistic, have 

showed that neither religion nor politics can of itself 

create minds with enough receptivity to become wise, 

or just and generous enough to make a nation. 

(1993 : 530) 

He was shocked a t the basenes s of the new middle c lass , the men 

with "minds wi thou t culture" (530). A series of poems voiced his 

feelings. "To a Wealthy Man Who Promised a Second Subscript ion 

to the Dubl in Municipal Gallery if it were proved the People Wanted 

Pictures" came as the poet 's reply to a rich ar is tocrat , probably 

Ardilaun, who had argued tha t before any contr ibut ion was made . 

the wishes of the people, con temptuous ly referred to by Yeats as 

the "Paudeen" and "Biddy" (119), m u s t be taken into account . Yeats 

coun te r a rgued t h a t a r t h a s always been fostered by enlightened 

people who never consul ted the populace regarding the need of 

investing large s u m s of money for the cultivation of art . To lend 

credence to his theory, he cited examples of Italian Renaissance 

ar is tocra ts . Duke Ercole de L' Este of Ferrara ar ranged the staging 

of five plays by P l au tu s on the occasion of his son's marriage in 

1502. Guidobaldo di Montefeltro, the Duke of Urbino, built a palace 

and made it a "grammar school of courtesies" (120) by storing it 

with t r easu res of a r t and priceless books. Cosimo de Medici engaged 
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Michelozzo de Bartolomoo, an architect, to plan the libran' of St. 

Mark's at Florence. Later it was enriched by the frescoes of Fra 

Angelico. The rich man, Yeats believed, should give out of his own 

generosity, leaving the common people at their petty game of "pitch 

and toss". Such generous support to art shall one day build up a new 

aristocracy, symbolised by the eagle. 

"September 1913" was built upon the contrast between the 

heroism of O' Leary and contemporary political agitators. It lashed 

at the opponents and detractors of the Lane pictures, headed by 

Murphy. The heroism of O' Leary and other Irish patriots moulded 

by the spirit of the highest heroic ideals of romantic Ireland was 

placed on one side. On the other side were the mean politicians, 

engaged in petty gains. They prayed for God's favour to realise their 

base, selfish aspirations. Irish patriots had gone on missions in 

order to subvert foreign rule, had sacrificed their lives without the 

least hesitation or regret. This "delirium of the brave" had no meaning 

to the political workers who would not hesitate to either cast 

aspersion upon their illustrious deed or associate some, ulterior 

motive with their action. 

Lane's rare collection would have given "children'schildren 

loftier thought / Sweeter emotion, working in their veins / Like gentle 

blood (1-993: 123). The people, misunderstanding his intentions, 

heaped insult upon him "for his pains" and for his "open handedness", 

he received disgrace (123). 
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The time when Yeats saw all his "priceless things" were "but a 

post the passing dogs defile" (1993 : 143), it was a rude jolt to his 

•idea of na:tionalism. In the midst of the common political agitators of 

the time, he found two roads to tread on. The first was to voice his 

bitter denuncia t ion a t the wrongs he saw before him, and the second 

was to constaht ly appeal to the conscience of the Ir ishmen, to make 

them remember "thy day of glory past" (Derozio ; 1). 

The E a s t e r Rising of 1916 changed Yeats 's perspect ive . 

"September 1913" had dwelt upon the sacrifice of t h e b r a v e and the 

emotional who gave their lives for a national cause. It was a sneering 

ou tburs t against the hucks te r s who "fumble in a greasy till" (120). 

The Irish revolt agains t the English in 1916 showed tha t Yeats had 

nu r tu red an a t t i tude of complacent de tachment towards his fellow-

Irishmen : 

Being certain that they and I 

But lived where motley is worn. 

(1993 : 203) 

The mul t i tude suddenly performed a heroic deed and completely 

t ransformed themselves into figures of b rea th - tak ing nobility. It 

seemed as though Ireland, swept by the revolution, had "changed 

utterly". Among the political poems composed during the insurgency, 

"Easter 1916" is significant because it came as a tr ibute to the heroic 

martyrdom of the Irish nationalists in the face of almost certain defeat. 

The event was taken as an example of nationalist heroism in the face 
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of t remendous odds. A few hundred men took part in the insurrection, 

led by Patrick Pearse, Thomas Mac Donagh and J a m e s Connolly. 

They captured several strategic points of Dublin and proclaimed the 

es tab l i shment of an Irish Republic with a provisional government. 

Their forces were defeated within a week and sixteen leaders were 

shot. Yeats's poem expressed a mixed mood. A sense of surprise, a 

dash of doubt regarding the propriety of the daring deed mingled 

with the final emotion of admiration for the magnan imous heroism of 

the otherwise common men. The refrain "All changed, changed utterly/ 

A terrible beauty is born" (203) charged at the focal issue, the nobility 

of the action emerging from the tragic c i rcumstances , the violent and 

reckless, a lmost fanatic patriotic fervour which culminated in the 

martyrdom. Constance Markiewicz, nee Gorebooth, the girl Yeats had 

known in Sligo,.was an excellent horse-rider. She was thrown into 

prison a s a resu l t of nationalist activities. In "On a Political Prisoner" 

Yeats commemorated her activities. Patrick Pearse, the Commandan t 

General and President of the provisional government during the Easter 

week, surrendered and was shot by the British. Thomas Mac Donagh, 

the poet and critic, met the same fate. Even "a d runken , vainglorious 

lout" (203) like J o h n Mac Bride, Maud Gonne's husband , rose to the 

occasion and at ta ined a tragic dignity through his par t in the Easter 

Rising. All these individuals resigned their parts in the "casual comedy" 

of life and were driven by "one purpose alone", obsessed "to trouble 

the living stream". 

Yeats remembered that the sole and steadfast concentration 
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on one single purpose could prove detrimental: 

Too long a sacrifice 

Can make a stone of the heart. 

(1993:204) 

Hastily he dismissed the idea with the remark that only God can 

judge and evaluate h u m a n motive and action. The poet's duty was to 

list them, for their dea th had been brought about by a heroic dream, 

the d ream of liberation. They might have been misguided by their 

patriotic zeal. The British Government was committed to the granting 

of Home Rule in Ireland. They may have kept their promise. In that 

case, the dea th would have been unnecessary . "Easter 1916" showed 

that the poet was "deeply troubled by the knowledge that heroic action 

can have more .than one implication" (Rajan ; 1965 : 78). 

Did that play of mine send out 

Certain men the English shot? 

[Yeats: 1993 : 393) 

These lines may be viewed a s the poet's query regarding the effect of 

his play Cathleen ni Houlihan upon the Irish turbulence of Easter 

1916 or upon the sixteen dead men. 

In "Sixteen Dead Men" Yeats referred to the consequences of 

the upr is ing tha t had seemed so heroic. When the British officers 

shot down sixteen men who had taken part in the rebellion, there 

was a bitter ferment in Ireland. Yeats placed the "new comrades" by 

the side of the other heroes of the Irish national movement. He felt 
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tha t Edward Fitzgerald and Wolfe Tone "both born in 1763, both 

cap tured by the British, both accused of t reason, both dead in prison 

in 1798, would have m u c h to d iscuss with the sixteen newly dead" 

(Unterecker: 1969 : 162). 

The poet imagined a si tuation where two leaders of the Easier 

Rising, Pearse and Connolly, discussed the only means by which 

they could keep alive their land's vitality. In the midst of d is turbances 

and turbulence : 

There's nothing but our own red blood 

(1993 : 206) 

Can make' a right Rose Tree. 

The Easter Rising affected Yeats in such a way that even in 

the last p h a s e of his poetic career, he remembered one of the heroes 

in his "Last Poems". O' Rahilly was a handsome young man from 

County Kerry in the south-west Ireland. He was shot in the 1916 

Rising in Henry Street, beside the General Post Office. Yeats wrote : 

Sing of the O' Rahilly, 

Do not deny his right; 

Sing a 'the' before his name; 

(1993 : 354) 

"The" was "a hereditary title in England" (Jeffares : 1984 : 389). 

The topical d is turbances , a crucial theme in the middle period 
'J 

of the poet's career, were merged with the contemporary events abroad. 
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The deepening disintegration all a round formed another key thread 

in Yeats's poetry : 

Things fall apart, the centre cannot hold, 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and every where 

The ceremony of innocence is drowned. 

(1993 : 211) 

The universal chaos was not only social and political, but also moral 

and cu l tu ra l . The degradat ion was so pene t ra t ing tha t the poet 

felt : 

The best lack all conviction while the worst 

Are full of passionate intensity. (211) 

The poern is an expression of the fear that appalled sensitive people 

at the sight of bloodshed and strife. Ellmann dates this poem J a n u a r y 

1919 (1954 : 290) a l though it was published in November 1920. 

Manuscr ip ts in Mrs. Yeats's possession showed how large a part the 

.world s i tuat ion of 1918 - 19 played in its conception and growth. 

There were "six small, loose-leaf sheets of preliminary manuscr ip t 

working, and two fair copies, the earlier of which Yeats tore and 

committed to his waste paper basket : from this Yeats recovered it" 

(Stallworthy: 1953 : 17). 

The poem opens in the midst of a vision, where the poet sees 

a widening gyre. As the controller of the gyre is unable to control its 

movement, the falcon cannot be guided by the master . The lack of 
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co-ordination results in all-round convulsion in which the finer values 

of life perish. The anarchic vision is a premonition : 

Surely some revelation is at hand; 

Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 

(Yeats: 1993 : 211) 

"Hardly are those words out" when he can see a "vast image" coming 

ou t of "Spir i tus Mundi", or a general s to rehouse of images which 

h a s ceased to be the property of any single personali ty or spirit. The 

sphinx-like being, having "a shape with lion body and the head of a 

"man", a n d "a gaze b lank and pitiless as the sun", moves slowly, in 

an ungainly, lounging gait towards "Bethlehem to be born". It appears 

as though it h a s come to u n d o all t h a t h a s been done till tha t 

moment . 

Yeats 's conviction tha t the Christ ian civilization was nearing 

the end of its allotted span of two thousand years and a new phase, 

antithetical in na ture , was about to begin, gave rise to the poem. 

•This belief arose out of the disintegration of Europe, of which the 

First World War and the political upheava ls in Ireland were the 

symptoms. 

Some of the poems of the middle phase were occasioned by 

the troubled t imes of the Irish Civil War (1922-23) between the new 

Irish Free State Government and the Republicans, led by Eamonn de 

Valera, who refused to accept the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty. It 

posed a potent threat to the noble-houses of Ireland including the 
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Thoor Ballylee Tower. "Meditations in Time of Civil War" opens with a 

reference to the ancestra l houses of the noble families which were on 

the verge of destruct ion along with the values they symbolized. These 

houses were symbols of the spontaneous , over-flowing life. Like rainy-

clouds they had showered life all a round, bu t with the changing time 

they have become "mere dreams" (225). The final section creates a 

n i g h t m a r e , a hec t ic scene of ba t t l e , s l a u g h t e r a n d vengeance . 

"Monstrous familiar images" of the "rage-driven, rage-tormented, and 

rage-hungry troop" tha t cry out for vengeance "swim to the mind 's 

eye" (231). 

"Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen" arose out of "some horrors 

at Gort, Co. Galway during the period when fighting between the 

Irish Republican Army (the IRA) and the English Army and Royal 

Irish Constabulary (the RIC) increased" (Jeffares : 1984 : 229). The 

poem is themat ical ly connec ted with "The Second Coming" and 

"Meditations in Times of Civil War". It was the time when the growing 

fury of the British mercenary soldiers, The Black and Tans , had 

brought home to Yeats the barbarousness that was about to annihilate 

all a r t i s t ic t r e a s u r e s and the essent ia l va lues of life. The vivid 

description of the horror let loose by the British mercenaries upon 

the people of Ireland is an example of how Yeats used native issues 

to form the fabric of his poems: 

Now days are dragon-ridden, the nightmare 

Rides upon sleep : a drunken soldiery 

Can leave the mother, murdered at her door, 
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To crawl in her own blood and go scot - free. 

(1993 : 233) 

The climax is to be found in the final section which conjures up the 

apocalyptic vision of a civilization being trodden by the brutal forces 

of da rkness . The most vivid and compelling embodiment of the poet's 

s t rong reaction to the wanton savagery of his times is found when he 

says, "All break, and vanish, and evil gathers head" (1993 : 237). 

In the mids t of the degeneration Yeats composed a prayer for 

his daughter . On another level of interpretation, it is a prayer for the 

world a t large. As the t empes tuous sea-wind battered upon the tower, 

the a rches of the bridge, and the elms, the poet becomes deeply 

anxious for the welfare of his innocent , sleeping child. Personal. 

nat ional and international elements merge. 

The violence and confusion prevailing at a.critical time in 

h u m a n history were taken u p again in the "Last Poems", but the 

poet 's response was different. "The Gyres" expresses the conviction 

tha t the life gyre of the present civilization h a s reached the highest 

point of its expansion and its collapse is near at hand . Instead of 

being s t u nned or terrified by the impending ca tas t rophe announced 

by the speedy destruct ion of the old values and ideals, the poet is 

exhilarated by it and offers it a joyful welcome. 

The rhythm of the opening line h a s a jubi lant throb : "The 

Gyres! The Gyres!, Old Rocky Face, look forth". In this mood of elation 

the dea th and d isappearance of old ideals are alluded to in the most 
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nonchalant tone, as if there were nothing unusual about them. Or, 

when their loss is temporary, one should waste no regret over them. 

Old ways, thoughts and values are now outdated. Worthy things have 

fallen into neglect or sunk into oblivion. People who were the living 

embodiments of the ancient aristocratic culture, have departed from 

the world. Personal reminiscences come up when the poet reflects, 

"... beauty dies of beauty, worth of worth" (337). The world is now 

submerged in the tide of wanton violence, cruelty and bloodshed. It 

appears as though the discord of the Greek philosopher Empedocles 

has become rampant in the world. It seems that the old tragedy of 

Troy, death of Hector and the burning of the whole city, symbolic of 

the annihilation of a phase of civilization, is going to repeat itself. 

The poet-spectator, very unlike his previous self, watches the 

spectacle of the whole universe shattering into fragments. Filled with 

a peculiar delight, he rejoices. The tragic gaiety arises from a deeper 

understanding of the calamity. Through the phrase "numb nightmare" 

Yeats depicts the critical, external a tmosphere of da rkness ; 

inhumanity and horror that prevail in the world. What is worse, is 

the staining of the sensitive body by its own components, the "blood 

and mire". Yeats recalls the beastliness in man which has now shaken 

his sensitivity, but dismisses regret at the withering of beauty, worth 

and decency. "What matter?", he asks casually. The vortex confronting 

man is a commonplace in history. Civilizations, greater and more 

vigorous, have passed away like the airy fabric of dreams. Their 

grandeur proved to be a simulacram, like the paint of beauty on a 

hollow face. The poet had himself mourned before : "Many ingenious 

lovely things are gone" (232), but now he has become wiser. From 
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the "cavern" of prophecy issues the voice audible to the ear of his 

heart, that he should rejoice-in the face of the universal tragedy. 

The aristocratic people, "lovers of horse and of women", so dear to 

him, shall resurface. There is affirmative capability in the belief 

that a new era will issue from the womb of the darkness that has 

swallowed the previous one. The life of the new antithetical gyre, 

according to the "system", shall commence. This is the essence of 

the tragic wisdom which comes to the poet to keep him rejoicing in 

the face of the dark night of chaos hovering over the world of insane 

.brutality. 

• "The aris tocrat , in the context of Yeats's verse, is the 

embodiment of human passion ... a symbol of human perfection" 

(Loftus: 1964 : 57). The significant people of Yeats's world, who had 

stamped their impression upon Irish history and thought were the 

landlords in the aristocratic houses. The country houses of Sligo, 

Lissadell, Hazelwood and the more rarely seen towers of Markee, 

had appealed to Yeats. They symbolized a life set amid natural 

beauty. -Lissadell was a place of haunting beauty lying "near the 

•point of Sligo Bay, between the heather - covered mountains and 

the great waves of the Atlantic" (Roper : 1929 ; 5). The two Gore-

Booth sisters, the inhabitants of Lissadel, were highly esteemed by 

Yeats : "Your sister and yourself, two beautiful figures among the 

great trees of Lissadell, are among the dear memories of my youth" 

(ed. D.E.S. Maxwell & S.B. Bushrui : 1965 : 69). The elder sister, 

Constance, identified herself with the Trade Union Movement, 
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participated as the second-in-command of the Citizen Army Force, 

was court-martialled and sentenced to death, but later reprieved 

and sent to prison. Eva, the younger sister, was absorbed in Irish 

history and mythology, worked for the Women's Suffrage Movement 

and became a public speaker on political and economic subjects. 

Two girls in silk kimonos, both 

Beautiful, one a gazelle. 

(Yeats : 1993 : 263) 

More important was Lady Gregory's house at Coole Park near 

Gort in County Galway. Yeats explained in "The Green Helmet and 

other poems" (1910) : "This house had enriched my soul out of 

measure because here life moves with restraint through gracious 

forms. Here there has been no compelled labour, no poverty-thwarted 

impulse" (qtd. in Jeffares: "1984 : 93). The Gregory house with its 

seven woods provided a harbour for the poet during many summers, 

and had a strong hold on his emotions and imagination. Yeats's 

description of the house and park is recorded by Joseph Hone, who 

concludes : "At Coole Yeats found a life of order and of labour where 

all outward things were the signature of an inward life" (140). "Coole 

Park, 1929" deals with the avenue of great trees, the landscape of 

mysterious beauty. Lady Gregory dominates the poem as she 

dominated Coole. Gregory, "whose epitaph in fact the poem is", forms 

"the compass point at the centre of the circle" (Stallworthy: 1963 : 

198) that also encompassed Hyde, Synge, John Shaw-Taylor and 

Lane. Lady Gregory's Coole-Park was a "household where/Honour 
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had lived so long" (Yeats: 1993 : 369). When Yeats first visited it in 

1896, he was still "childless" and mused tha t his "Children may 

find h e r e / D e e p rooted things". He "never foresaw its end", he says 

in "The Municipal Gallery Revisited", b u t in "Coole Park 1929" he 

had prophesied the end of the house : 

When all those rooms and passages are gone, 

When nettles wave upon a shapeless mound 

And saplings root annong the broken stone ... 

(1993 : 274) 

"Lady Gregory was the "last inheritor" of Coole Park. The Wyndham 

Land Purchase Act was a turning point in Irish history. The large 

estates were fragmented. The Gregory House at Coole met a similar 

fate. It was divided, sold to the Depar tment of Forestry and then to a 

c o n t r a c t o r w h o d e m o l i s h e d it in 1 9 4 2 . Yea t s l a m e n t e d i t s 

disintegration and wondered, 

Could my spoken words have checked 

That whereby a house lay wrecked? 

(1993 : 393) 

The Islandmore Castle was built at Thoor Ballylee by the de 

Burgo family in 1585 and passed on to Edward Ulick de Burgo. This 

Norman tower was purchased by Yeats in 1917, and treated as a safe 

anchorage in the midst of contemporary turbulence : 

Blessed be this place 

More blessed still this tower. 

(Yeats : 1993 : 267} 
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It forms the backdrop in many key poems like "In Memory of Major 

Robert Gregory", "The Phases of the Moon", and "A Prayer on going 

into my House". In "The Black Tower" the poet t reats Thoor Ballylee 

as a microcosm of Ireland. 

Yeats wrote to Lady Gregory on February 22, 1918 : "I am 

trying a poem in manne r like one that Spenser wrote for Sir Philip 

Sidney" (ed. Wade: 1954 : 646). On March 19 he wrote : "1 have today 

finished my poem about Robert, a pastoral , modelled on what Virgil 

wrote for some friend of his and on what Spenser wrote of Sidney" 

(Wade: 647). The poem "Shepherd and Goatherd" became "nearer to 

Astrophel in general spirit" (Jeffares: 1984 : 146). The son of Lady 

Gregory, a symbol of the old world of chivalry, becomes the theme in 

a few poems. In the poem "In Memory of Major Robert Gregory" a 

s i tuat ionis welled u p where the poet finds himself with his wife settled 

comfortably in his tower. He rumina tes over the tragic death of the 

young aviator and moves on to the dea ths of other dear friends : 

Lionel Johnson , the classical scholar and soul of courtesy; John Synge, 

the m a n who "dying chose the living world for theme"; Old George 

Pollexfen who in his "muscular youth" was noted for his horsemanship 

and love of pure-bred horses . The death of his "dear friend's dear 

son" rakes u p his old wounds . The meditation takes a turn when the 

poet contemplates on one glorious moment of a crowded life, and 

sets it against an age without a name. The final s ta tement comes 

directly from the hea r t : "a thought / of tha t late death took all my 

hear t for speech" (Yeats : 1993 : 152). 
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Balanced aga ins t the delight of flying through the "tumult 

in the clouds", the pas t and future become meaningless to the Irish 

a i rman. In tha t m o m e n t of intensi ty he can face the approaching 

dea th heroically and conquer it. Major Gregory, impelled by a "lonely 

impulse of delight", h a d p lunged into the whirlpool of the war. 

"An Irish Airman'.' who "foresees his death" is the "Soldier, scholar, 

h o r s e m a n " who is a p p l a u d e d for "all he did, d o n e perfectly" 

(151). 

Major Gregory's memory also manifests itself in "Reprisals ' , a 

poem which brutally denounces the fearful atrocities committed by 

the Black and Tans . 

Half-drunk or whole-mad soldiery 

Are miirdering your tenants there 

Men that revere your father yet 

Are shot at on the open plain. 

Where may new-married women sit 

And suckle children now? Armed men 

May murder them in passing by 

Nor law nor parliament take heed. 

(1957 : 79) 

The period of the Black and Tans awoke Yeats's nationalist feeling 

and he viewed the upheavals in Ireland as the "microcosmic expression 

of conflagrations of macrocosmic proportions" (Henn : 1965 ; 311). 

The assass ina t ion of Kevin O' Higgins, Vice President and 

Minister of J u s t i c e in the Irish Free State , roused Yeats to compose 
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"Death" a n d "Blood and the Moon". A follower of the Ango-Irish 

tradit ion, he, was r e g a r d e d b y Yeats as "the finest intellect in Irish 

life" (1993 ; 536) . The poet p ra i sed h i s bold s t a n d before the 

a s s a s s i n s : 

A great'man in his pride 

Confronting murderous men 

Casts derision upon 

Supersession of breath. 

(1993 : 264) 

His portrait along with tha t of Roger Casement, the patriot of doubtful 

political record bu t hallowed by his heroic death, and Arthur Griffith 

who had a brave and dignified s tand in the jail and at the moment of 

his dea th , h u n g in the Municipal Gallery; "The Municipal Gallery 

Revisited" accommodates two anonymous pictures to complete the 

general s t ruc tu re of patriotism and religion, the two major shafts of 

Irish nat ional life. The "revolutionary soldier kneeling to be blessed" 

and "An Abbot or Archbishop with an upraised hand /Bles s ing the 

Tricolour" (1993 : 358) are significant. They do not represent "the 

dead Ireland" of Yeats's youth, but the "terrible and gay" soul of Ireland 

which the poetic and artistic imagination h a s fixed permanent ly from 

the drift of time. 

Yeats's wish to defend the Irish against the English was evident 

in his bal lads on Roger Casement . He told Dorothy Wellesley : "I am 

fighting in those ballads for what I have been fighting all my life, it is 

our Irish fight ..." (1964 : 115). Casement who joined the Sinn Fein 
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Movernent in 1914, was taken to be a degenerate from his diaries. 

Ample proof was collected by Dr. Maloney to prove tha t the diaries 

were forged. In his effort to make amends for the wrong conferred 

upon Casement , Yeats wrote: 

Come speak your bit in public 

That som6 amends be made 

To this most gallant gentleman 

That is in quicklime laid. 

(1993 : 352) 

.The poet alleged tha t "They turned a trick by forgery / And blackened 

' his good name". It was their duty to 

Draw round, beloved and bitter men 

Draw round and raise a shout" 

The ghost of Roger Casement 

Is beating on the door. 

(1993 : 353) 

Jux taposed with the . renowned figures associated with the 

literary and political scenario were the less known individuals, the 

• peasan t s and the a-political men and women of Ireland. "The peasants 

were the endur ing element. They are not often in the foreground of 

Yeats's thought as they are in J.M. Synge's, but their existence in the 

background makes a difference. They have long tradit ions and their 

way of thinking about religion, about history, and not least about the 

people in the big houses , h a s coloured the characteristic Irish outlook" 

(Stock: 1961 : 3). One finds the figures of the old fisherman in grey 
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Connemara clothes and the dead hun te r mourned by the servants 

and h o u n d s . There is Moll Magee who accidentally smothers her baby 

to dea th and is driven out by her h u s b a n d to be jeered and sneered 

by others. There is the difficult domestic life ofan Irish peasant woman 

who' r ises a t dawn to "kneel and blow/Till the seed of the fire flicker 

and glow", arid "scrub and bake and sweep/Till s ta rs are beginning 

to blink and peep" (1993 : 67). The "dreary, droopy beggar /Without a 

friend on the earth", "blind from his birth", befriended by "a thieving 

rascally cur" (326) can be contrasted with the singing, dancing, Irish 

girl who is heard by only one man from among the crowd by the road 

or at an a lehouse. (303-4). Old Tom the lunatic sings of Huddon, 

Duddon, Daniel O' Leary, Holy Joe and the beggar-man. They are all 

inhabi tan ts found in the Irish country side and Yeats tried "by bare 

undecora ted writing to bring to light the essential things in them, 

stripped clean" (Stock: 13). He was "always ransacking Ireland" (Yeats: 

1986 : 463) for poetic themes and the common people of Ireland give 

a distinct touch to Yeats's verse. As the Irish Great House tradition, 

which represented a way of life converting chaos into order by custom 

and ceremony, had meaning for the poet, so did the peasan t s signify 

the order of unders tand ing . 

The frequent visits to friends and associates provided suitable 

subjects for poetry. The house designed by Francis Goodwin, built in 

the neoclassical manner , was celebrated in "In Memor>' of Eva Gore-

Booth and Con Markiewicz"; Coole Park was commemorated in many 

poems while his visit to Mabel Beardsley produced the seven sectioned 
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poem "Upon a dying lady". 

Yeats's brief association with the Blue Shirt movement gave 

rise to "Three Songs to the Same Tune", bu t soon he was disillusioned 

with "the mob t h a t howls a t the door" (1993 : 327). The failure to 

achieve the dream of the "Unity of Culture" made him realise the 

hollowness of the people in general. Yet he always wanted to espouse 

a Unity of Being a n d his a im was "the development of nat ional 

excellence by the best modern education available" (ed. Jeffares and 

Cross ; 127). As a senator in the Irish Free State he said : 

... begin geography with your native fields, arithmetic 

by counting the school chairs and measuring the walls, 

history with local monuments, religion with local saints, 

and then to pass on from that to the nation itself. 

(ed. D.R. Pearce ; 170 - 71) 

This proposition corroborated his initial belief tha t nat ional pride is 

generally deep-rooted in the tradition, culture and history oi^ the nation 

itself. The changing situation in Ireland gave rise to "Whiggery" defined 

by Yeats as 

A levelling, rancorous, rational sort of mind 

That never looked out of the eye of a saint 

Or out of drunkard's eye. 

"(1993 : 272) 

Yet, in the midst of the changing scenario, Yeats tried to remind the 

Irish: 
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We are the people of Burke; we arethe people of Grattan; 

we are the people of Swift, the people of Emmet, the 

people of Parnell. 

(ed. D.R. Pearse : 99) 

Yeats dreaded segregation from the Irish soil even after death, 

and expressed his v^ îsh to be buried "under bare Ben Buiben's head". 

The idea of arranging his burial place may have been derived from 

William Poilexfen, his grandfather who super intended "the making of 

his tomb" (Yeats: 1956 : 67). Yeats's letter to Ethel Mannin expressed 

the poet's wish in explicit terms : 

I am arranging my burial place. It will be in a little remote 

country churchyard in Sligo where my great grand father 

was clergyman a hundred years ago. Just my name and 

dates aiid these lines, 

Cast a cold eye 

On life, on death : 

Horseman, pass by. 

(1954 -.914) 

"Under Ben Bulben" , r ega rded a s Yeats ' s las t will and 

Testament , is the address of a depart ing poet to the poets of the 

younger generation who will be called upon to cont inue the poetic 

tradition which he is t ransmit t ing to them. The poets of Ireland mus t 

learn their a r t sedulously and conscientiously, s h u n the distorted 

a n d degenerate style of poetry and sing, like the old Irish minstrel , 

of all c lasses of society, the peasan t ry and the aris tocrat ic class. 

Their a r t should be nat ional . Inspired by the tradition of heroic 
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Ireland they shall contribute to the survival of the indomitable spirit 

of the Irish people. Yeats, a product of the Irish soil, shall be buried 

at Dunriff Church and the words, dictated by him and inscribed 

upon his tomb of stone, shall act as a constant reminder to the 

Irish people. 

As he remembered "all those renowned generations ... 

Defending Ireland's soul" (1993 : 377), he wished to be remembered 

as a descendant of the rich Irish heritage. 

. . To conclude, we can say, Ireland was, as it were, the 

very spirit of Yeats as Yeats, on the other hand, was the spirit of 

Ireland. Hence, Yeats and Ireland and Ireland and Yeats are a unified 

whole. 
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CONCLUSION 

And hence one master-passion in the breast, 

Like-Aaron's Serpent, swallows up the rest. 

(Alexander Pope: Eassy on Man, Epistle II: 1871 : 193) 

W.B. Yedts forced his readers to accept him as one of the 

prime poets of the mainstream English literature of the twentieth 

century. Yet he was a little apart from the typically British English 

writers. It is true that Yeats "wrote the English language: Spenser, 

Blake, Shelley and the pre-Raphaelites were his masters. He was 

unavoidably an English poet." But "by birth and temperament, by 

the accident of his upbringing and no less by deliberate and studied 

choice" (Stock: 1961 : 1-2), he was the poet of the Irish tradition. 

It has been argued in recent times that Yeats was more 

inspired by the English than the Irish. With the help of modern 

discourses upon "nation" and "nationalism", critics have not only 

questioned, but even suspected his "nationalism". Whatever be the 

argument, one is forced to accept the fact that Yeats was definitely 

an Irish cultural nationalist, rather than a strictly political one 

(emphasis mine). He despised the self-defeating Catholic streak in 

Republicanism, which sought merely to exchange slavery from 

London for slavery from Rome or Dublin, support ing J a m e s 

ConnoUey's assertion that the Puritans among the revolutionaries 

were seeking to empty "a barrel of rotten apples" just to fill it with 

"rotten pears". Yeats had never shown extreme fanaticism either in 
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life or in his poetry. His a t t i tude towards politics changed and 

modified with time and si tuat ion. At one stage he had d reamt of a 

"Romantic Ireland", bu t later hinted ironically a t the ult imate futility 

of political action : 

Parnell came down the road, he said to a cheering man: 

'Ireland shall get her freedom and you still break stone'. 

[1993 :359} 

These lines show Yeats as an embittered man who sees man ' s dearest 

hopes and ideals shat tered. "Church and State" jux taposes a vision 

'of ideal order with a nightmare of mob violence and official repression. 

Shocked a t the fact tha t "the ceremony of innocence is drowned", he 

wrote, 

... as my sense of reality deepens, and \ think it does 

with age, my horror at the cruelty of government grows 

greater, and ... to hold one form of government more 

responsible than any other ... would betray my 

convictions. Communist, Fascist, national, clerical, anti

clerical, are all responsible according to the number of 

their victims ... 

(1954 : 851) 

Though he was disi l lusioned, he desperate ly wished for "a new 

beginning, a new tu rn of the wheel" (1962 : 337) 

Yeats w a n t e d to p rese rve "all t h a t h a s given I re land a 

dis t inguished n a m e in the world" (1956 : 463). We find a distinct 

change in Yeats's poetry belonging to the period of the Celtic Twilight 
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and the poems of final phase . I have tried to argue that despite the 

differences, a t no stage can we miss the use-of native, home-spun 

materials . Sometimes the use was conscious. If one accepts the view 

of the poet as a person of "unilateral stability" (Char: 1956 : 59], then 

one can say tha t Yeats's artistic sensibility moved into the foreground, 

became the determining element and used Ireland, her ideas and 

common place reality deliberately. Yeats's advice to A.E. comes to 

mind : "Absorb Ireland ... and you will be the poet of a people, perhaps 

the poet of a new insurrection" (1954 : 294). At times, the use of Irish 

materials , ideas, beliefs etc., were purely instinctive, requiring no 

•conscious effort on the par t of the poet whatsoever. It is only in 

retrospect, through the conscious delving on the part of Yeats's critics, 

t ha t these e lements surface and help to es tabl ish the essent ia l 

Iris-hness of Yeats. 

Ngugi wa Thiong'o, East Africa's most politically committed 

writer, began to write in Gikuyu. He rejected the international medium 

of English as a sign of protest against the British. In choosing his 

language deliberately, he identified himself with the peasan ts of the 

Kikuyu tribe whose cause he represented. Yeats did not believe like 

Thiong'o tha t language can be as political as anything else. Nor did 

he resemble Kamau Brathwaite who embraced Black Power politics 

in the 1960s. Brathwaite emphasized the use of a "nation language". 

This language was influenced very strongly by the African model, 

containing elements from s tandard English, Creole, Rastafarian dub , 

j a s s and blues to negro spiritual and West African chant . Yeats used 
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the English language, sometimes with subtle Irish nuances . 

Typical local expressions were used by Yeats as early as 1889. 

"The Madness of King GoU" u s e s an Irish exclamation: "ulalu" (1993: 

19). In Ireland it is associated usual ly with mourning. It is also used 

as an exclamation suggesting wonder and amazement . 

The old fisherman laments: 

The herring are not in the tides as they were of old: 

My sorrow! for many a creak gave the creel in the cart 

That carried the take to Sligo town to be sold 

When I was a boy with never a crack in my heart. 

(1993:23) 

"Creel" is a wicker baske t used to carry fish. In Ireland it is also 

used to ferry turf or peat , "The Ballad of Father O'Hart" used many 

peculiarly Irish words. Irish "shoneen" m e a n s ups t a r t and "sleiveens" 

sugges t a rogue or a mean-minded person . Irish "caoinim" m e a n s "1 

wail". The word "Keener" h a s been derived from it to sugges t 

professional mourne r s who cry for the dead at the funerals in Ireland. 

Moll Magee ment ions the little s t raws tha t were " turning a r o u n d / 

Across the bare boreeri" (26). She reflects upon the empty lanes of 

the Irish countrys ide . In Gaelic Ireland the "Druids" (35) were the 

conventional pr ies ts or healers . "Eire" is still an Irish equivalent for 

Ireland. "Mo bhron" is t ransformed by Father Gilligan to "mavrone" 

(53). It is a cry of grief part icularly at the loss of a dear k insman . 

The poet wished to be counted among those who sang in the form of 
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ballad, story, "rann" and song "to sweeten Ireland's wrong" (56). 

"Raan" stands for a particular verse stanza in Irish and not the 

entire poem. The phrase 'a mouthful of air' suggests fairies. "Land-

under-Wave" (91) represents the enchanted underworld beneath the 

sea which is also called "Tir-fa-Thoun". 'Dun' (92) is the Irish word 

for fort. The old crane of Gort mutters : "Am 1 to live on lebeen-lone?"'. 

A minnow or small fish is the lebeen-lone. Yeats used a common 

Irish expression in "Beggar to Beggar cried": "make my soul" (224). It 

means a preparation for death. "The Tower" repeats the same 

expression: 

Now shall I make my soul, 

Compelling it to study 

In a learned school ... 

(224) 

An ambiguous Irish expression is used in "The Cold Heaven". "Out 

of all sense" (140) means not only to an extent far beyond what 

common sense could justify, but also "beyond the reach of sensation". 

"Shall bend the'knee" (297) was a phrase commonly used in Irish 

political oratory in the 19th century (Jeffares: 1984 : 312).. "The 

Spouse of Naoise, Erin's Woe" uses Irish words like "mo ghradh" 

(my love), "mostor" (my treasure), "mo chree" (my heart) and "mo 

chroi" (my heart) (Jeffares: 1984 : 468). The Wanderings of Oisin 

makes an interesting reference to "orgham". It is an ancient alphabet 

system comprising of only twenty characters as opposed to the 

twenty-six characters of the English system. It was used in Ireland 
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usua l ly in s tone inscr ipt ions of the third century. J a m e s Arbuckle. 

the Irish poet of the 18th century who took an active par t in politics, 

used this anc ien t a lphabe t system in his works. Yeats's use of the 

"limb of the Devil" (1993 : 283) is ano ther common expression in 

Ireland. It was u s e d first by Mc Caffrey in "Ireland from Colony to 

Nation". In Ireland a moun ta in p a s s was considered to be "an airy 

spot" (379) "Airy" is a variation of "eerie", very often pronounced in 

Galway and Sligo in both forms. These Irish words, p h r a s e s and 

express ions lend an unmis t akab le Irish touch to Yeats 's poetry. 

The contours of the country may be charted in many poems 

of Yeats. This is a typical tendency found also in Neruda's poems 

char t ing the Chilean landscape , Cesaire on the Antilles, Faiz on 

Pakis tan and Darwish on Palestine. Edward Said called this impulse 

"cartographic". From Yeats's childhood Sligo, the island in Lough Gill, 

influenced him. The small, half-commercial town with Knocknarea 

on the left and Ben-Bulben on the right, acts as a background in 

"The Stolen Child" which first appeared in the Irish Monthly in 1886. 

This poem also marks the shift to Irish scenes. Yeats convinced himself 

tha t he should never "go for the scenery of a poem to any country but 

my own, and I th ink tha t I shall hold to tha t conviction to the end" 

(1908 : 45). He wrote to Tynan, 

... Sligo for me has only memories and sentimentalities 

accumulated here as a child making it more dear than 

any other place. 
(1954 : 41) 
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Sligo serves a s the scenery for "To an Isle in the Water", "The Lake 

Isle of Innisfree", his discarded play The Island of Statues and his 

half-finished poem "The Danaan Quicken Tree". "Rosses' point" finds 

a place in his poetry. It is a seaside village to the nor thwest of Sligo 

town, appropriately described by Yeats a s "a little sea-dividing sandy 

plain, covered with short grass , like a green table cloth and lying in 

the foam midway between the round cairn-headed Knocknarea and 

Ben Bulben" (1959 : 88) Glencar Lake in the nor th eas t of Sligo also 

finds a place in "The Stolen Child". 

"The Ballad of Father O'Hart" is set in Ireland. Yeats ment ions 

Tiraragh orTeeraree , a townland in the parish of Kilmorgan, County 

Sligo; Ballinafad is the village in the parish of Aughanagh, on the 

Sligo road near-Boyle; Inmishmurray is an island in the Atlantic, off 

Sligo Coast, nea r Streedagh Point. It had been named after the Bishop 

of Killala, St. Muireadhach. "Dromahair" (49), a village in Leitrim 

near the river Bonnet , "Lugnagall" (49), a townland in the Glen lar 

valley in Sligo, "Lissadell", "Scanavin", "Hart Lake", "Dooney Rock", 

"Kilvarnet", "Morcharabuiee" are distinct Irish locations. Coole Park, 

the estate.of Lady Gregory in Galway, with its woods "Kyle-na-no" 

(175) and "Paire-na~lee" (85), was considered the seat of aristocratic 

cul ture in Ireland. These Irish locations help to establish the fact 

tha t Yeats deliberately tried to project a picture of Ireland through 

his poems. 

Yeats brought into h ispoe t ry not only the Irish hills and vales 
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like Knocknarea, Knocknashee, Ben Bulben, Kilvernet, Sligo and 

Cummen Strand, bu t also Irish characters from the pas t and present. 

He eulogized Irish heroes through the legends and myths . Along with 

them came the saintly priest, the mutter ing fisherwoman, Howth's 

crazy woman and the old Wicklow peasant . The use of local cus toms, 

t radit ions, supers t i t ions , omens and even the ballad form show how 

Yeats utilized his native resources. 

At the end of Yeats's long poetic career, he seemed to look 

back . When he r emin i sced , he could see his c rea ted pyramid 

•crumbling a t places. The poet seemed to be groping, trying to find 

things afresh. There is a change in his interest in politics. But his 

interest in Ireland never flagged. Despite all oscillations, Yeats seemed 

•to s u g g e s t t h a t w i th t ime "you l e a r n y o u r r o o t s a r e deep" 

(R. Par thasara thy : Exile : 75). Like Darwish's lover from Palestine 

Yeats tried to say: 

Restore to me the colour of face 

And the warmth of body 

The light of heart and eye 

The salt of bread and earth ... the Motherland. 

(Darwish: A Lover from Palestine : 23) 

The pangs and joys of Ireland come out through Yeats's poetry. 

Therefore, it is difficult to agree with Henry Gifford who said that 

Irish nat ional ism, "intense, narrow and doctrinaire". (1959 ; 23), 

blocked Yeats's path . Pablo Neruda called him a nat ional poet who 

represented the Irish nat ion in its war against tyranny. Edward Said 
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believed he was an Irish poet with more than strictly local Irish 

meaning and application. It is true to say that he was a great modern 

Irish poet, deeply affiliated to his soil, interacting constantly with 

his native traditions, and the historical and political context of his 

times. He wass.jn an extraordinarily complex situation of being a 

poet in Ireland writing in English. Eliot said, ".. he was one of those 

few whose history is the history of their own time, who are a part of 

the consciousness of an age which cannot be understood without 

them" (1986 : 262). Saying like Tagore: "Not to alms, indebted to the 

soil I am" (1991 : 143: trans, mine), Yeats realised that all that he 

said or sang came "from contact with the soil" and "from that/ Contact 

everything Antaeus-like grew strong" (1993 : 369). 
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