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ABSTRACT 

W. B. Yeats and t h e  Visual A r t s  

L e i l a  Heather Bryce 

The v isua l  a r t s  p lay  an important r o l e  i n  t h e  poetry and thought o f  

W. B. Yeats. Yeats's i n t e r e s t  i n  s p i r i t u a l i t y  and t h e  c r e a t i v e  process i s  

evident i n  ea r l y  l y r i c a l  works i n  which h i s  approach t o  h i s  v i s iona ry  

symbolism and ethereal  v i sua l  images shows t h e  i n f l uence  o f  nineteenth-century 

a r t i s t s  such as Wi l l i am Blake, Dante Gabr ie l  Rosset t i ,  and Wi l l iam Morr is .  I n  

the ea r l y  1900s, h i s  work i n  theatre, dance, and i n  I r i s h  n a t i o n a l i s t  

l i t e r a t u r e  and p o l i t i c s  kelped h i s  poetry t o  evolve i n t o  one t h a t  invo lves  

imagery from both imag inat ive  and rea l  worlds, and t h a t  b r ings  together 

aes thet ic  and mora l  issues. By 1925, Yeats publ ished A Vision, h i s  theory o f  

c y c l i c  h i s t o r y  i n  which works o f  a r t  f i g u r e  prominent ly  as i n d i c a t o r s  o f  the  

degree o f  a c i v i l i z a t i o n ' s  development o r  decay. Yeats a lso names Greek and 

Renaissance a r t  and a r t i  s t s  i n  h i s  l a t e r  poetry,  i n  order t o  monumentalize 

what he saw as h i  gh p o i n t s  o f  s p i  r i t u a l ,  i n t e l  1  ec tua l  , and a r t i  s t i c  

achievements, and t o  h i g h l i g h t  the he ro i c  and humanist ic goals o f  h i s  own a r t .  



Acknowledgements 

I would l i  ke t o  thank my supervisor Dr. Richard Wall, whose 

encouragement, wisdom, and unceasing wit made the w r i t i n g  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  a 

pleasant task. 



Table o f  Contents 

Approval Page . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .b.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . i i  
Abstract. ~..~.~F....~~.~~~..........Cb.....~...~......~.~....~..b~...b.iii 
Acknowledgements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . b . * . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . * i v  
Table of Contents . , . , . . . . . . . . . . ~ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v  
List o f  Abbreviations . . . , . . . . . . . b * . . . , . . , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v i  

INTRODUCTION.., . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . I . . t . . . . . , . . . . . . . . . , . .~ . . . . .b . . . . . . . . . .~ . l  

CHAPTER ONE: W . B .  Yeats and the Visual  Arts--An Affinitive V i s i o n ,  
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  o r  a Visionary A f f i n i t y ?  5 

NOTES: . . . . I . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . t . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4 4  

CHAPTER TWO: The A r t  of Transformation ................................ 45 
NOTES ...b................,.mb............b.........b.....71 

CHAPTER THREE: "The Statues" and "Under Ben Bu1 ben: " Yeats's Verbal 
Expression o f  Visual Measurement . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  72 
NOTES .....,..............................*b....*..*..*..lO5 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  CONCLUSION.. . . IO6 

Bib l iog taphy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  



L i s t  o f  Abbreviat ions 

The t i t l e s  o f  these works by W .  B. Yeats have been abbreviated as fo l lows:  

Autobi osraphi es 
A Vision 
Essays and In t roduct ions  
Expl o r a t i  ons 
L e t t e r s  on Poetry from W . B .  Yeats t o  Dorothv Wellesley 
Memoi rs 
Mythol osi  es 
The Let ters  o f  W.0. Yeats 
Uncollected Prose by W . B .  Yeats, Vols. 1 and 2 
The Variorum E d i t i o n  o f  the  Poems o f  W.B. Yeats 
The Variorum E d i t i o n  o f  t h e  P lavs  o f  W . B .  Yeats 

Ex - 
DWL - 
Mem - 
Myth 
L 
d 

UP - 
VP - 
Pl - 



INTRODUCTION 

For Wi l l i am B u t l e r  Yeats (1865-1939), born i n t o  a fami ly  whose members 

were d is t ingu ished by t h e i r  heightened a r t i s t i c  v i s i o n  and by a sense o f  t h e i r  

own persona1 as we17 as fami l i a 1  consequence, it probably i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  

t h a t  t he  I r i s h  poet should not  on ly  have been in f luenced by v i sua l  a r t ,  bu t  

have a conv ic t ion  o f  h i s  own eminent p lace i n  the world. Yeats's grandfather, 

a f t e r  whom he was named, was Church o f  I r e l a n d  (Angl ican) Rector of T u l l y l i s h  

i n  Co. Down, and according t o  h i s  son John B u t l e r  Yeats, passed on c e r t a i n  

q u a l i t i e s  which he would, i n  tu rn ,  encourage i n  h i s  own poet son: 

It was my f a t h e r  who made me t h e  a r t i s t  1 am, and k ind led  t h e  s o r t  

o f  ambi t ion I have t ransmi t ted  t o  my sons. . . . To be w i t h  him 

was t o  be caught up i n t o  a web o f  v i s iona ry  hopefulness. (John 

B u t l e r  Yeats, Ear ly  Memories: some chapters i n  au tob iogra~hy,  

1923, 35. Quoted i n  Pyle 9.) 

Yeats 's  fa ther  John B u t l e r  Yeats fo l lowed his own o p t i m i s t i c  though 

unpract icat  v i s i o n  when he q u i t  a lega l  career  t o  become a pro fess iona l  

a r t i s t .  He became bes t  known as a p o r t r a i t  painter, b u t  i n  h i s  f i r s t  years 
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spent pursuing a new and impecunious a r t i s t i c  l i f e ,  he formed a brotherhood 

wi th  th ree o ther  men inc lud ing John Ne t t l esh ip  and Edwin El l i s ,  and fol lowed 

Pre-Raphaelite p r i n c i p l e s  i n  h i s  work. W . B .  Yeats h imsel f  went t o  the  

Metropol i tan  School o f  A r t  from 1884 t o  1886, where he met h i s  f r i e n d  George 

Russell, who pa in ted mysterious f igures  and scenes which he had "seen" i n  

visions. Yeats 's  younger brother, Jack Yeats (1871-1957), was a p a i n t e r  who 

shared h i s  b e l i e f  i n  a balance between a r t i s t i c  images created through keen 

observation o f  the  outs ide world, and memory, f i l t e r e d  through t h e  mindls eye. 

As he matured, Yeats's views on a r t ,  po l  i t i c s ,  and I r i s h  mythology 

became fused i n  h i s  wr i t i ngs .  H i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  I r i s h  p o l i t i c s  o r i g i n a t e d  from 

going w i t h  h i s  f a t h e r  t o  meetings o f  the Contemporary Club i n  Dubl in. The 

Club members met t o  discuss s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and l i t e r a r y  issues (Jef fares,  

W . B .  Yeats A New Biography 2 ) .  Amang the  Dubl in i n t e l l e c t u a l s  he met through 

the Club was John OILeary, a former Fenian leader who was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  I r i s h  

l i t e r a t u r e ,  and was we71 respected i n  Dubl in. Yeats a l so  met Wi l l i am Morr is  

a t  t he  Conternporary Club, and when he l i v e d  i n  London, he cont inued t o  v i s i t  

Morr is  a t  Kelmscott House i n  Hammersmith, where he attended the debates o f  the 

S o c i a l i s t  League (Jef fares,  W B .  Yeats A New B i o s r a ~ h v  42) .  M o r r i s ' s  ideas 

regarding t h e  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  a r t  i n t o  l i f e  were ones t ha t  Yeats developed f o r  

h i s  own i d e a l  I r i s h  society.  I r i s h  mytkology was another pr imary concern f o r  

Yeats, because of h i s  involvement i n  a l i t e r a r y  nat ional ism, such as uhen he 

compi l e d  Fai r y  and Fo lk  Ta1 es o f  t h e  I r i s h  Peasantry ( l888), and a l  so because 

he r e l a t e d  h i s  own journey through l i f e  t o  the  mythical l i f e  of the war r i o r  

hero Cuchulain. He increas ing ly  became i n te res ted  i n  Greek myth and a r t ,  

furthermore, because o f  t h e i r  correspondences w i t h  I r i s h  myth, i n  which the 

boundaries between t h e  d i v ine  and the  human tend t o  be ambiguous. Jack Yeats, 
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somewhat tongue-in-cheek perhaps, a t t r i bu ted  t o  h imsel f  and h i s  fami ly a semi- 

mythological status when he traced h i  s mother's fami ly  (Pol lexfen) o r i g i n s  

back t o  the Greeks: 

As i n  a dream--1 remembered t h a t  Uncle Fred Pol lexfen said t h a t  

the o r i g i na l  Pol lexfens were f l y i n g  t i n  men from Phoenicia. 

He was sa t i s f i ed .  1 don' t  know how. But 1, a t  once, began a 

search up i n  the b i gh t  of the Mediterranean f o r  any name t h a t  

would suggest Po1 lexfen, and i n  a moment I had i t--Helen must be 

our grand, grand, grand, grand aunt f o r  we must be descended from 

her brother Pol lux so tha t  g iv ing  us Leda and the Swan f o r  grand, 

grand, grand, grand parents t h a t  ought t o  be good enough f o r  any 

man. (Unpublished l e t t e r  t o  W. 8, Yeats. Quoted i n  Pyle 3-4 . )  

Because o f  h i s  background and h i s  a t t r a c t i o n  t o  the v isual  ar ts ,  i t  i s  

natural  t ha t  art should p lay  a r o l e  i n  Yeats's own verbal a r t .  Chapter One o f  

t h i s  thes is  wi71 look a t  how Yeats responded t o  Pre-Raphael i t e  art and 

pr inc ip les ,  and the waÿs i n  which his e d i t o r i a l  co l laborat ion wi th Edwin E l l i s  

on t h e i r  three-volume The Works o f  W i l l i a m  Blake af fected h i s  own poetry. 

Visual and verbal a r t  as t h e  embodiment o f  t r u t h  and beauty, and espec ia l ly  o f  

t r a g i c  joy, i s  also explored as Yeats's youthfui  wr i t i ngs  evolve corresponding 

t o  h i s  considerat ion o f  h i s  own f i t e r a r y  work as a way o f  countering p o l i t i c a l  

violence. Images o f  a r t  objects and mythological transformational figures are 

intermingled throughout h i s  e a r l i e r  and l a t e r  work. 

In Chapter TWO, the p a r a l l e t s  which Yeats saw between I r i s h  and Greek 

myth and art are highl ighted, especial ly  focussing on h i s  1923 poem "Leda and 

the Swan1' and i t s  connections t a  the work of Michelangelo. The focus i n  

Chapter Three is on Yeats's theory o f  h i s t o r y  i n  b i s  prose work, A Vision, and 
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how a r t  and h i s t o r y  a r e  l i n k e d  and examined i n  such l a t e  poems as "The 

Statues, " "The Muni c i  pa l  Ga1 l e r y  Revi s i  t e d ,  t t  and "Under Ben Bu1 ben. L i  ke h i  s 

mythological shapeshi f t ing counterpart  Cuchulain, Yeats throughout h i s  essays, 

autobiographies, 1 e t t e r s ,  p lays,  and poems transforms h i s  v is ionary images and 

explores new ways t o  p o t e n t i a l l y  reshape both h i s  a r t ,  and by example, h i s  

e n t i r e  I r i s h  soc ie ty .  



CHAPTER ONE 

W. B. Yeats and the  V isua l  Arts--An A f f i n i t i v e  V is ion ,  
o r  a  V is ionary  A f f i n i t y ?  

Those images t h a t  y e t  
Fresh images beget . . . 
W. B. Yeats, Y3yzantiumN 

A r t i s t i c  c r e a t i v i t y  and i t s  s p i r i t u a l  nature i s  a theme which runs 

c o n s i s t e n t l y  throughout t h e  poe t r y  o f  W. B.  Yeats, f rom h i s  e a r l y  w r i t i n g s  i n  

t he  1880s, t o  the  work preceding h i s  death i n  1939. He de r i ves  and re in fo rces  

many o f  t h e  images i n t e g r a l  t o  t h i s  theme from works o f  v i s u a l  a r t ,  

p a r t i c u l  a r l y  f rom t h e  Pre-Raphael i t e s  and W i  11 iam Blake, whose v i s i o n a r y  works 

suggested t o  Yeats sensory experiences o f  th ings ,  personages, o r  events not  

e x i s t i n g  ou ts ide  o f  the  mind. He read a r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s p i r i t u a l i t y  and 

c r e a t i v i t y  i n t o  these images throughout h i s  a r t i s t i c  l i f e ,  b u t  as he matured 

a e s t h e t i c a l l y  and aged p h y s i c a l l y ,  h i s  own evocat ion and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  

them evolved from r e l a t i v e l y  dream-7 i ke, vague, and i nsubs tan t i a l  forms, t o  

" t ang ib le "  de l i nea ted  ones. Correspondingly,  h i s  view of the  a r t i s t ' s  r o l e  

developed f rom t h a t  o f  a seer  who i s  d is tanced from t h i s  world,  t o  one who 

incorpora tes  i n tense  e a r t h l y  experiences as d i r e c t l y  as p o s s i b l e  i n t o  works o f  

a r t .  By l ook ing  a t  v i sua l  a r t  as analogous t o  poetry ,  Yeats came t o  present 

and t o  understand the  na ture  o f  a r t i s t i c  ç r e a t i v i t y  i n  terms o f  almost 



6 

physical b i r t h  and death-and t o  attempt t o  understand physical l i f e  and death 

through the e terna l i  zing a r t i f i c e  o f  poetry and v isua l  a r t .  

Visionary imagery i s  important t o  rnuch o f  Yeats's work because he was 

concerned wi th  v is ions as manifestations o f  the imagination, and by extension, 

o f  what he ca l led Sp i r i t us  Mundi, the universal subconscious o f  the human 

race. He therefore wished t o  depict these momentary experiences as a means o f  

provid ing others w i th  revelat ions o f  the ftessences o f  things" which comprise 

the opposing forces i n  l i f e ,  some o f  them being l i f e  and death, waking and 

sleeping, r e a l i t y  and dreams, impermanence and permanence, and sensual i ty  and 

s p i r i t u a l i t y  (m 193). Yeats also saw revelat ion,  and the  moment o f  a r t i s t i c  

c reat ion i t s e l f ,  as occurr ing during a s ta te  o f  t rance- l ike  consciousness, i n  

which the w r i  t e r  i s  both asleep and awake ( E U  159, 524). Because o f  t h i  s 

pa ra f l e l ,  he rated t h e  act o f  creat ion very h igh ly  as a s p i r i t u a l  experience. 

Why the poet should look t o  the v isual  ar ts  as i n  many ways the 

d e f i n i t i v e  mode1 f o r  h is  own vis ionary works i s  because o f  the q u a l i t y  o f  

s t i l l n e s s  which i s  a pecu l iar  character is t ic  of phyç ica l l y  s o l i d  a r t  pieces. 

S t i l l n e s s  and si lence are among the components which, t o  Yeats, enable a r t  t o  

contain the many opposing 1 i f e  forces. In 1907 he wrote, 

. . . the nobleness o f  the a r t s  i s  i n  the mingl ing o f  

contrar ies,  the  extremity o f  sorrow, t h e  extremity o f  joy, 

per fec t ion o f  personal i ty ,  the per fec t ion  o f  i t s  surrender, 

overflowing turbu lent  energy, and marmorean s t i l l ness .  

[m 255) 

He strove consistent ly  f o r  t h i s  balance between complementary p o l a r i t i e s  

throughout h i s  oeuvre, espec ia l ly  t h a t  of energy and s t i l l ness .  His e a r l i e r  

approach t o  visual  sources involved s t r i v i n g  f o r  a rhythm i n  h i s  poems tha t  i s  
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analogous t o  pa t te rn  i n  works o f  a r t .  Rhythm or  pat tern  t o  Yeats should be a 

product o f  a  t rance- l ike  s ta te  o f  mind i n  the creator, and induce the same o r  

a  s im i la r  s t a t e  o f  mind i n  the viewer. From a comparatively vague and 

i nd i r ec t  concept o f  visionary experience grew Yeats's more "rootedtl approach, 

which by analogy i s  more sculpture-based i n  terms o f  i t s  concrete immediacy 

and t a n g i b i l i t y .  But what u n i f i e s  h i s  poetry and h i s  system o f  thought i s  the 

frozen v i t a l i t y  o f  the f igures i n  h i s  poems, and the  s t i l l n e s s  o f  the f igures 

i n  the works o f  v isua l  a r t  he was looking a t .  Such t rance- l ike  s t i l l ness ,  he 

believed, embodies universal t r u ths  i n  human experience, and i s  the element 

which e terna l izes what would otherwise be intense but  f l e e t i n g  moments o f  

experi ence. 

Yeats developed t h i s  philosophy through Walter Pater, whose book The 

Renaissance (1873) influenced the poet throughout b i s  career, but was 

pa r t i cu l  a r l y  c ruc i a l  t o  t h e  phi 1  osophy and analogies he drew from sculpture i n  

h i s  l a t e r  years. S p i r i t u a l i t y  and s t i l l n e s s  are i n t e g r a l l y  l inked i n  Pater 's 

d e f i n i t i o n  o f  sculpture as a medium capable o f  transcending the mundane, and 

capturing what i s  universal and eternal i n  humankind: 

[Sculpture] unvei ls man i n  the repose o f  h i s  unchanging 

character is t ics .  . . . [and] reveals, not  what i s  accidental i n  

man, but  the t ranqu i l  godship i n  him, as opposed t o  the rest less 

accidents o f  l i f e .  (Pater, The Renaissance 170) 

Vepose," then, is what Yeats saw as t he  d e f i n i t i v e  charac te r i s t i c  needed f o r  

an a r t i s t i c  work t o  contain the "div ine essencesN o f  the opposing forces o f  

l i f e  (E and 1 120). 

I n  h i s  ear l y  work, t h i s  premise o f  s t i l l n e s s  as an e n t i t y  which 

simultaneously paci f ies and strengthenç the human f i g u r e  was re la ted  t o  



p a t t e r n  as a trance-inducing agent (North, fvAmbiguityu 381). H i s  long 

n a r r a t i v e  poem "The Wanderings o f  Oisin" (1886-88) invo lves  f i gu res  who are  

t r a v e l l i n g  on horseback, and so a r e  i n  motion; y e t  t he re  i s  an u n r e a l i t y  and 

even s tas i s  i n  its vagueness o f  time, place, o r  space. Besides the  dream-like 

imagery, what causes t h i s  ambigui t y  between movement and s t i l l n e s s  a re  the  

f l o w i n g  r h y t h m  i n  which theçe images a re  presented: 

O i s i n .  We gal loped over the glossy sea: 

1 know n o t  i f  days passed o r  hours, 

And Niamh sang con t inua l l y  

Danaan songs, and t h e i r  dewy showers 

O f  pensive laughter ,  unhuman sound, 

Lu l l ed  weariness, and softl y round 

My human sorrow her white arms wound. 

We galloped; now a hornless deer 

Passed by us, chased by a phantom hound 

A l1  pear l y  white, Save one red  ear; 

And now a lady  rode l i k e  the  wind 

With an apple of g o l d  i n  her t oss ing  hand; 

And a b e a u t i f u l  young man f o l  lowed behind 

W i  t h  quenchl ess gaze and f l u t t e r i n g  h a i r .  

(E 11-12, 132-145) 

L i  ke a repeated organic v i sua l  form, the  soft "s" sounds throughout t h i s  

passage--"glossy sea," "days passed," "sangs," "showers," "weariness," . 
"so f t l y ,  ' t ~ o r t o w ,  If Yoss ing,  " and so on, c rea te  a sooth i  ng somnambul istic 

rhythmic movement which i s  countered, al though n o t  dominated by, t he  c l e a r l y  

del ineated "whi te arms," t he  "apple of gold," o r  t h e  "pear ly  white" hound 
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w i t h  i t s  "one red ear." These images sur face out o f  the aura1 p a t t e r n  i n  such 

a way t h a t  i t  i s  as i f  the speaker, t h e  mythological  Ois in,  i s  h imse l f  

standing s t i l l  i n  t he  mids t  o f  the f l u x  around him, even wh i l e  he repeats the 

phrase, " [w le  gal loped." While the var ious  creatures from the songs 

m a t e r i a l i z e  around him and pass hirn, the centre frorn which a l 1  the other  

images emanate, and even revolve c o n c e n t r i c a l l y  around, occurs when "Niamh 

sang . . . and s o f t l y  round / My human sorrow her white arms wound." Yeats 

creates the sense o f  physical  s t i l l n e s s  o f  a contemplat ive v i s iona ry  seer, 

then, through the  t t l u l l i n g t l  rhythm o f  repeated sounds, intended t o  suggest and 

induce a t r a m e - f i k e  s t a t e  i n  the writer and reader. He concentrates on the  

two interconnected f i g u r e s  t o  show that through Niamhfs songs, O i s i n  i s  

focussi ng both  i n t e r n a l l  y (IV [h i  s] human sorrown) and outwardly ("Ni amh sangI1), 

and so the  two are themselves c o l l e c t i v e l y  con ju r ing  up t h e  images around 

them. 

Yeats admired the f igura t ive  a r t  o f  the Pre-Raphaelites i n  which the 

patterning o f  repeated forms, energized by clear and d i s t i n c t  images, a i d  i n  

under l i n ing  a v i s iona ry  reading o f  t h e  p i c tu res .  Richard Ellmann has 

suggested t h a t  i n  the 1880s and 1690s Yeats was looking a t  h i s  poems as 

analogous t o  Wi l l i am Mor r i s ' s  tapestr ies (Ellmann 20-23). Bu i l d ing  on t h i s  

idea, E l i zabe th  Bergmann Loizeaux p o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a correspondence 

between the two-dimensional i ty o f  Pre-Raphaelite a r t  and Yeats's own treatment 

o f  landscape and f i g u r e s .  For example, dur ing  t h e  per iod i n  which Yeats was 

most c l o s e l y  acquainted w i th  Wi l l i am Morr is ,  the l a t t e r  was producing such 

t a p e s t r i e s  as The Orchard (1890), which combined pattern and o u t l i n e  i n  a 

manner t y p i c a l  o f  M o r r i s ' s  t a p e s t r i e s  a t  t h a t  t ime (Loizeaux 58). The two- 

dimensionaiity of the p i c t u r e  plane i n  t h i s  tapest ry  i s  played upon by the  
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f la tness  o f  the interwoven pa t te rn  o f  the  boughs o f  the  f r u i t  t rees  and vines, 

c reat ing  a  " f l a t  backdrop" f o r  the  fou r  female f i gu res  (Loizeaux 58).  Without 

a  sense o f  receding space behind thern, t h e  f i g u r e s  themselves become the focus 

ra ther  than the  landscape as a  " real t l  e n t i t y  i n  i t s e l f .  The vegeta t ive  mo t i f s  

create the  repeated pa t te rn ,  and the  four  f i g u r e s  who are s i m i l a r  t o  one 

another, and are  standing and yet a re  nonetheless languid, seem both t o  corne 

from and form a  v i s iona ry  image i n  t h i s  work. Yeats's i n t e r e s t  i n  a r t  a t  t h i s  

stage, therefore,  l i e s  i n  the  analogies he drew between h i s  own verbal  

approach and a  decora t ive  v isua l  approach t o  f i g u r e s  and landscapes t h a t  a l low 

f o r  a  symbolic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h i s  sub jec t  matter (Loireaux 58) .  

While i n  "The Wanderings o f  Ois in"  Yeats uses rhythm t o  suggest a 

v is ionary  t r a m e  connected w i th  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i v i t y ,  he a lso  uses Niamh's 

otherwor ld ly  songs i n t e r t w i n i n g  w i t h  the  e a r t h l y  sorrow o f  O i s i n  t o  dep ic t  

symbol ica l ly  the nature o f  c reat ion  and o f  a r t  i t s e l f .  The motion o f  Niamh 

who "round / My human sorrow her wh i te  arms woundH i s  an image which suggests 

her metaphor ical ly  winding h i s  "human sorrow" i n t o  a skein from which she then 

spins the f i g u r e s  t h a t  subsequently appear. What suggests a c i r c u l a r i  t y  i n  

the i  r motion i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Niamh i s  con ju r ing  them up a t  t h e  same t ime t h a t  

she i s  "winding;" t h i s  creates a  sense t h a t  they are p a r t  o f  t h e  same process. 

While the reader r e t a i n s  throughout the  stanza t h i s  v isua l  image o f  winding 

and ci r c l  ing, O i s i n  and Niamh ll[w]rapped i n  each o ther ls  arrnsN together  

present a serpent ine image o f  s t i l l  i n t e n s i t y  from which a l 1  e lse  i s  emanating 

(Yeats, fl 44) .  It i s  " s t i l l "  i n  t h a t  al1 t he  motion i s  i n t e r n a l :  although 

they are ga l lop ing,  O i s i n  and Niamh do n o t  seem t o  a c t u a l l y  move through 

space. On the o the r  hand, t h e  o ther  characters "pass byn one a f t e r  t h e  other  

--"naw a hornless deer / passed by us;" a lady  rode" [emphasis added]; "a 



11 

b e a u t i f u l  young man fo l lowed behind" as i f  fo l l ow ing  a chronological  t i m e  

l i n e .  I n  the  same way Morr is  arranges f i g u r e s  i n  The Orchard so t h a t  they and 

t h e  p i c t u r e  w i l l  be read l i k e  a l i n e  i n  a book, from l e f t  t o  r i g h t .  The 

hor izonta l  s c r o l l s  o f  poetry the  f i g u r e s  are  hold ing also encourage us t o  read 

across t h e  inscr ibed words and t h e  t a p e s t r y  i t s e l f  i n  t h i s  order  (Loizeaux 

59 ) .  The r e s u l t  i s  t h a t  whi le there  i s  an i m p l i c a t i o n  o f  passing t ime  i n  both 

Mor r i s ' s  tapes t ry  and i n  Yeats 's  poern, t he re  i s ,  by means o f  repeated pa t te rn  

o r  rhythm, a paradoxical çense i n  each w o r k  t h a t  everything i s  contained i n  a 

t imeless moment. 

Y e a t s ' s  b e l i e f  t h a t  l i n e  and form repeated i n  space t o  c reate  v i sua l  

pa t te rn  was r e l a t e d  t o  rhythm and repeated sounds i n  l i t e r a t u r e  was common i n  

h i s  t ime (Loizeaux 63) .  For instance, Laurence Binyon, who was a f r i e n d  o f  

Yeats and was i n  charge o f  p r i n t s  and drawings a t  the  B r i t i s h  Museum, sa id  i n  

a 1918 l e c t u r e :  

The u n i f y i n g  p r i n c i p l e  o f  a l 1  the  a r t s  is rhythm; f o r  the movement 

o f  l i f e ,  unimpeded by circumstances, i s  n a t u r a l l y  rhythmical ,  and 

a r t  expresses l i f e  a t  i t s  f u l l e s t  and most in tense.  t 

For Yeats, t h e  " f u i l e s t  and most in tense" moments i n  l i f e  were those invo lv ing  

s p i r i t u a l i t y  and a r t i s t i c  c reat ion ,  and durir tg the  1800s and '90s he saw them 

as moments i n  which the  a r t i s t  o r  poet,  i n  a s t a t e  o f  distanced trance, can 

perceive the symbolic s ign i f i cance  o f  e a r t h l y  l i f e .  I n  h i s  own essay "The 

Symbof ism o f  PoetryN (1 8W), Yeats considered the  po ten t ia l  o f  hypnot ic  rhythm 

and p a t t e r n  as c a t a l y s t s  f o r  perce iv ing  v i s iona ry  images: 

The purpose o f  rhythm, it has always seemed t o  me, i s  t o  prolong 

the moment o f  contemplation, t he  moment when we are both asleep 

and awake, which is t h e  one moment o f  creat ion,  by hushing us w i th  
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an a l l u r i n g  monotony, wh i le  i t  holds us waking by va r ie t y ,  t o  keep 

us i n  t h a t  s t a t e  o f  perhaps r e a l  trance, i n  which the  mind 

t i be ra ted  from the pressure o f  t he  w i l l  i s  unfoïded i n  symbols. I f  

c e r t a i n  s e n s i t i v e  persons l i s t e n  p e r s i s t e n t l y  t o  the t i c k i n g  o f  a 

watch, o r  gaze p e r s i s t e n t l y  on t h e  monotonous f l ash ing  o f  a l i g h t ,  

they fa11 i n t o  the hypnotic trance; and rhythm i s  bu t  t h e  t i c k i n g  

o f  a  watch made s o f t e r ,  t h a t  one must needs l i s t e n ,  and various, 

that one may not  be swept beyond memory o r  grow weary o f  

l i s t e n i n g ;  while t he  pat terns o f  the a r t i s t  a r e  but the monotonous 

f l a s h  woven t o  take t h e  eyes i n  a s u b t l e r  enchantment. (E&I 159) 

In Mor r i s ' s  wwoventt t apes t r i es ,  then, such as The Orchard, there are analogies 

betneen Yeats's own views o f  rhythm and pa t te rn  as i n t e g r a l  t o  the  reve la t i on  

o f  v is ion ,  especial l y  a symbol i c  v is ion .  

Other aspects o f  Pre-Raphaelitism which he saw as re ia ted t o  the 

symbolic imp l ica t ions  o f  v i s iona ry  seeing also a t t r a c t e d  Yeats. In s t r i v i n g  

f o r  "emotional s i n c e r i t y ,  " the  o r i g i n a l  Pre-Raphael i t e  group, which inc luded 

Dante Gabr ie l  Rosset t i ,  adhered t o  a " re tu rn  t o  nature" as a form o f  rea l ism 

intended no t  t o  record simply what they saw i n  the physical  world, bu t  a lso  t o  

express t h e  s p i r i t u a l  and emotional world, or, i n  t h e i r  own words, " t h e  

i n t ima te  i n t e r t e x t u r e  o f  a s p i r i t u a l  sense wi th  a mater ia l  form; srna11 

a c t u a l i t i e s  made vocal o f  l o f t y  rneanings."2 I n  the  1880s and 1890s, Yeats 

i n t e r p r e t e d  t h i s  t o  mean t h a t  they were "creators o f  dream worlds t h a t  

t ransported viewers f a r  from t h e  ugl iness . . . [and] rnaterialism of V i c t o r i a n  

1 i f e u  (Loizeaux 1 3 ) .  What he and t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c i r c i e  t o  which he belonged 

i n  t89Os London saw as t h e  Pre-Raphaelite "tr iumph o f  sp i  r i t  and imaginat ion" 

over mundane subject  rnatter, though, was a l so  par t  o f  the  " s p i r i t u a l i z e d  
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sensuousness~ (which he saw i n  Rosset t i ' s  paint ings i n  pa r t i cu l a r ) ,  because 

incorporating sensuous d e t a i l s  i n t o  depict ions o f  dream-like worlds was an 

essent ia l  element o f  Yeats's d e f i n i t i o n  o f  v i s ion  (Loizeaux 19).  

He approached the beginnings o f  such v is ion  i n  one o f  h i s  e a r l i e s t  poems 

based on a p ic tu re  by h i s  fa ther ls  f r i e n d  John Nett leship cal led,  "On M r .  

Net t lesh ip 's  P i  c ture  a t  the Royal H i  bernian Academy," published i n  Apri  1 1886 

by Dublin Univers i tv  Review: 

Yonder the s i c k l e  o f  the  moon s a i l s  on, 

But here the tioness l i c k s  her s o f t  cub 

Tender and fear less on her funeral  pyre; 

Above, sa l i va  dr ipp ing from h i s  jaws, 

The Lion, the wor ld 's great s o l i t a r y ,  bends 

Lowly the head o f  h i s  magnificence 

And roars, mad w i th  the touch o f  the unknown, 

Not as he shakes the forest ;  b u t  a c r y  

Low, long and musical. A dew-drop hung 

Br ight  on a grass blade's under side, might hear 

Nor tremble t o  i t s  f a l l .  The f i r e  sweeps round 

Re-shining i n  h i s  eyes. So ever moues 

The flaming c i r c l e  o f  the outer Law, 

Nor heeds t h e  old,  dim p ro tes t  and the c r y  

The orb o f  the  most inner  l i v i n g  heart  

Gives f o r t h ,  He, the Eternal ,  works His w i l l .  

(Vp 688-89) 

I n  t h i s  poern Yeats is already deafing w i th  moments o f  intense experience 

suspended i n  a v is ionary revelat ion.  He uses small de ta i l s  such as the  dew 



drop o r  the sa l i va  dr ipp ing from the l i o n ' s  jaw t o  keep the image as an 

ear th ly  one, but also as a way o f  countering time, While time continues t o  

move around them--"[y]onder the . . . moon s a i l s  onm--the animals are caught 

i n  a  moment, surrounded by the "flaming c i r c l e  o f  the  outer Law." The 

apocalypt ic  image o f  the l i o n  which, "mad w i t h  the touch o f  the unknownvl and 

the  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the c i r c l e  o f  f i r e  "[rie-shining i n  h i s  eyes," i s  a  f i g u r e  

l i k e  t h a t  o f  the speaker i n  "The Wanderings o f  Ois inn i n  that  he i s  i n  a sense 

both the creator and receiver o f  a reve la t ion.  The l i o n  becomes a p a r t  o f  

"the EternalN i n  h i s  V r y  / Low, long and musicalt1 t h a t  holds a dew-drop 

suspended on a blade o f  grass, but un l i ke  the  passage from tlOisin," the  d e i t y  

behind the  forces t ha t  surround him here i s  u l t ima te l y  i n  control .  How much 

o f  t h i s  detai 1 and tone Yeats derived from the  o r i g i n a l  p ic ture  by Net t lesh ip  

i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  p inpoint ,  but the d i f ference between t h i s  poem based on a 

p ic ture ,  and "The Wanderings o f  Ois in"  a  few years l a t e r ,  i s  the greater sense 

o f  controf which Yeats depicts the  poemls speaker and/or subject having over 

t h e  v is ionary images evolving around him-which suggest t ha t  a t  t h i s  stage the  

poe t t s  sense of h i s  own powers o f  "v is ionu were not as st rong.  

Seeing a r t  as a veh ic le  in which t o  transcend t h i s  world and escape t o  a 

higher one o f  the imagination, Yeats and h i s  colleagues i n  the Rhymersf Club 

i n  the 1890s were especial ly  intereçted i n  Rosset t i ' s  paint ings for t h e i r  

" sp i r i t ua l i zed  sensuousnessn (Loizeaux 19 ) .  Rosse t t i t s  Venus Ver t icord ia  

(1864-1868) and Monna Vanna (1866) represented t o  them " l i f e  a t  i t s  most 

intense and, hence, a r t  a t  itç most beau t i fu l , "  and it was i n  pa r t i cu l a r  the 

idea l ized beauty o f  the  Pre-Raphaelite woman that  a t t rac ted  them: "Woman 

he rse l f  was s t i l l  i n  our eyes . . . romantic and mysterious, s t i l l  the 

pr iestess o f  her shrine, our ernotions remembering t h e  L i l i t h  and the S i b v l l a  
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Palmi fera o f  Rosset t i Iu  as Yeats wrote l a t e r  (Loizeaux 19, & 302).  Rosset t i  

accompanied these l a t t e r  two works w i t h  the poems 5 o u l t s  Beauty," which i s  

represented by S i  b v l l  a Palmi f e r a ,  and nOodyfs Beauty, " represented by L i  1 i t h ,  

t o  emphasize the  "dual natureM o f  h i s  subject  ( toizeaux 2 5 ) .  Even wi thout  

these I i t e r a r y  adjuncts, the women's "expressions o f  rapture"  and " the  

sensuous d e t a i l s  p i c t u r e d  the re f ined senses1 ecstasyn (Loizeaux 19). Yeats 

thus saw t h e  passionate and s p i r i t u a l  CO-ex is t ing  i n  Rosse t t i ' s  works, a 

q u a l i t y  he h imse l f  s t rove f o r  i n  h l s  work: mRosset t i ,  drunken w i t h  natura l  

beauty, saw t h e  supernatural beauty, t h e  impossible beauty, i n  h i s  f renzy"  

(E&J 64) .  I n  h i s  own desc r ip t i on  o f  the  fernale f i g u r e  i n  'The Wanderings of 

O i s i  n, " Yeats also s t rove t o  combine 18natural and %upernaturalW beauty: 

And [hej  found on the  dove-grey edge o f  the  sea 

A pear l  -pale, high-born lady, who rode 

On a horse w i th  b r i d l e  o f  f i nd r inny ;  

And 1 i ke a sunset were he r  1 i ps ,  

A stormy sunset on doomed ships; 

A c i t r o n  colour gloomed i n  her h a i r ,  

B u t  down t o  her f e e t  wh i te  vesture flowed, 

And w i t h  the  glimmering crimson glowed 

O f  many a f i gu red  embroidery; 

And i t was bound w i t h  a pear l -pale shell 

That wavered l i k e  t h e  summer streams, 

As her s o f t  bosom rose and f e l l .  

[Vp 3-4, 19-30) 

As w i t h  R o s s e t t i r s  women who are  " a l l u r i n g "  b u t  "unattainable," t he  f i g u r e  i s  

distanced from the reader/viewer by the  fact t h a t  she is very much an 
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a r t i f i c i  a l  component i n  a work o f  a r t  (Loi  zeaux 27). The way Yeats c a r e f u l l  y 

const ruc ts  t h e  mater ia is  and colours i n  which she i s  ad~rned- -~~dove-grey , '~  

" c i t r o n ,  " "g l  immering crimson ," "pearl-pal e shel 1 , IV and "f igured embroideryt' 

i s  s i m i l a r  i n  technique t o  R o s s e t t i ' s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  tex ture ,  and h i s  use o f  

in tense colours.  The distanced beauty o f  t h e  r e s u l t i n g  icon i n  Yeats and 

Rosset t i  i s  not only an image o f  i n t e n s i t y ,  bu t  o f  a simultaneous calm 

s t i l l n e s s  as we l l .  

Yeats, I i k e  Rosset t i ,  could also see such beauty i n  rea l  people. When 

Yeats went t o  Sweden i n  1923 t o  receive the  Nobel Prize, he saw a l i v i n g  

example o f  an a r t i s t i c  i dea l  i n  t h e  face o f  Princess Margaretha (North 380), 

whom he described as 

f u l l  o f  s u b t l e  beauty, emotional and precise,  and impassive w i t h  a 

s t i l 1  i n t e n s i t y  suggesting t h a t  f i n a l  consummate st rength which 

rounds the sp i  r a l  o f  a she l l  . One f i n d s  a simi 1 ar  beauty i n  

wooden busts taken from Egypti an tombs o f  the Eighteenth Dynasty 

and not  agai n u n t i  1  Gainsborough pa in ts .  (& 328) 

Th is  desc r ip t i on  i n  prose i s  a more d i s t i l l e d  view o f  v is ionary  beauty than 

the  decora t ive  f i g u r e s  o f  Yeats's ea r l y  poetry, o r  those o f  Rossett i  o r  

Morr is ,  bu t  what i t  shares w i t h  them i s  t h e  serene calmness and s t i l l n e s s  that  

subl imates sensual elements and u l t i m a t e l y  makes them p a r t  o f  a frozen 

e te rna l i zed  moment (North, "Ambiguity" 381). Yeats def ined v is ionary  beauty 

i n  t h e  case of t h e  p r i n c e s ,  Egyptian a r t ,  and i n  Gainsborough p o r t r a i t s  as 

no t  on l y  v isua l ,  bu t  being i n t e g r a l l y  wound up i n  u s t i l l  in tens i ty ; "  a 

combination of se ren i t y  and s t i f fness  inherent  i n  roya l  pub l i c  a r t  and the  

roya l  human f i gu res  themselves [North 381 ) . 



Yeats l a t e r  came t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c  understanding o f  why he sought 

v is ionary  images f o r  h i s  subject matter--namely, h i s  own r e l i g i o u s  

temperament. I n  1913 he wrote, "1 have always loved those p i c t u r e s  where 1 

meet persons associated w i th  the  poems o r  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  ideas t h a t  have most 

moved me" (a 347). He turned t o  v i s iona ry  a r t  and poe t ry  as a replacement 

f o r  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  when he found he could no longer support such be l i e f s :  

1 am very rel ig ious,  and deprived by Huxley and Tyndal l ,  whom I 

detested, o f  the simple-minded r e l i g i o n  o f  my childhood, 1 had 

made a new r e l i g i o n ,  almost an i n f a l l i b l e  Church o f  poe t i c  

t r a d i t i o n ,  o f  a farde1 o f  s t o r i e s ,  and o f  personages, and o f  

emotions, inseparabf e from t h e i  r f i  r s t  expression, passed on from 

generat ion t o  generation by poe ts  and pa in te rs  w i t h  some help from 

p h i  losophers and theologians. (AJ 115-16) 

Yeats admired works such as Rosse t t i ' s  Proserpine, which he had seen a t  

W i l l i a m  M o r r i s ' s  house, f o r  what he saw as t h e  r e l i g i o u s / r e v e l a t o r y  nature of 

i t s  sub jec t  and dep ic t i on .  The p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  woman ho ld ing  a hal f -eaten 

pomegranate was t o  Yeats a representat ion o f  a moment o f  poe t i c  and s p i r i t u a l  

transcendence, as her incomplete ac t  p a r a l l e l s  the v i s iona ry  a r t i s t ' s  journey 

for  the a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  s p i r i t u a l  knowledge, which, i n  e a r t h l y  l i f e ,  can only 

be p a r t i a l  (Loireaux 1 3 ) .  

I n  h i s  poem l'The Song o f  Wandering Aengus," Yea ts  a l so  explores the 

theme o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i v i t y  as t h e  p u r s u i t  o f  wisdom, but  he presents t h i s  

idea by us ing  a shape-shifter from I r i s h  mythology. Yeats pubTished "The Song 

o f  Wandering Aengus" i n  1899, just a few years a f t e r  he had co l labora ted from 

1889 t o  1893 w i t h  Edwin E l l i s  on The Works of William Blake: Poetic, Symbolic 

and C r i t i  cal . The paral  l e l s  he perceived between the shape-shi f t ing s t o r i  es 



o f  I r i s h  f o l k l o r e  and h i s  own works t e f l e c t  h i s  Blakean b e l i e f  t h a t  "man 

achieves the greates t  imaginat ive vision when he f i n a l l y  apprehends u n i t y  by 

seeing t h a t  a17 th ings  a r e  analogies o f  a l1  other  th ings  . . . and by 

understanding a l 1  the  steps through which the wor ld must move before man may 

communally see t h i s  v i s i o n "  (Adams, Blake and Yeats 4-5) .  Therefore, having 

made Blake's  pictures and poet ry  h is  " p a r t i c u l a r  studyIf du r ing  the 1880s and 

1890s when he was w r i t i n g  "Wandering Aengus," t he re  are some correspondences 

i n  thei r approach t o  t h e i  r v is ionary  images (m v i  i) , I n  h i s  poem, Yeats 

uses a femaie f i g u r e  whose t ransforming capabi l i t i e s  associate her w i t h  the  

I r i s h  "Race o f  t h e  Gods o f  Danam (Tuath de Danaan), who, he w r o t e  i n  h i s  

explanatory notes f o r  "The Wanderings o f  Ois in,"  were t h e  powers of l i g h t ,  

l i f e ,  and warmth (z 796). Wandering Aengust' f o l l ows  the mythological  f i g u r e  

o f  Aengus-god o f  youth, beauty , and poetry-on a voyage o f  poet i  ca l  /spi  r i  tua1 

discovery fVJ 794): 

1 went ou t  t o  t h e  hazel W O O ~ ,  

Because a f i  r e  was i n  my head, 

And c u t  and peeled a hazel wand, 

And hooked a ber ry  t a  a thread; 

And when white moths were on the  wing, 

And moth-like stars  were flickering out ,  

I dropped t h e  berry i n  a stream 

And caught a l i t t l e  s i l v e r  t r o u t .  

When 1 had l a i d  it on the  f l o o r  

1 went t o  blow t he  f i r e  aflarne, 

But something rustled on the f l o o r ,  



And some one c a l l e d  me by my name: 

I t  had become a g l  immering g i r l  

With apple bfossom i n  her hai r 

Who c a l l e d  me by rny name and ran 

And faded through the  br igh ten ing a i r .  

Though 1 am o l d  w i t h  wandering 

Through hol low lands and h i l l y  lands, 

1 w i l l  f i n d  ou t  where she has gone, 

And k i s s  her  l i p s  and take her hands; 

And wal k among long dappled grass, 

And p luck t i l l  t ime and times are  done 

The s i l v e r  apples o f  t h e  moon, 

The golden apples o f  t h e  Sun. 

(Vp 149-50) 

I n  h i s  symbolic treatment o f  the theme o f  t h e  c rea t i ve  process, Yeats creates 

a d i v i s i o n  between the  opposites o f  the conscious and subconscious minds i n  

t h i s  poem. It f o l l ows  a d iu rna l  cyc le  t o  represent how i n s p i r a t i o n ,  the  

" f i r e t t  i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  head, progresses t o  i t s  r e a l i z a t i o n  as a poem, which i s  a 

cul m i  na t ion  o f  both subconscious and conscious i deas. Aengus ( the  poet )  

i n i t i a l l y  i s  i n  the realm o f  the subconscious; t h a t  i s ,  i n  darkness, 

associated w i th  the  b i r t h  and development o f  ideas, and i n  a hazel wood. 

Yeats described the hazel t r e e  as " the  I r i s h  t r e e  o f  L i f e  o r  Knowledge, and i n  

I r e l a n d  i t  was doubtless, as elsewhere, t h e  t r e e  o f  t h e  heavenstt (E 177). 

This wood could the re fo re  be seen as a d i r e c t  representat ion o f  S p i r i t u s  

Mundi, from which al1 ideas corne, and which must be returned t o  as t he  source. 
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Corresponding t o  t h e  growth o f  t h e  idea i n  the  poem i s  t h e  increase o f  

l i g h t ;  l i g h t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  being thought o f  as a c rea t i ve  f o r c e  and a lso  

equated w i t h  the s p i r i t .  Thus i t  can be i n f e r r e d  t h a t  a new idea ( f o r  a poem) 

i s  forming and strengthening propor t ionate ly  t o  t h e  increasing i l l u m i n a t i o n  

and s ize  o f  each metamorphosing form: from "whiten moths; t o  " f l i c k e r i n g u  

stars;  t o  a % l v e r "  t r o u t ,  emanating o r  r e f l e c t i n g  a lunar  glow. The 

placement o f  the t r o u t  a t  t h e  very end o f  the  f i r s t  e igh t  l i n e s  draws 

a t ten t i on  t o  t h i s  creature as the  l a s t  stage before the stage of t r a n s i t i o n .  

It i s  important as a n igh t t ime image suggest ive o f  the subconscious and of 

s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  and because i t  l i v e s  i n  moving water, which suggests renovation 

and regneration. The image o f  aes thet ic  f i s h i n g  becomes equated w i t h  t h e  

drawing out  o f  unconscious ideas from t h e  poe t ' s  deep-lying wisdom. Since the  

moon i s  a lso associated t r a d i t i o n a l l y  w i t h  the  powers o f  t h e  imaginat ion, and 

t h e  "g l  immeri ng g i  r l "  fades i n  the golden dayl  i gh t ,  which represents conscious 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l  th ink ing ,  Yeats i s  present ing the  two thought processes as 

separate forces. 

The m o t i f  o f  metamorphosis i s  a v i s i o n - l i k e  one re in fo rced  by t h e  image 

o f  t he  moth, which i s  metamorphic, and by the shape-shif ter g i r l  as we l l  . But 

the  most s i g n i f i c a n t  c y c l i c  metamorphosing i s  occurr ing w i t h i n  t h e  poet who i s  

depicted as always t r y i n g  t o  delve i n t o  t h e  imaginat ion i n  order t o  c reate  a 

poetry which encompasses s p i  r i t u a l  exper i  ence. This i s  ev ident  i n  the  

tldappledN g r a s  a t  t h e  end, which gives an impression o f  darkness and l i g h t  

in terming l ing ,  and suggests the  poet i s  re tu rn ing  t o  the  subconscious 

imagination as h i s  source. That t h e  poem should a lso end w i t h  the image o f  

the  apple, a symbof o f  t o t a l i t y  and o f  knowledge, enhances t h e  concept o f  

j o i n i n g  subconsciùus Cs i lver )  and conscious (gold) ideas. The moon i s  a lso  
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genera l ly  associated w i t h  the  powers o f  t h e  imaginat ion, and the re fo re  "the 

glimmering g i r l "  (13)  who i s  t h e  i n s t i n c t u a l  equivalent  o f  t h e  f i s h  o r  wisdom 

symbol (Grossman 180) fades i n  the golden day l i gh t  which i n  t u r n  sybol i c a l  l y  

represents conscious and i n t e l l e c t u a l  t h i n k i n g .  Although he i n  f a c t  "caught" 

t h e  t r o u t  and was undertak ing preparat ions t o  e a t  i t  by blowing on t h e  f i r e ,  

t h i  s metaphoric attainment o f  knowledge i s no t  rea l  i zed  because 'Iwisdom, " 

Yeats wrote i n  a l a t e  poem, W o o d  and the Moon" (19331, " i s  t h e  property of 

t h e  dead, / A something incompatible w i t h  l i f e t t  (p 482). 

The m o t i f  o f  metamorphosis suggests ephemerality and re in fo rces  the 

f u t i l i t y  o f  the  speaker 's quest through t h e  images o f  t he  moth, which i s  a 

metamorphic creature; by the  shape-shif ter g i r l  ; and because i n  the myths even 

Angus's kisses are transformed i n t o  b i r d s .  The s h i f t  i n  temporal perspect ive 

i n  the  poem also under l ines t h e  i rnposs ib i l i t y  o f  t he  p o e t f s  ever completely 

a t t a i n i n g  h i s  goal ,  as the poem moves from the  speaker performing simple 

wor ld l y  tasks i n  stanza one, anchored by using the past  tense, t o  a world of 

con jec ture  and myth i n  stanza three, which moves between present and f u t u r e  

when he says: "1 am o l d  . . . 1 w i l l  f i n d  out l t  (Morgan 1 3 3 ) .  

The forma1 p a r a l l e l s  between the  two cont ras t ing  worlds a r e  establ ished 

by t h e  s t r i n g s  of verbs i n  each o f  the  two stanzas: l'And cut and peeled. . . 
And hooked .. . And caught" (stanza one), and "1 w i l l  f i n d  out.  . . And k i s s  

and take her hands / And walk . . . And p luck"  (stanza th ree j .  There i s  a l so  

a sense o f  capture a t  t h e  end o f  stanzas one and three:  the catching of t h e  

s i l v e r  trout and the p luck ing  o f  the go ld  and s i l v e r  apples. The c e n t r a l  

stanza, then, provides the  v i t a l  moment o f  t r a n s i t i o n  from r e a l i t y  t o  myth. 

The scene i n  stanza t u o  s h i f t s  from landscape t o  i n t e r i o r  (before passing on 

t o  the  rnythical landscape of stanza th ree )  and yet  somehow manages t o  suggest 
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both the  i n t e r i o r  and t h e  wor ld beyond when t h e  v i s iona ry  g i  r l  fades through 

"the br igh ten ing a i r , "  an element common t o  both spheres (Morgan 134).  

The cen t ra l  stanza stands apart from t h e  f i r s t  and l a s t  and i s  " p i v o t a l "  

i n  t h a t  no t  only does i t  dep ic t  the moment o f  transformation, bu t  accompanies 

t h i s  moment w i t h  t h e  most in tense br ightness which br ings  i n  a t  l e a s t  by 

a l l u s i o n  the  three sources o f  l i g h t  frorn each stage o f  the changing v i s ion -  

" the  f i r e  aflame . . , glimmering . . . t h e  b r igh ten ing  a i r . "  There are  three 

main kinds o f  supernatural creatures i n  I r i s h  mythology: angels who tend  t o  

i n h a b i t  broad day l i gh t ;  ghosts, who i n h a b i t  the  n igh t ;  and f a i r i e s  who i n h a b i t  

the  t w i l i g h t  (Foster 2 0 9 ) .  It i s  evident t h a t  t h e  wor ld o f  t h e  f a i r i e s  i s  the  

one t o  which h i s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  g i r l  belongs, as she i s  the transformed r e s u l t  

o f  t he  i n i t i a l  " f i r e m  i n  h i s  head, o r  as Yeats phrased it elsewhere: W a c k  

out ;  Heaven b l a z i n g  i n t o  t h e  head" (VJ 566). L i g h t  i n  the na tu ra l  wor ld does 

no t  b r ing  permanent enlightenment-he must the re fo re  depend on ghosts from the 

darkness o f  Spi r i t u s  Mundi and the " f a n t a s t i  c and capr i  ci ou^'^ amoral kingdom 

o f  ever-changing shapes t o  which the  I r i s h  f o l k  mind i s  drawn, o r ,  as Yeats 

wrote, " the power o f  imaginat ionu (Myth 37, Foster  209, Gregory 303).  

Because o f  t h e i r  correspondences i n  p i c t o r i a l  irnagery, Yeats may have 

been looking t o  Blake as i n s p i r a t i o n  for t h e  var ious  changing v i s ions  t h a t  a re  

evoked throughout "Wandering Aengus." P la tes  13 and 14 o f  Blake's  i l l u s t r a t e d  

poem Jerusalem, The Emanation o f  the  Giant  A lb ion  could be i l l u s t r a t i o n s  t o  

Yeats's poem, even i n  terms o f  the  nocturnal  imagery. As i n  "Wandering 

Aengus,'' t he re  i s  a p lay  between darkness and oncoming l i g h t .  The f i g u r e  o f  

Los r e c l i n i n g  in a pensive posture resembles t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Aengus as he i s  

surrounded by a changing n i g h t  sky, and a winged female f i g u r e  i s  suspended i n  

t he  sky as i f  her presence i s  p recar ious ly  depending upon t h e  ruminat ions o f  



Los, and on t h e  changing sky, e s p e c i a l l y  i f  they  a re  i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  terms o f  

t he  para l  l e 1  s between sp i  r i  tua1 i t y  and a r t i  s t i c  c rea t ion ,  Ce r ta i  n l y  Blake 

presented h i s  s t o r y  as a metamorphosis i n  e p i c  r e l i g i o u s  terms, an energy 

Yeats would have found f i t t i n g  f o r  t h e  r e l i g i o s i t y  he h imse l f  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  

syrnbolic v i s i o n a r y  works o f  a r t .  The f o u r  chapters o f  Jerusalem a re  d i v i ded  

i n t o  Creat ion,  Redemption, Judgment, and Regeneration, each r e f e r r i n g  t o  

l t s ta tes  through which i n d i v i d u a l s  pass" and i s  Y h e  s t o r y  o f  a paradoxll 

( E l l i s ,  The Works o f  W i l l i am Blake II  176). Yeats and E l l i s  summarized t h e  

n a r r a t i v e  i n  the l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  poem as f o l l o w s :  

Man, c a l l e d  Albion, . . . s leeping,  o r  f a l l i n g  under t he  delus ions 

known as common çense, becomes t h e  prey o f  death through seeking 

v i r t u e  i n  t h e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  m o r a l i t y ,  not  i n  t h e  expansion o f  

sympathy, and t r u t h ,  i n  t h e  cornparisons and r e c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  

reason, no t  i n  t he  impulses o f  c r e a t i v e  imaginat ion. Thus he 

imputes righteousness and s i n  t o  I n d i v i d u a l s  and n o t  t o  States, 

and d i s t r i  butes approval and d i  sapproval , n o t  forg iveness,  which 

i s  the  foundat ion o f  sympathy as sympathy i s  o f  love. I n  t h e  end 

he awakes. He perceives h i s  e r r o r .  He loves; he l i v e s ;  and 

through him love, which i s  a l so  c a l f e d  L ibe r t y ,  and Jerusalem, 

a l s o  en ter  i n t o  e te rna l  l i f e  f r e e  f rom t h e  acc idents o f  t i m e  and 

t he  d e l  usions o f  approval and disapproval  . (E l  1 i s ,  The Works o f  

W i l l i a m  Blake I I  176) 

The imagery and ideas which would have a t t r a c t e d  Yeats t o  t h i s  s to ry ,  besides 

t h e  p a r a l l e l s  between l i g h t  and dark, and the conscious and unconscious, would 

have been the elements o f  love  and beauty as they  operate i n  t h e  c r e a t i v e  

s p i r i t u a l  process. I n  h i s  essay "Wi l l iam Blake and the  Imaginat ion"  (1897), 
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Yeats quotes Blake as s ta t i ng ,  tlPassions, because most l i v i n g ,  are most ho l y  

. . . and man s h a l l  enter  e t e r n i t y  borne upon t h e i r  wings" (E&I 113) .  Hence, 

Yeats ends "Wandering AengusH w i th  ''1 w i l l  . . . kiss her l i p s  and take her 

hands" as an image o f  a moment o f  passionate i n t e n s i t y ,  e te rna l i zed  by a r t  and 

t h e  c rea t i ve  process-that i s ,  p lucking % i l v e r  apples o f  t he  moon" and 

"golden apples o f  t h e  suri," 

The d i f f e r e n c e  between Blake and Yeats i n  t h e i r  v is ionary  th ink ing ,  

however, l i e s  i n  Yeats's approach t o  v i s i o n  as something induced and aesthet ic  

i n  nature, as r e l i g i o n  f o r  him has t o  do w i t h  beauty, love, and a r t .  For 

Blake, on the other  hand, v i s ions  generate themselves, and from them he 

creates simultaneous verse and a r t  t h a t  a re  concerned w i t h  d i v i n e  g l o r y .  

A l  i gni  ng h i  m e 1  f w i  t h  the  Pre-Raphael i t e  sensi b i  1 i t y ,  Yeats said t h a t  ItBl ake 

made, i n  a b l i n d ,  hopeless way something o f  t h e  same pro tes t  made af terwards 

by the  Pre-Raphaelites w i t h  more success. They saw noth ing bu t  an a r t i s t i c  

issue and were a t  peace; whereas he saw i n  every issue the  whole contes t  o f  

light and darkness and found no peace.f13 Yeats f e l t  t h a t  t he  

l i m i t a t i o n  of [Blakels]  v i e w  was from the  very i n t e n s i t y  o f  h i s  

v i s ion ;  he was a too l i t e r a l  r e a l i s t  o f  imagination, as o thers  are 

o f  nature; and because he bel ieved t ha t  the f i gu res  seen by the  

mind's eye, when exaf ted by i n s p i r a t i o n ,  were 'e terna l  

existences, '  symbols o f  d i v i n e  essences, he hated every grace o f  

style t h a t  might obscure t h e i r  lineaments. (E&J 119-120) 

Yeats h imsel f  came t o  an anal ogous verbal compromise between Pre-Raphael i t e  

v i s iona ry  ta l i sman ic  forms wrapped i n  W g h t  and shadows, [and] i n  i r i d e s c e n t  

o r  glowing colour,  " and the  Blakean ' ldoctr ine o f  f i d e l i t y  t o  ou t l i ne ,  t o  the  

'hard and w i r y  lineu' (Henn 38, EaI 120). In h i s  poetry o f  the  1890s, he 



creates v is ionary  images by using aura1 pa t te rns  tha t  a re  l u l l i n g  and 

evocative o f  dream-like v is ions ,  from which c l e a r l y  del ineated forms o r  

f i g u r e s  a r i se  a t  rhythmical  i n t e r v a l s .  

The nex t  decade opened up a tu rn ing  po in t ,  however, i n  Yeats's approach 

t o  v i s ions .  With the advent of World War 1 and another revo lu t ionary  per iod  

i n  I r i s h  h is tory ,  h i s  work became less i n t r o v e r t e d  as he p u l l e d  away from t h e  

Romanticism which was prev ious ly  co lou r ing  the  musings o f  many o f  the s o l i t a r y  

i n d i v i d u a l s  he depicted i n  h i s  verses. W i l l i am T. Hortonls The Masi o f  1898 

i s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  p o i n t  o f  comparison f o r  Yeats's poem o f  the  same name, f rom 

1914, Yeats w r o t e  an i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  Horton 's  A Book o f  Ima~es  i n  1898, as 

h i s  a t t r a c t i o n  t o  the a r t i s t ' s  work was t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  l a t t e r  worked from 

v i s ion .  Not long a f t e r ,  however, he became disenchanted w i th  Hor tonfs  

p i c tu res ,  because he f e l t  t h a t  Horton was too  "systematictt a mystic, and t h a t  

v i s iona ry  a r t i s t s  i n  general should de r i ve  t h e i r  images as much f r o m  a study 

o f  na ture  as from v i s i o n s  conjured up from " lunar  and saturn ine shadows." He 

advised Harton t o  imagine himsel f  "bathed i n  sun l i gh t "  i n  order t o  c reate  h i s  

own v is ions  t h a t  are based more on t a n g i b l e  experiencea4 Yeats's vers ion  of 

t h e  subject, h i s  poem "The Magi," metamorphoses t h i s  Chr i s t i an  i con  from a 

Pre-Raphaelite dream-like image i n t o  a harsh v i s i o n  which conf la tes  C h r i s t ' s  

b i r t h ,  normally a symbol o f  o p t i m i s t i c  sa l va t i on ,  w i t h  a premonition o f  

anarchy t o  corne: 

Now as a t  a11 t imes f can see i n  t he  mind's eye, 

I n  t h e i  r s t i f f ,  painted c lothes,  t h e  pa le  unsa t i s f i ed  ones 

Appear and disappear i n  the blue depth o f  the  sky 

Wi th  a l  1 t h e i  r ancient faces 1 i ke rain-beaten çtones, 

And a l 1  t h e i r  helms o f  s i l v e r  hovering side by side, 



And a l 1  t h e i r  eyes s t i l l  f i x e d ,  hoping t o  f i n d  once more 

Being by Calvary 's t u r b u l  ence unsat i  s f ied ,  

The uncont ro l lab Ie  mystery on t h e  b e s t i a l  f f o o r .  

(Vp 318) 

As i f  he were f o l l o w i n g  h i s  own advice t o  Horton, Yeats t r e a t s  t h e  images i n  

t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the  poem as distanced o the rwor ld l y  f i gu res ,  and then r e j e c t s  

t h i s  imagery as unsui ted t o  the i r r a t i o n a l i t y  o f  the chaot ic ,  and as he saw 

it, apocalypt ic  wor ld as it was i n t r u d i n g  on h i s  and h i s  whole coun t ry ' s  

existence. 
* 

The r e s u l t s  o f  h i s  ruminations on aes the t i cs  and the wor ld  i t s e l f  a re  

ev ident  when he again uses the image o f  an imaginary f i g u r e  i n  h i s  l a t e r  poem, 

"On Looking a t  a P i c t u r e  o f  a 8 lack Centaur by Edmund Dulacw (1922). The 

centaur i s  not ,  however, the shape o r  form which e x p l i c i t l y  changes i n  the  

poem, as i n  "The Song o f  Wandering AengusJt' b u t  ra the r  i t  represents an 

embodiment o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and phys ica l  f o rces  which i n s p i r e  a r t ,  and shows 

how Yeats's aes the t i c  philosophy had i t s e l f  metamorphosed by 1922: 

Your hooves have stamped a t  the black margin o f  the wood, 

Even where h o r r i b l e  green p a r r o t s  ca l  1 and swing. 

My works a re  a l 1  stamped down i n t o  the  s u l t r y  mud. 

1 knew t h a t  horse-play, knew it f o r  a murderous th ing .  

What wholesome sun has r ipened i s  wholesome food t o  eat,  

And t h a t  alone; y e t  1, be ing d r i ven  h a l f  insane 

Because o f  some green wing, gathered o l d  mummy wheat 

I n  t h e  mad abstract  dark and ground i t  g r a i n  by gra in  

And a f t e r  baked it slowly i n  an oven; but  no# 

1 b r i ng  fu l l - f l avoured  wine o u t  o f  a barre7 found 



Where seven Ephesian topers sf ept and never knew 

When Alexander's empire passed, they s l e p t  so sound. 

St re tch  out your l imbs and sleep a long Saturnian sleep; 

1 have loved you b e t t e r  than my sou1 f o r  al1 my words, 

And the re  i s  none 30 f i t  t o  keep a watch and keep 

Unwearied eyes upon those h o r r i b l e  green b i r d s .  

The subject  o f  t h i  s poem i s  again an " insp i  r a t i o n a l  beastw and focusses on 

"the imaginat ion i t s e l f ,  the  o r i g i n  and e labora t ion  o f  images [and ideas] i n  

t h e  poet ls  mind" ( A l b r i g h t  666, 453) as rnanifested i n  the speaker's poems. 

The centaur emblematizes the  a r t i s t i c  synthesiz ing o f  the forces o f  t he  

physical  s t rength  o f  a horse, and the wisdom o f  a man, thereby fus ing  the  

worlds o f  nature and o f  c u l t u r e  (White 93).  I n  1922, Yeats publ ished "The 

Trembling o f  t he  V e i l "  i n  which he wrote, "1 thought t h a t  a l 1  a r t  should be a 

Centaur f i n d i n g  i n  t h e  popular l o r e  i t s  back and i t s  s t rong legs" (& 191). 

By r e f e r r i n g  t o  Edmund Dulac's i 1 l u s t r a t i o n  c a l  1 ed "The Good Chiron Taught h i s  

Pup i ls  how t o  p lay  Upon t h e  HarpH (1918) ( from Hawthorne's Tanqlewood Tales),  

which may have been t h e  i n i t i a l  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  poem, Yeats h i g h l i g h t s  no t  

j u s t  t he  c reature  i t s e l f  but  Dulac's s t y l i z e d  r e n d i t i o n  o f  i t  (A lb r igh t  666). 

As an embodied union o f  m i  nd and body, t h e  centaur i s  an image o f  Un i t y  o f  

8eing bu t  the  way i t  has been rendered i n  the p i c t u r e  is a reminder i t  i s  "a 

being imagined by the  a r t i s t "  and Y h a t  when the poet says 'My works a re  a l 1  

stamped down i n t o  the s u l t r y  mud,' i t i s  the  centaur t h a t  has done the 

stamping and the re fo re  has "assumed an independent, v i o l e n t ,  physical  l i f e  o f  

i t s  owntl (Loiteaux 141). "The b lack  margin o f  t h e  wood / Even where h o r r i b l e  

green pa r ro ts  ca l1  and swing" i s  ev ident ly  t h e  p lace t h e  poet sees as t h e  

i n i t i a l  source for h i s  own works, the p a r r o t s  seeming t o  represent "mirnetic 



a r t  . . . t h a t  copies r e a l i t y  instead o f  c rea t ing  it" ( A l b r i g h t  666). The 

a r t i s t  describes h i s  poet ic  process i n  terms o f  a k ind  o f  c u l i n a r y  workshop i n  

which perhaps i n  reac t ion  t o  the dest ruc t ive ,  abstract  p o l i t i c s  o f  h i s  t ime, 

he tu rns  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  f o l k l o r e  as a poe t i c  escape from the  mal world. 

While it s t i l l  has a l i f e  o f  i t s  own, because "mummy wheattr i s  the wheat found 

i n  Egyptian tombs t h a t  i s  ab le  t o  sprout  even a f t e r  thousands o f  years, 

nonetheless i t  i s  a poetry t h a t  needs t o  be fermented and reshaped by the 

ear th iness o f  " rea lU  experience which i s  "concrete, sensuous, bod i ly t l  

( A l b r i g h t  666, AJ 214). Neither i s  t h i s  t h e  k ind  o f  experience t h a t  i s  rooted 

i n  dry, labor ious,  and there fore  l i f e l e s s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  abs t rac t ions  t h a t ,  as 

Yeats wrote,  u l t i m a t e l y  ho ld  out no th ing  but  frsun-dried skeletons o f  b i r d s "  

(AJ 21 4 ) .  Instead, i t i s worl  dl  i ness that has been a l  lowed t o  age i n  the  

"mysterious deeps o f  the s leeping mindn (Loizeaux 142). 

The seven Ephesian topers were C h r i s t i a n  martyrs o f  the  t h i r d  century 

AD, who were shut up i n  a cave and who s l e p t  f o r  two hundred years u n t i l  the  

cave was reopened. Evident ly  Yeats saw t h i s  occurrence as an appropr ia te  

a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  Irmad abstract  darkness." I n  1915 he sa id  t h a t  he " intended t o  

w r i  t e  no more poetry on the Great War and would "keep t he  neighbourhood o f  t h e  

seven sleepers o f  Ephesus, hoping t o  catch t h e i r  cornfortable snores t i l l  

bloody f r i v o l i t y  i s  over" (& 600). He recommends h i s  f e l l o w  a r t i s t s ,  i n  the  

c o l l e c t i v e  form of t h e  centaur, t o  do the same, when he advises them, o r  the  

centaur, t o  "Stretch out  your I imbs and sleep a long Saturnian s l e e p b M  I n  

other  uords, the Roman god Saturn who presided over t h e  Golden Age o f  peace 

and plenty ,  i s ,  i n  a Romantic reversa1 "For t h i s w  and " f o r  everyth ing .... out  

of tune" (Wi l l iam Wordsworth, "The World 1s Too Much w i t h  Us; Late and Soonn 

8) .  He should, then, sleep u n t i l  he can be restored t o  an a n t i t h e t i c a l  age 
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which i s  appropriate t o  him. Yeats proclaims himsel f  as the f i gu re  whose a r t  

i s  the most 'Ifit" t o  provide a guiding force f o r  h i s  time, as he has 

assimilated i n  h i s  poetry a va r ie ty  o f  experiences and, therefore, t ru ths .  I n  

both "The Song o f  Wandering Aengus" (1897) and "On a P ic ture  o f  a Black 

Centaur by Edmund Dulac1' (19221, Yeats evokes a sense t h a t  h i s  a r t  i s  

metamorphosing i n  response t o  the forces o f  good and e v i l ,  l i g h t  and dark, 
0 

achieving a balance, i n  a  way, between the f i g u r a t i v e  inf luence o f  the  Danaan 

and Fomorian d i v i n i t i e s  o f  I r i s h  mythology. As he wrote i n  1922, "1 have said 

a l 1  the good 1 know and a l 1  the e v i l :  1 have kept nothing back necessary t o  

understanding" (& 109) . 
As Yeats moved away from the I1world o f  h i s  youthful  Ce l t i c  t w i l i g h t  . . . 

i n t o  the c lear  a i r  o f  rea l  C e l t i c  l i f e "  and correspondingly f rom the remote 

v is ions o f  i dea l i zed  beauty and sensual d e t a i l s  t o  "reaff l  and not necessari ly 

beauti  f u l  phyçical experiences, the apocalypt ic  s ign i f icance o f  the turbulence 

o f  war increasingly under l ies a  great deal o f  Yeats's imagery [Collingwood 

120). A t  the same tirne, he was also developing a  sense o f  h i s  own physical 

ageing . As he had observed whi le discussing W i l l  iam Blake's p r inc ip les ,  

" love and o l d  age and death are f i r s t  among the  a r t s .  . . . True a r t  i s  the 

flame o f  the  Last  Day, which begins f o r  every man when he i s  f i r s t  moved by 

beauty and which seeks t o  burn a l 1  th ings u n t i l  they become ' i n f i n i t e  and 

holyt"(R& 139-40). Consequently, the melancholy escape from the everyday 

world o f  h i s  v is ionary  characters i n  ear l y  poerns gave way t o  another 

in te rp re ta t ion  o f  v isua l  images f o r  Yeats: he began t o  see the lonel iness o f  

the  creat ive process as analogous t o  the  i s o l a t i o n  o f  the  ind iv idua l  human 

being, especial ly  when fac ing death. A s  h i s  work progressed, Yeats's 

awareness o f  death, the  s p i r i t ,  and the  symbolic p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  the 
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mythological shape-shif ters become increas ing ly  important i n  i l l u m i n a t i n g  the 

r o l e  o f  v i sua l  a r t  i n  h i s  poetry, h i s  thought, and i n  the apoca lypt ic  world i n  

general. As he aged, he f requent ly  seemed t o  be increas ing ly  guided by the 

Fornorian "powers o f  death, . , . dismay, . . . cold, . . . and darkness" (VJ 

808). I n  her review o f  Yeats's c o l l e c t i o n  o f  poems, The Tower ( l 9 2 8 ) ,  

V i r g i n i a  Woolf noted t h a t  

Ins tead o f  the  acquiescence o f  o l d  age we have the  sel f - torment ing 

mood o f  a man who resents and f i g h t s  o l d  age, and instead of 

y i e l d i n g  t o  i t  supinely i s  spurred by it t o  greater  animation than 

before (Woolf 544). 

I n  l'The Tower, " Yeats h imsel f  wrote 

D id  a l 1  o l d  men and women, t i c h  and poor, 

Who t r o d  upon these rocks o r  passed t h i s  door, 

Whether i n  pub l i c  o r  i n  secret  rage 

As 1 do now against o l d  age? 

(Vp 413, 97-100) 

Like the f i g u r e  o f  Cuchulain, t h e  war r io r  whom he saw as h i s  counterpart  i n  

I r i s h  mythology, Yeats too was engaged i n  a f u t i l e  b a t t l e  aga ins t  t h e  sea, or  

the " d r i f t i n g  i n d e f i n i t e  b i t t e rness  o f  l i f e "  (p 808). Yeats a lso  describes 

Cuchulain h imse l f  when l'the b a t t l e  f u r y  was s t i l l  on him" as "the sun pursuing 

clouds, o r  cold,  o r  darkness" (p 807). Throughout h i s  poe t i c  works, 

therefore, the process o f  reaching f o r  wisdom involves pursuing both l i g h t  and 

darkness. The c loses t  form i n  which i t  can be manifested i n  t h i s  l i f e  i s  

through the kind o f  experience so intense t h a t  i t  leaves t h e  body behind and 

becomes s p i r i t u a l  experience. "[John] Donne . . . was never tempted t o  

l i nge r ,  o r  ra the r ,  t o  pretend t h a t  we can l i nger ,  between s p i r i t  and sense," 



Yeats wrote i n  1922. "How o f ten  had 1 heard men o f  my time t a l k  o f  the  

meeting o f  s p i r i t  and sense, y e t  there i s  no meeting but  only change upon the 

ins tant ,  and i t  i s  by t he  perception o f  a change, l i k e  the sudden 'b lacking 

ou t t  o f  the l i g h t s  o f  the stage, t ha t  passion creates i t s  most v io l en t  

sensationt' (Autobioqraphy 218). Yeats proposes tha t  such experiences are a 

microcosmic foreshadowing o f  the Day o f  Judgement, and whi le i t  i s  more than 

natural  t ha t  he should rage against the  dying o f  the i i g h t  i n  h i s  physical old 

age, i t  i s  i r o n i c  t h a t  he bei ieved t h a t  on ly  on black Judgernent Day would 

s p i r i t u a l  antinomies f i n a l l y  be resolved. He described t h i s  k ind  o f  an 

apocalyptic v i s ion  i n  T h e  Valley o f  the Black Pig" (lB96), named a f t e r  the  

s i t e  o f  a mythological b a t t l e  a t  which, i n  the shape o f  a pig, the e v i l  s p i r i t  

o f  cold win ter  woufd b a t t l e  w i th  the f r u i t  and Ieaves o f  summer-and here, 

" f o r  t h e  purposes o f  poetry," Yeats uses the Black P i g  t o  s i g n i f y  t h e  

"darkness t h a t  w i  11 a t  l a s t  destroy t h e  gods and the worldft (VJ 809) : 

The dews drop s lowly and dreams gather: unknown spears 

Suddenly h u r t l e  before my dream-awakened eyes, 

And then the clash o f  f a l l e n  horsemen and the  c r i e s  

O f  unknown per ish ing armies beat about my ears. 

We who s t i l l  labour by the cromlech on the shore, 

The grey c a i r n  on the  h i l l ,  when day sinks drowned i n  dew, 

Being weary o f  the worldls empires, bow down t o  you, 

Master o f  the  s t i l l  s t a r s  and o f  t h e  flaming door. 

(Vp 161) 

White t h i s  ear l y  poem, l i k e  "The Song o f  Wandering Aengus," presents Yeatsts 

belief that fui7 rea l iza t ion-or  reso iu t ion- -o f  knowledge cannot be achieved 

i n  t h i s  world, he nonetheless pursued it as best he could among what he ca l led  
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"the kingdoms o f  poetry, where there  i s  no peace t h a t  i s  no t  joyous, no b a t t l e  

t h a t  does not g i ve  l i f e  instead o f  deathN (y 847). 

Achieving a sense o f  " t r a g i c  joy, there fore ,  was what Yeats would 

u l t i m a t e l y  d e f i n e  as h i s  goal i n  l i f e  and a r t .  H i s  own l i f e  experience, he 

bel ieved, was n o t  t o  be escaped from, b u t  t o  be synthesized i n t o  h i s  i d e n t i t y  

as an i n d i v i d u a l  and as p a r t  o f  the wor ld a t  large.  Yeats's use o f  t h e  mot i f  

o f  t ransformat ion thereby r e f l e c t s  h i s  concern w i t h  the  meaning o f  h i s  journey 

thraugh l i f e ,  and t h e  r o l e  o f  h i s  a r t  both i n  that search and i n  t h e  

corresponding degree t o  which the i n d i v i d u a l  and a r t i s t  can asp i re  t o  

immorta l i ty .  Although he bel ieved t h a t  "wisdorn i s  the property o f  t he  dead, / 

A something incompatible w i t h  ? i f e u  (E 482) ,  Yeats constant ly  s t rove  t o  corne 

t o  a r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  j o y  by re-creat ing h imse l f  imag inat ive ly  through a r t ;  and 

whi le  he d i d  see t h i s  p u r s u i t  as f u t i l e  i n  t h e  face o f  death, he admired t h e  

heroism o f  defy ing despai r by cont inu ing t o  search a c t i v e l y  f o r  t r u t h  and even 

beauty. 

Vüineteen Hundred and Nineteen'', from The Tower (1928) col  l e c t i o n ,  i s 

one o f  Y e a t s ' s  more b leak  explorat ions o f  the  re la t i onsh ip  between a r t  and 

l i f e  i n  the quest f o r  knowledge, i n  a t ime when t h e  world had reached a peak 

o f  chaos. The f i r s t  t i t l e  under which t h i s  poem was publ ished was "Thoughts 

upon the Present S ta te  o f  the  World." The r e t i t l i n g  under l ines the importance 

o f  1919, t h e  year t h a t  I r e l a n d ' s  War o f  lndependence became i n t e n s i f i e d  when 

t h e  Black and Tans, who consisted mainly o f  B r i t i s h  o f f i c e r s  demobil ized from 

World War 1, were t o  oppose the Rebel I r i s h  Republican Amy w i t h  new 

" fe roc i  ty" (Al b r i g h t  65t ) . I n  a 7 e t t e r  dated 9 Apri 1 1921, Yeats descr i  bed 

The Tower c o l l e c t i o n  as "not  ph i losoph ica l  but  simple and passionate, a 

lamentat ion over l o s t  peace and l o s t  hope. My own phi losophy does no t  make 



br ighter  t h e  prospect" (L 668) . The images from the s t a r t  o f  " N i  neteen 

Hundred and Nineteen" correspondingl y express the mutabi l i  t y  o f  what he i n  

ItSai 1 ing t o  Byzantiumtt ( I W i ) ,  by contrast, deems "[m)onuments o f  unageing 

i n t e l l e c t "  i n  which are embodied "the a r t i f i c e  o f  e tern i ty"  (VJ 407: 8, 2 4 ) :  

Many ingenious love ly  th ings a r e  gone 

Tbat seemed sheer miracle t o  the multitude, 

Protected from the c i r c l e  o f  the moon 

That p i tches common th ings about. There stood 

Amid the ornamental bronze and Stone 

An ancient image made o f  o l i v e  wood- 

And gone are Phidias1 famous i vo r i es  

And al1 t he  golden grasshoppers and bees. 

(Vp 428 1-8) 

I n  another d r a f t  f o r  "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," l i nes  3 - 4 describe the 

" lovely things," t h a t  "seemed sheer miracle," as Thangeless and deathless; 

above the murdering moon / Above t h e  insolence o f  the sunH (A lb r igh t  651). 

Right a t  t he  beginning o f  t h i s  poem, therefore, Yeats re jec ts  the  idea t h a t  

a r t  i s  eternal ,  i n  t h a t  even a sense o f  the  value o f  ingenuîty and lovef iness 

has been I o s t  because they have been pîtched about i n  the Company o f  "common 

things" i n  the  turbulence o f  the era. This i s  a d ras t i c  statement f o r  Yeats, 

since the  works o f  the f i f t h  century B . C .  sculptor  Phidias were t o  him the 

d e f i n i t i v e  images o f  order, and the ones wi th  which c i v i l i z a t i o n  could counter 

the unbridled frenzy o f  World War 1 and the I r i s h  War o f  Independence, 1919- 

1921, The "ancient image made o f  01 i v e  woodl' (6) probably r e fe r s  t o  the  image 

o f  Athena "carved o f  o l i v e  wood [ t h a t ]  was kept i n  the Erechtheum on the 

Acropolis o f  Athens" (A lbr ight  652). As the goddess o f  wisdom, f e r t i l i t y ,  the 
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useful ar ts ,  and prudent warfare, she i s  ev ident ly  l o s t  i n  the anarchy o f  war. 

So, too, i s  Phidias himself,  who b u i l  t a monumental statue o f  Athena i n  the 

Parthenon (A lb r igh t  652). I n  A Vision, Yeats describes Phidian a r t  as an 

example o f  the highest and most complete in tegra t ion  of  a r t  and cu l ture ,  i n  

which "al1 i s  transformed by the full-moon, and a17 abounds and flows;" i n  

oiher words, Phidias i s  an a r t i s t  working a t  "maximum imaginative synthesisu 

(AJ 270, A lb r igh t  652).  Through h i s  statues, he imposes a v isua l  order on the 

shape o f  t h e  organic human body and i t s  d iso rder l y  passions, and i n  t h i s  way 

br ings together l i f e  and a r t ,  and the emotîonal and i n te l l ec tua l  forces t ha t  

guide human beings and a r t i s t s  a l i  ke. 

The Athenian "lest peace and l o s t  hopet1 f o r  which Yeats lamentç i s  thus 

also a lost sense o f  the usefulness o f  a r t  i n  the  face  o f  passionate and 

i r r a t i o n a l  anarchy. He dismisses h i s  own and others t  youthful i d e a l i s t i c  

views o f  achieving peace through revo lu t ion  as "p re t t y  toystl (9) which have 

turned o u t  t o  be based on il l-founded complacence and optimism, The re jec t ion  

o f  h i s  former naive views would also have been f o r  Yeats a r e j ec t i on  o f  the 

poetry which expressed h i s  ideas: nothing served t o  stave o f f  the "nightmare" 

t ha t  now l l [ r ] ides upon sleepll (26): "a drunken so ld ie r  / Can leave the  mother, 

murdered a t  her door, / To crawl i n  her own blood, and go scot-freeN (126-28). 

The a b i l i t y  o f  a r t  t o  ac t  as a guide by which soc ie ty  i s  t u  be transformed i s  

here denounced as impotent. 

. . . is t he re  any comfort t o  be found? 

Man is i n  love and loves what vanishes, 

What more i s  there t o  say? That country round 

None dared admit, i f  such a thought were h is ,  

Incendiary o r  b i g o t  could be found 



To burn t ha t  çtump on the Acropol is, 

O r  break i n  b i t s  the famous i vo r i es  

Or t r a f f i c  i n  the grasshoppers o r  bees. 

(Vp 429-30, 41-48) 

As eas i ly ,  then, as even the most t t l as t ingM a r t  i s  destroyed, as re l i g i ous  

orders are overthrown, or  as when Athena's sacred o l i v e  t r ee  on the Acropol is 

i s  burned (46 ) ,  i s  the unavoidable t ru th  that "Everything t h a t  man esteems / 

Endures a momentu [VJ 438, A lbr ight  653). Surpr is ingly,  though, i t  i s  t h i s  

very t rans i tor iness that Yeats moves on t o  celebrate i n  stanza I I :  

When Loie F u l l e r ' s  Chinese dancers enwound 

A shining web, a f l o a t i n g  r ibbon o f  c lo th ,  

It seemed t h a t  a dragon o f  a i r  

Had fa1 len  among dancers, had whi r l e d  them round 

O r  hur r ied them o f f  on its own fur ious path; 

So the Platonic Year 

Whir ls out new r i g h t  and wrong, 

Whir ls i n  the o ld  instead; 

Al1 men are dancers and t h e i r  t read 

Goes t o  the  barbarous clangour o f  a gong. (49-58) 

The evanescent qua l i t y  o f  t he  dance i n  t h i s  stanza i s  an in tegra l  p a r t  o f  its 

nature and i t s  beauty. I n  the rnidst of the poemls general "bewilderment," i t  

provides "an i ns tan t  o f  aesthetic r e l i e f "  (A lb r igh t  655). The speaker 

describes the dance as symbolic o f  t he  greater spinning o f  the cycles o f  t ime 

i n  which t h e  dancers themselves are so caught up by the  one un i f i ed  force of 

the dance t ha t  it seems t o  have a l i f e  of i t s  own; the dance transforms i n  the 

poet 's  imagination from the spec i f i c  dancer (Loie Fu l l e r ) ,  t o  the general 



dance, t o  become simultaneously sub jec t  t o  the whir lwind o f  the  fo rces  o f  

t ime,  and t o  becorne the whir lwind i t s e l f .  By becoming one with t h e i r  a r t  and 

so Ios ing  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  t h e  lldancersv are t rans f i gu red  i n t o  a p a r t  o f  

S p i r i t u s  Mundi, and so d e f i n i t i v e l y  symbolize Yeats's no t ion  o f  Un i t y  o f  

Being-or, i n  t h e  words o f  the rhe to r i ca l  quest ion w i t h  which he concludes h i s  

poem "Among School Chi ldrenu (1928),  "O body swayed t o  music, O br igh ten ing 

glance, / How can we know the dancer f r o m  t h e  dance?" (E 446). 

The dance/whi r l w i n d  also re in fo rces  t h e  idea o f  the  l i n k  between wisdom, 

e t e r n i t y ,  and death. ~[Rjemember," Yeats wrote t o  Dorothy Wellesley, "that  

the dead move i n  a w h i r l  o f  wind i n ,  1 t h i n k ,  a l 1  f o l k  l o r e m  (m 95). I n  

I r i s h  mythology, t h e  Sidhe (whose name i n  Gael ic  means wind) '(journey i n  

w h i r f i n g  winds, t h e  winds that  were c a l l e d  t h e  dance o f  the  daughters o f  

Herodias i n  t h e  Middle Ages, Herodias doubt less tak ing  t h e  place o f  some o l d  

goddess. When t h e  country people see the  leaves w h i r l i n g  on the road they 

bless themsefves, because they be l i eve  t h e  Sidhe t o  be passing bytl (E 800). 

Even i n  stanza 11 o f  "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," therefore,  t he re  i s  an 

ambiguity created by t h e  beauty o f  the sense o f  ordered u n i t y  and e t e r n i t y ,  

pa i red  w i t h  t h e  menacing th rea t  o f  death, t h a t  i s  confirmed i n  the  apocalypt ic  

"barbarous clangour o f  a gongw (58). 

From t h e  v i s iona ry  moment described i n  stanza II, the poem moves i n t o  a 

f i g u r a t i v e  cornparison o f  the  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  sou1 t o  a swan which looks a t  i t s e l f  

through the  " t roubled mirror t l  (62) of " h i s t o r i c a l  changen ( A l b r i g h t  654), t o  

reveal  only t h a t  subjective "br ie f  gleam o f  i t s  l i f e  . . . / An image o f  i t s  

s t a t e "  (63-64), and then 

The swan has leaped i n t o  t h e  desolate heaven: 

That image can br ing wi ldness, b r i n g  a rage 



To end a71 things, t o  end 

What my laborious 1 i f e  imagined, even 

The half-imagined, the ha l f -wr i t ten  page . . . (79-83). 

This pa in fu l  v i s i on  leads t o  a desire t o  r e j e c t  everything, inc lud ing h i s  a r t ,  

because i t  i s  incomplete i n  i t s  "half-imaginedu s ta te ,  j us t  as t h e  "wisdom o f  

daemonic images" i s  f o r  him only I1half-readtl (Brunnet 120; 427, 39). 

By stanza I V ,  the poetls sou1 has turned i n t o  the "puny, v ic ious" f o ra  

o f  a weasel ( A l  b r i  ght 655) : 

We, who seven years ago 

Talked o f  honour and o f  t r u th ,  

Shriek wi th  pleasure i f  we show 

The wease18s tw i s t ,  the weasel's tooth. (89-92) 

I n  "A Dialogue o f  Se l f  and S 0 u 1 ~ ~  Yeats asks i f  i t  i s  possible f o r  a man t o  

escape "That de f i  1 ing  and d is f igured shape / [That] [t] he mi r ror  o f  mal i c ious  

eyes / Casts upon h i s  eyes u n t i l  a t  l a s t  / He th inks  t ha t  shape must be h i s  

shape" (A lbr ight  655; 11 11-14), but i n  "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen," the 

despair i n  himself and h i s  own a r t  is doubly underscored by the f a c t  t ha t  the 

speaker creates h i s  own l i m i t e d  and inescapable s e l f  images. This an ima l i s t i c  

image also contrasts w i th  the ear ly  image o f  the shape-shift ing Druid i n  

"Fergus and the Druidtr (18931, whose metamorphoses a t  least hold a hope f o r  

the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  asp i r ing t o  h i s  "dreaming wisdom:" 

. . . you have changed and flowed from shape t o  shape, 

F i r s t  as a raven on whose ancient wings 

Scarcely a feather Iingered, then you seemed a weasel moving on 

from stone t o  stone, 

And now a t  l a s t  you Wear a human shape, 



A t h i n  grey man h a l f  l o s t  i n  gather ing n igh t .  (E 102, 1-7) 

Here,  the sense o f  growth associated w i t h  imaginat ive t ransformat ion i s  very 

much a t  odds w i t h  t h a t  o f  "Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen;" i n  fac t ,  t h i s  l a t e r  

poem towards t h e  end s ta tes  simply, " [ E J v i  1 gathers head" (117). At the end 

o f  the h i s t o r i c a l  cyc le,  then, he saw l i t t l e  o f  t r u t h  and beauty t o  be gained 

f rom e i t h e r  l i f e  o r  a r t .  

Th is  Jack o f  a sense o f  "sub jec t ive  se l f - su f f i c i ency , "  however, was an 

unusual p o e t i c  s t a t e  f o r  Yeats (Brunner 7 0 ) .  Just  as he uses a t r e e  as a 

symbol o f  uni f ied wholeness i n  "Among School Chi ldrentt--  "0 chestnut-tree, 

great-rooted blossomer, / Are you t he  l e a f ,  t h e  blossom o r  t h e  bole?" (E 

446)--in "Colonus' Praise" (l928), he evokes a scene where 

. . . yonder i n  the gymnasts' garden t h r i v e s  

The self-sown, sel f -begot ten shape t h a t  gives 

Athenian i n t e l l e c t  i t s  mastery, 

Even the grey-leaved o l i v e  t r e e  

Miracle-bred ou t  o f  the l i v i n g  stone; 

Nor accident o f  peace nor war 

Shalf w i the r  t h a t  o l d  marvel. . . . (9-16) 

Since i t s  shape is sel  f-begotten, t he  t r e e  syrnbolizes the  i n t e l  l e c t u a l  power 

t o  draw f o r t h  " l i f e - g i v i n g  st rength"  from t h e  f i g u r a t i v e  " b i t t e m e s s  and 

hardship" of t h e  stone ou t  o f  which i t  grows (Brunner 70).  " [ W ] i l l f u l  

transcendence" i s  an essent ia l  p a r t  o f  t r a g i c  joy: t t [ t ] h i s  image of human 

balance, harmony, and i nne r  completeness i s  a compfete t ransformat ion o f  a11 

that ord ina ry  man perceives h imse l f  t o  ben (Brunner 71). It i s  t h e  courageous 

process o f  s t r i v i n g  f o r  Un i t y  o f  Being t h a t  espec ia l l y  charac ter izes  joy. I n  



"To a Ch i ld  Dancing i n  t h e  Wind" ( l g l 4 ) ,  Yeats addresses the k ind o f  

uncompl ica ted happi ness t h a t  on1 y chi  ldren can experi ence: 

Oance there upon the shore; 

What need have you t o  care 

For wind o r  water 's roar? 

And tumble ou t  your h a i r  

That the s a l t  drops have wet; 

Being young you have not known 

The fool 's triumph, nor yet 

Love l o s t  as soon as won, 

Nor the best labourer dead 

And a l1  the sheaves t o  bind. 

What need have you t o  dread 

The monstrous cry ing o f  wind? (& 312)  

The ch i l d ,  whose prelapsarian s t a t e  o f  what "Hamlet c a l l s  best ia l  o b l i v i o n ,  

l i v e s  i n  the  immortal i ty  o f  the moment" (Calderwood 6 ) .  This s ta te  is 

d i  stinguished, o f  course, from the experi ence whereby adul t s  transform the 

mind's operations o f  memory and conscience i n t o  joy (A lbr ight  729). A t  times 

f o r  Yeats t h i s  experience occurred i n  t h e  form o f  unpredictable epiphanies i n  

which, 

A t  ce r t a i n  moments, always unforeseen, 1 become happy, most 

commonly when a t  hazard 1 have opened some book o f  verse. 

Sometimes i t  i s  my own verse when, instead o f  discovering new 

technical  flaws, 1 read wi th  a17 the excitement o f  the f î r s t  

wri t ing .  Perhaps 1 am s i t t i n g  i n  some crowded restaurant, t h e  

open book beside me, or  closed, my excitement having overbrimmed 
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the page. 1 look a t  the strangers near as i f  1 had known them al1 

my l i f e ,  and i t  seems strange t ha t  1 cannot speak t o  them: 

everything f i l l s  me w i t h  a f fec t ion,  1 have no longer any fears  o r  

any needs; 1 do not even remember t ha t  t h i s  happy mood must corne 

t o  an end. It seems as i f  the vehic le had suddenly grown pure and 

f a r  extended and so luminous t ha t  the images f r o m  Anima Mundi 

. . . would . . . burn up time. (Myth 364-65) 

While here Yeats describes the po ten t ia l  r o l e  t h a t  a r t  cari play i n  an 

apocalyptic v i s i o n  o f  transcendence t o  a s ta te  o f  love, nonetheless a r t  i s  

"but a v i s i on  o f  r e a l i t y u  (o 369, 48), and by contrast, the other s ide o f  

experience f o r  the  a r t i s t ,  as he wrote i n  "Ego Dominus Tuus" (1919), i s  

"d iss ipat ion and despair" (E 369, 51 ).  By the  time Yeats wrote h i s  l a s t  

play, The Death of Cuchulain (1938-39), not  long before h i s  own death, there  

i s  a sense t ha t  h i s  f a i t h  i n  the powers o f  h i s  imagination t o  sustain h i s  own 

heroism i n  the face  o f  death has ev ident ly  declined, as has h i s  op t im i s t i c  

b e l i e f  i n  I re land 's  a b i l i t y  t o  grow and r i s e  above i t s  cyc le  o f  political 

violence. Yeats had explored t h e  same theme i n  "The Statuesm (w r i t t en  i n  

1938) also as a p o i n t  o f  cornparison f o r  i n t e g r i t y  now l o s t ,  but  w i th  more 

optimism towards t he  po ten t ia l  of the I r i s h  people t o  reform themselves again 

according t o  a former heroic ideal  t h a t  would u l t imatefy  lead t o  peace. i n  

h i s  poem %uchulain Comfortedm (January 13, 1939), Cuchulain as the d e f i n i t i v e  

embodiment o f  the noble v i r tues,  o f  courage which opposes f u t i l i t y ,  ends i n  

t h i s  poem as a convicted coward "left t o  d ie  i n  fearm (VJ 634-35, 21-22). A t  

the end o f  the poem, he, along w i th  others from whom he is indist inguishable,  

. . . sang, b u t  had nor human tunes nor words, 

Though a l1  was i n  common as before; 



They had changed t h e i r  t h roa ts  and had t h e  th roa ts  o f  b i rds .  

(Vp 635, 23-25) 

I n  a d r a f t  f o r  t he  p l a y  The Death o f  Cuchulain, an attendant sings, "Four & 

twenty black b i r d s  -- the p i e  -- the  s i x  pence -- / the r y  [&] & t h e  pocket 

-- noth ing t o  do w i t h  each o ther  / an untrue Song & ye t  immortal" as Cuchulain 

d ies  (E 93, 6-8).  Therefore, wh i l e  he wrote i n  a l e t t e r  t h a t  t h e  "abs t rac t  

i s  no t  l i f e  and everywhere draws ou t  i t s  con t rad ic t i ons .  You can r e f u t e  Hegel 

bu t  no t  the Sa in t  o r  t h e  Song o f  Sixpence," what Yeats here nonetheless 

pronounces t o  be nonsense i s  the  wisdom t h a t  he had always an t i c ipa ted  as 

being the  "property o f  t h e  deadm--"Man can embody t r u t h  but  he cannot know itN 

(k 922). 

Yeats had a long he ld  b e l i e f  t h a t  dead souls became u n i f i e d  w i th  others 

i n  t h e  nonmateri a l  realms o f  Spi r i t u s  Mundi : 

H i the r to  shade has communicated w i t h  shade i n  moments o f  common memory 

t h a t  recur  l i k e  the  f igures  of a dance i n  t e r r o r  o r  i n  joy ,  bu t  now they 

run together l i k e  t o  l i k e ,  and t h e i r  covens and f l e e t s  have rhythm and 

pat tern.  This running together . . , and y e t  w i thout  l oss  of i d e n t i t y ,  

has been prepared f o r  by t h e i r  exp lo ra t i on  o f  t h e i r  moral l i f e ,  . . . 
and a l 1  t h e i r  thoughts have moulded the  v e h i c l e  and become event and 

circurnstance (Myth 356). 

Through death, regardless o f  h i s  former a c t i v e  he ro i c  l i f e ,  Cuchulain becomes 

transformed i n t o  a bird ,  the same shape and substance as the  others. In t h i s  

poem i ç  a dual sense t h a t  Yeats, having i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  Cuchutain through much 

o f  h i s  l i f e ,  fee ls  despair  i n  the re  being meaning o r  l e a s t  a long term e f fec t  

as a r e s u l t  o f  h i s  own works. As Cuchulain i s  a symbol f o r  h i s  country, Yeats 

i s  a l s o  expressing despair i n  t he  i n t e g r i t y  and a b i l i t y  o f  h i s  f e l l o w  I r i s h  t o  



susta in the s p i r i t  o f  Cuchulain, tha t  i n  a previous age o f  heroism was 

exempl i f ied by t h e  suppressed €aster Ris ing  o f  1916 i n  Dublin. In The Death 

o f  Cuchulain, he wr i t es ,  

What stood i n  the  Post O f f i c e  

With Pearse and Connoily? 

What cornes ou t  o f  t he  mountain 

Where men f i r s t  shed t h e i r  blood? 

Who thought Cuchul la in t i l t  i t  seemed 

He stood where they had stood. 

No body l i k e  h i s  body 

Has modern wornan borne, 

But an o l d  man look ing back on l i f e  

Imagines i t  i n  scorn 

A s t a t u e ' s  the re  t o  mark the  p lace 

By O1 i ver Sheppard done 

So ends the t a l e  t h a t  t h e  h a r l o t  

Sang t o  the  beggarman. (E 180, 214-27) 

O l i v e r  Sheppardts bronze s ta tue dep ic ts  t h e  dead hero i n  f u l l  b a t t l e  dress 

w i t h  sword and shield,  t i e d  t o  a rock so t h a t ,  according t o  the  story,  he 

would be standing u p r i g h t  when he met death. The modern f i g u r e s  worthy o f  

%corn," by cont rast  t o  the legend, are not,  o r  can not,  f o l l o w  even the  

s p i r i t  o f  courage t h a t  Sheppardls s ta tue was t o  commemorate and immortalize, 

and it i s  l e f t  t o  the  marginal f igures  o f  t h e  "har lo t "  and t h e  "beggarman," 

ra ther  than t h e  government o r  the m a j o r i t y  of the populat ion, to remember 

former heroism. 
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With h i s  own death imminent, Yeats may wei l  have perceived only despair 

i n  there being meaning i n  h i s  own achievements; ye t  the very fac t  t h a t  he 

continued t o  w r i t e  suggests the value he could not  help himself from pos i t i ng  

i n  it. Even i n  sp i t e  o f  himself and h i s  fa te ,  he f i n a l l y  asserts t he  worth o f  

h i s  own a r t  and l i f e ,  and therefore also, f o r  him, t he  inherent s p i r i t u a l i t y  

o f  his work and thought. As Yeats once wrote, h i s  poetry was shaped f rom the 

inf luences o f  mythology, r e l i g i on ,  and nature, and by what he ca l led  

a subt le ty  o f  desire,  an emotion o f  sac r i f i ce ,  a de l igh t  i n  order . . . 
and myths and images t h a t  mi r ror  the energies o f  woods and streams, and 

o f  t h e i r  w i l d  creatures. Has any pa r t  o f  t h a t  majest ic heraldry o f  the 

poets had a very d i f f i c u l t  fountain? 1s i t  not  the r i t u a l  o f  t h e  

marriage o f  heaven and earth? (p 847) 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The A r t  o f  Transformation 

[ T J o  me drama . . . has been the search f o r  more o f  manful 
energy, more o f  cheerful acceptance o f  whatever ar ises out  
o f  the logic o f  events, and f o r  clean out l ine,  instead o f  
those ou t l i nes  o f  l y r i c  poetry t h a t  a re  b lu r red  w i t h  desire 
and vague regret ,  
(W. B. Yeats, Preface t o  tfCuchulaints Fight  w i t h  the seav)'  

W. 0.  Yeats's l y r i c  poetry o f  the 1080s and '90s became inadequate for  

h i s  poet ic  goals as he grew increasingly in terested i n  I r i s h  p o l i t i c s  and i n  

h i s  own r o l e  as one who could po ten t i a l l y  in f luence thought and a t t i t udes  i n  

h i s  country. Throughout h i s  l i f e ,  he cons is tent ly  retained a b e l i e f  tha t  

v is ions,  i n  the form o f  mental p ictures as much as perceptions o f  the 

corporeal eye-and therefore "bath the source and resu l t t f  o f  poerns-provided a 

way t o  the reve la t ion o f  wisdom (Loizeaux 43). The main form i n  which Yeats 

chose t o  work i n  the  e a r l y  1900s t o  evoke "v is ions o f  t r u t h  i n  the depths o f  

the mind" was the  theatre (E&I 28).  Working i n  a dramatic f o r m  proved t o  be 

a catalyst for Yeats, because his l a t e r  poetry and images, w i th  which he hoped 

to create a new world and cu l t u re  (rather than simply t o  escape from the  

present unsatisfactory world) are characterized by a c l a r i t y  and directness o f  

expression, and a t a n g i b i l i t y  rather than a dreamlike, ephemeral vagueness. 

By 1903, h i s  hopes t o  reshape h i s  v is ionary  a r t  i n t o  one that involved more 

concrete experience was evident when he wrote, "[Tlhe f i r s t  shape o f  [On 

Baile's Strand] came t o  me i n  a dream, but  i t  changed much i n  the making, 
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foreshadowing, i t  may be, a change t h a t  may b r i n g  a less dream-burdened w i l l  

i n t o  my verses" (t 67). Al ready, i n  h is  1901 essay What i s  'Popular 

Poe t r yv? " ,  Yeats wrote t h a t  ra the r  than t u r n i n g  exc lus i ve l y  t o  l y r i c i s m  i n  

order  t o  c rea te  "popular poetry," he should have stayed i n  the  "Dubl in  a r t  

schools . , . drawing from the  round" (m 3 ) .  His  attempt t o  c rea te  an a l l -  

encompassing form f o r  h i s  a r t ,  one t h a t  would u l t i m a t e l y  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  

' 'reformation o f  soc ie t yH  and the " regenerat ion o f  t he  hear ts  o f  menn was 

connected t o  h i s  attempt t o  c rea te  a standard o f  t a s t e  i n  t h e  t h e a t r e  audience 

(m 69) . For instance,  i n  I l A t  t he  Abbey Theatreu (1912), he compares t h e  

t h e a t r e  audience t o  Proteus, the  Old Man o f  the Sea i n  Greek mythology who 

cou ld  assume any shape, and asks, "1s there  a b r i d l e  f o r  t h i s  Proteus / That 

t u rns  and changes 1 i k e s  h i s  dtaughty seas?" (VJ 265, 11-12), and i n  h i s  

autobiography, Yeats describes the  I r i s h  as a whoie as " s o f t  wax" t h a t  cou ld  

p o t e n t i a l l y  be reshaped i n t o  a s t a t e  of h igher  consciousness (& 199, A l  b r i g h t  

51 4 ) .  

Syrnbolic images were t o  p lay a l a r g e  p a r t  i n  Yeats's reshaped work and 

h i s  attempt t o  "reshape" h i s  readers' and theat re  audience's openness t o  

v i s ion .  Although he d i d  no t  see t h e  goal o f  a r t  t o  be the  i m i t a t i o n  o f  

nature, he neuertheless bel ieved t h a t  symbolic a r t  should draw on nature  as 

i t s  source and as a means o f  d iscover ing the  best  expression and evocat ion o f  

a v i s i o n :  

It i s  only by ancient  symbols, by syrnbols t h a t  have numberless 

meanings . . . t h a t  any h i g h l y  sub jec t i ve  a r t  can escape f rom the  

barrenness and shallowness o f  a t o o  conscious arrangement, i n t o  

t h e  abundance and depth of nature. (EBI 87) 



The issue o f  sub jec t i ve  versus ob jec t i ve  percept ions i n  a r t  and i n  p o l i t i c a l  

thought was r e l a t e d  t o  Yeats 's  concern w i t h  abs t rac t  images versus symbolic 

images. The profound symbolism derived from nature t h a t  he sought f o r  h i s  

work was there fore  a move from s u b j e c t i v i t y  towards a balance between 

s u b j e c t i v i t y  and o b j e c t i v i t y .  I n  1914 he o p t i m i s t i c a l l y  saw t h i s  g r a v i t a t i o n  

as a general  one f o r  modern poetry:  "The whole movement o f  poetry i s  toward 

p i c tu res ,  sensuous images, away from r h e t o r i c ,  from the abstract ,  toward 

h u m i l i t y "  f@2:414) .  As much as he valued t h e  myst ica l  a r t  o f  Blake and 

Rosset t i ,  Yeats ranked these pa in ters  as t tnot t h e  greates t  o f  a r t i s t s "  because 

'sÔ august a beauty moves before the  mind t h a t  they f o r g e t  the th ings which 

move before the  eyestt (m 150). He wrote i n  a l e t t e r  t o  the  v i sua l  a r t i s t  

W i l l i am T.  Horton i n  August 1901: 

L i  ke most v is ionary  and imaginat ive a r t i s t s  your d i f f i c u l  t y  i s  t o  

f o r c e  you rse l f  t o  study not  t he  v i s iona ry  t r u t h  b u t  the  form and 

methods by which i t  has t o  be expressed i n  the  world. . . . Lt i s  

q u i t e  c e r t a i n  t o  me t h a t  you should f o r c e  yourse l f  t o  study from 

l i f e  and from nature i n  every f o r m 2  

Looking a t  the development o f  h i s  own poetry, Yeats i n  1906 made a s i rn i l a r  

observat ion about h i s  own beginnings: 

. . . I was in te res ted  in nothing but  s ta tes  o f  mind, l y r i c a l  

moments, i n t e l l e c t u a l  essences. . . . 1 had no t  learned what 

sweetness, what rhythmic movement, t t tere i s  i n  those who have 

become the  j o y  t h a t  i s  themselves. Without knowing it, 1 had come 

t o  care f o r  noth ing but  impersonal beauty. 1 had set  ou t  on l i f e  

w i t h  t h e  thought o f  p u t t i n g  my very  s e l f  i n t o  poetry, and had 

understood t h i s  as a representat ion o f  my own v is ions  and an 



attempt to c u t  away the non-essential ,  but as I imagined the 

visions outside myself my imagination became f u l l  o f  decorative 

landscape and of s t i l l  l i f e .  1 thought o f  myself as sornething 

unmoving and s i  lent, 1 i v i n g  i n  the middle o f  my own mind and body, 

a gra in  o f  sand i n  Bloomsbury or i n  Connacht tha t  Satan's watch- 

f iends  cannot f ind.  Then one day 1 understood qu i te  suddenly, as 

the way i s ,  t h a t  1 was seeking something unchanging and unmixed 

and always outside myself ,  a Stone o r  an E l i x i r  that was always 

o u t  o f  reach, and that  1 myself was the  f l e e t i n g  t h i n g  t h a t  held 

out  i t s  hand. The more I t r i e d  t o  make my a r t  d e l i b e r a t e l y  

beaut i fu l ,  the more d id  I fo l iow the opposi te  o f  myself. (w 271) 

For Yeats's goals, therefore, the mystic a r t i s t  must paradoxically keep i n  

contact w i t h  the  outside world i n  order t o  p o t e n t i a l l y  express and understand 

e t e r n i t y  and the world o f  the s p i r i t .  

Because s t y l i z a t i o n  aided i n  the v i s i o n a r y  e f f e c t  o f  a work, Yeats 

approved o f  s ty l i zed  f i g u r a t i v e  and naturai  forms; y e t  he d i d  not include 

cubism and abstract art i n  h i s  ideal o f  a r t ,  nor did he look a t  abst ract  a r t  

as an appropriate or useful analogous mode1 i n  content o r  form f o r  h i s  own 

work. Abstract ar t ,  he be l i  eued, had corne about as a react ion  t o  the 

Impressionist  movement, and he f e l t  that Impressionist representations of 

nature  lacked rhythm and nere "crude and raw," rather than s t y l i z e d  i n  order 

t o  become both more subject ive and symbolic o f  meanings beyond the  l i t e r a l  

subject matter (Melchior i  2711. The reason f o r  th is  crudeness o f  execution 

was t h a t  the Impressiooist artist's arrangement o f  subject matter on the 

canvas was done unconsciousIy and ins t inc t ive ly  (1, 608). On the other hand, 

he nonetheless coutd not  sympathize w i t h  the Cubistst "austere conception of 



stylization . , . [which] made no concession t o  subject  matter" [Melchiori 

271) .  I n  a l e t t e r  t o  h i s  fa ther  on March 14,  1916, he wrote that  the Cubists 

were " r i g h t V  t o  arrange the i r  subject consciously, and t o  use pattern as a 

predomi nant element, but  they were "wrong i n  substi t u t i  ng abstract scienti f i c  

thought for  consci ous f e e l  i ng : If 

1 feel i n  Wyndham Lewis's Cubist pictures an element corresponding 

t o  r h e t o r i c  a r i s i n g  from h i s  confusion o f  the abstract with the 

rhythmical . Rhythm impl ies a l i v i n g  body, a breast t o  r ise and 

f a l l ,  or limbs that  dance, while the  abstract is incompatible w i t h  

l i f e .  The Cubist i s  abstract .  (L 608) 

I n  the  same l e t t e r ,  Yeats goes on t o  praise Japanese painting which t o  him 

achieves a balance between recognizable subject matter from the  natural  world 

and the  use o f  p a t t e r n  o r  rhythm, Wythrnu here meaning t o  Yeats " the  sinuous 

ftuency o f  the out1  ines" (Melchior i  271 )--the element missi ng in 

Impressi oni sm: 

I have just  been turn ing  over a book of Japanese paint ings.  

Everywhere . . . there i s  d e l i g h t  i n  form, repeated yet var ied,  i n  

curious pat terns  o f  l i n e s ,  but  these l i n e s  are  al1 an order ing o f  

natural objects though they a r e  cer ta in ly  not  imitation. In every 

case the a r t i s t  one fee ls  has had t o  consciousiy and d e l i b e r a t e l y  

arrange h i s  subject.  (L 608) 

Yeats was considering these artistic pr inc ip les  at the time when h i s  play 

the  Hawkïs Well, which was the  f i r s t  t o  be wr i t ten i n  the style based on the 

Japanese Noh, was being rehearsed. The i m i t a t i o n  of nature versus abstraction 

was an issue he had considered i n  a previous letter tu h i s  father on March 5, 

1916: 



To me it seems t h a t  [ a r t ]  o f ten uses the outer wo r l d  as a 

symbolism t o  express subject ive moods. The greater the 

sub jec t i v i t y ,  the less t h e  im i ta t ion .  ihough perhaps there i s  

always some im i ta t ion .  . . . The element o f  pat tern  i n  every a r t  

i s ,  1 th ink ,  the par t  t h a t  i s  not im i t a t i ve ,  f o r  i n  the  l a s t  

analysis there w i l l  always be somewhere an i n tens i t y  o f  pat tern  

t ha t  we have never seen w i t h  our eyes. I n  f ac t ,  im i t a t i on  seems 

t o  me t o  create a language i n  which we say th ings which are not  

im i t a t i on .  (L 607) 

As Yeats incorporated pat tern  i n  h i s  work w i t h  symbols that were 

increasingly both i n t e l l e c t u a l  and emotional, and therefore  as much universal 

as ind iv idua l ,  h i s  approach t o  the nature and presentat ion o f  images evolved, 

and he began t o  emphasize the symbolic p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  t h e  human f i g u r e .  

Because he f e l  t h i s  ear l y  poems were too distanced f r o m  the r e a l  world, one of  

h i s  concerns as a producer o f  p lays was the e f f e c t i v e  manipulation o f  " the 

perceived distance between the audience and the  world on stage" (Loizeaux 88) .  

The human f i gu re  as a v is ionary syrnbol became more important t o  Yeats as he 

worked w i t h  actors  who car r ied almost the  sole r espons ib i l i t y  o f  expression i n  

the play. Correspondingly, t he  issue o f  aesthet ic distance waç related t o  the 

physical presence o f  the actors; and visions t ha t  woufd be ca l led  up t o  the 

mind's eye i n  poetry were supplemented on the stage by what was seen by t h e  

physical eye (Loizeaux 90 ) .  Yeats, therefore, found himself 

i n  the  paradoxical pos i t i on  o f  des i r ing a stage p i c t u r e  t ha t  

seemed remote enough t o  suggest t o  the audience the world o f  

imagination, bu t  "near" enough t o  have dramatic effect- 

otherworldly, but  f u l l  o f  the pressure of r e a l i t y .  . . . He 
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needad the distance that resulted from imaginative vision and the 

tlclosenessn that  came from the observation o f  l i f e ,  (Loizeaux 90) 

After some t r i a l  and error, Yeats concluded that  background scenery should not 

be conceived as a landscape, but  as i f  i t  were "the background o f  a p o r t r a i t "  

(a 1091. Decorativeness i n  a set would make the stage p i c t u r e  seem more 

remote: "1 have noticed the  more obviously decorative i s  the scene and 

coçtuming o f  any p l a y ,  the more i t  i s  l i f t e d  out o f  time and place, and the 

nearer t o  faeryland do we carry i tw (a 454). 

furn ing  away f r o m  realism i n  h is  set  design was also a re ject ion on 

Yeats's p a r t  o f  the conventional theatre o f  h i s  t ime, which, i n  1897, when he 

entered the theatre world,  uas generally involved i n  the pursu i t  o f  illusion. 

Cike h is  poetry which had also been evolving according t o  a similar Blakean 

visual  analogy, he wished t o  create theatr ical  backdrops that would match h i s  

visionary approach t o  draaa, i n  h i s  continued pursuit  o f  Blake's  idea tha t  

"the more d is t inc t ,  sharp and wiry the bounding l i n s ,  the more perfect the  

work o f  a r t "  (m 120): 

We must have a new kind o f  scenic a r t  [ f o r  drama]. . . . Ever 

sincs the last remnant o f  the o l d  platform disappeared, and the 

proscenium grew i n t o  the frame o f  a picture, the actors have been turned 

into a picturesque group i n  the foreground o f  a meretricious landscape- 

pa in t ing .  The background should be of as l i t t l e  importance as the 

background o f  a portrait-group, and i t  should, when possible, be o f  one 

colour o r  o f  one t i n t ,  that the persons on the stage, wherever they 

stand, may harmonise wi th  i t  or contrast  wi th  it and preoccupy our 

attent ion.  Thei r out1 ine should be c lear  and n o t  broken up in to  the 

outline o f  windows and wainscoting, o r  tost i n t o  the edges of  colours. 
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. . . [ A ]  1 andscape painted i n  the ordinary way w i  11 always be 

rneretr ic ious and vu lgar .  It w i l l  always be an attempt t o  do something 

which cannot be done successful ly except i n  easel pa in t i ng ,  and the 

moment an actor  stands near t o  your mountain, or your f o r e s t ,  one w i l l  

perceive t h a t  he i s  standing against a f l a t  surface. I l l u s i o n ,  

therefore,  i s  impossible, and should not be attempted. (& 177-78) 

While i t  went against the  ob jec t i ve  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  drama, acknowledging t h e  

two-dimensi onal i t y  o f  h i  s t h e a t r i c a l  backdrops was f o r  Yeats a development of 

h i  s earl i e r  Pre-Raphael i t e  and Morr i  s - i n f  l uenced approach t o  pat tern .  What he 

wanted f o r  h i s  verbal and v isua l  endeavours i n  drama was, again, very s i m i i a r  

t o  the  a l l i e d  a r t i s t i c  and moral goals o f  Blake whom Yeats quoted i n  h i s  

essay, "Ideas o f  Good and E v i l "  (1924): 

How do we d i s t i n g u i s h  one face or  countenance from another, b u t  by  

the  bounding o u t i i n e  [--the l i n e  t h a t  d i v ides  a form not from i t s  

background b u t  from surrounding space-] and i t s  i n f i n i t e  

i n f l e c t i o n s  and movements. What i s  i t  that b u i l d s  a house and 

p lan ts  a garden, b u t  the d e f i n i t e  and determinate? What i s  i t  

tha t  d is t ingu ishes honesty from knavery, but  the hard and wi r y  

l i n e  o f  r e c t i t u d e  and c e r t a i n t y  i n  the act ions and i n t u i t i o n s ?  

Leave out t h i s  l i n e  and you leave out  l i f e  i t s e l f ;  a l 1  i s  chaos 

again, and the l i n e  o f  the Aïmighty must be drawn out upon i t  

be fo re  man o r  beast can e x i s t .  (m 120) 

Yeats's theory o f  the mask, as manifested i n  t h e  concrete masks used i n  

h i s  later plays, also r e f l e c t s  t h e  Blakean ideal o f  the "bounding outline and 

i t s  i n f i n i t e  i n f l e c t i o n s  and mo~ernents.~ The masks, f o r  instance, t h a t  Yeats 

conmissioned from the French i f  i u s t r a t o r  Edmund Dulac f o r  h i s  Noh play A t  the  
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Hawk's Well were designed according t o  the theor ies  o f  s t y l i z a t i o n  t h a t  Yeats 

had been devising. Du lac 's  work i n  general was s i m i l a r  t o  Beardsley, Burne- 

Jones, Puvis, and Moreau, and h i s  use o f  W e a r "  co lour  was s p e c i f i c a l l y  Pre- 

Raphael i te i n  q u a l i t y  (Loizeaux 111). Yeats, no t  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  was a l so  drawn 

t o  Dulac's i n t e r e s t  i n  symbolism and i n  c rea t ing  I1dream worlds;" furthermore, 

the a r t i s t l s  desi gns, character ized by f l a t  co lours  and patterned surfaces 

which r e f l e c t  h i s  a t t r a c t i o n  t o  Eastern a r t ,  p a r a l l e l  Yeats 's  i n t e r e s t  i n  the 

corresponding q u a l i t i e s  i n  Pre-Raphaelite a r t  (Loizeaux 112) .  Dulac designed 

t h e  masks and costumes f o r  some o f  t h e  characters i n  A t  t h e  Hawk's We71 

(1916): t he  Old Man, Cuchulain, and the costume for t h e  Guardian. The 

costumes and features o f  t h e  mask faces are s i m p l i f i e d  i n t o  s t y l i z e d  l i n e s  and 

repeated forms t o  c reate  an hypnot ic  e f f e c t  (Loizeaux 112). When he had 

viewed one o f  the masks, Yeats sa id ,  "1 am w r i t i n g  w i t h  rny imaginat ion s t i r r e d  

by a v i s i t  t o  t he  s tud io  o f  M r .  Dulac, the d is t ingu ished i l l u s t r a t o r  o f  t h e  

Arabian Nights. 1 saw t h e r e  the  mask and head-dress t a  be worn i n  a p lay  of 

mine by t h e  p layer  who will speak the  p a r t  of Cuchulain, and W ~ O ,  wearing t h i s  

noble, half-Greek, h a l f - A s i a t i c  face, wi1 1 appear perhaps 1 i ke an image seen 

i n  r e v e r i e  by some Orphic worshipperv (m 221). 

The masks capture i n  d i s t i  1 ted form i n  Yeats's symbol i c  "spi  r i t u a l  

dramaw " the p r i n c i p a l s  t o  some essent ia l  and intense q u a l i t y  def ined by t h e  

f a t e  t h a t  formulates i t s e l f  i n  . . . [a] t r a g i c  moment o f  choice" (Nathan 

153). The c l e a r l y  de f ined l i n e s  and shapes on each mask there fore  a r e  

requ i red  t o  embody a permanent t r u t h  as experienced by t h e  t r a g i c  hero 

Cuchuiain, a moment which i s  a " s t i l l  p o i n t  where the most fundamental human 

passions merge i n t o  a t ime less  gesture o f  dispassionate acceptance" (Moore x ) .  

I n  o ther  words, i n  a "poe t i c  tragedy," f o r  Yeats " the supreme moments corne 



when character gives way t o  'tragic reveriet and 'a l1  i s  lyr ic ism,  unmixed 

passion, the i n t e g r i t y  o f  f i r e w  (Moore 3 ) .  A t  such moments, any realistic 

mimetic depict i  on o f  an individual  's character i s  suppl anted by the evocation 

of  a greater  universal experience that transcends time and space; according to 

Yeats, a member of the  audience who has been transported i n t o  t h i s  rever ie  

WOU 1 d not Say 

"How well that man i s  realised! 1 should know him were 1 t o  meet 

him i n  the s t ree t , "  for  i t  i s  always ourselves t h a t  we see upon 

the stage,  and should it be a tragedy o f  love, we renew, i t  may 

be, some loyalty o f  our y o u t h ,  and go from the theatre  with our 

eyes dim f o r  an old love's sake. (Egf 240-241) 

Yeats 's  theory o f  the mask, therefore ,  i s  that i t  works as a metaphor on nany 

levels,  The mask operates as an ltanti-self ' l  which ex is ts  on a plane apart 

from mundane existence and i s  an image which unites the d i v i s i v e  and opposing 

character ist ics o f  human nature, as well as the even larger  forces o f  "nature 

and supernature, the v i s i b l e  and the  inv is ib leM (Moore 5 ) .  His own art was 

i t s e l f  also  a mask: "If we are p a i n t e r s  [ / p o e t s ]  we shall express persona1 

emotion through ideal form, a symbolism kindled by the generations, a mask 

from whose eyes the disembodied looks" (E&f 243). As John Rees Moore has 

pointad out, the pr i rn i t i v ism that becarne the mode a f t e r  Yeats's time was 

derived from cultures "brought t o  l i g h t  by anthropologists i n  the l a t e r  

nineteenth century and since," cultures i n  which, 

[ i ] n  r i t e s  o f  i n i t i a t i o n ,  f o r  instance, the mask can represent the 

fonged f o r  future s t a t e  o f  the wearer. More than tha t ,  i t  can 

h e l p  the wearer transform himself from one s ta te  t a  another. 

(Moore 6) 
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For Yeats's hero, Cuchulain, who appears repeatedly i n  the poet 's  verse as 

ne11 as h i s  drama, the metamorphic app l i ca t i ons  and impl icat ions o f  the i a s k  

are p a r t i c u l a r l y  apt,  since he i s  a character in I r i s h  mythology who can 

literally be transformed by emotions such as rage. As a synbol f o r  I re land,  

Cuchulain was useful as an embodirnent o f  the "noble v i f tues"  which Yeats 

recognized, a t  l eas t  i n  potential, i n  h i s  fellow countrymen. Looking a t  rea l  

experi ence and mythol ogy through the metaphorical and analogous possi b i  1 i t i  es 

o f  the mask thereby allowed Yeats's perceptions o f  the world to corne from a 

perspective much la rger  and more t ru th fu l  ta  him than a l i t e r a l  po in t  o f  view, 

f o r  "wbenever a myth has been taken l i t e r a l l y  the sense has been perverted; 

but  a b o  . . . whenever it has been dismissed as a mere p r i e s t l y  fraud o r  sign 

o f  inferior i n te l l i gence ,  t ru th  has s l ipped out the other door'' (Campbell 27). 

Yeats continued h i s  search f o r  an "imagefr that would be an appropriate 

model a f t e r  which the I r i s h  could form themselves. His ear l y  p lays had not 

achieved e i the r  mass commercial success or  a un i f i ca t i on  o f  the populace, and 

by the  time he turned t o  the exo t i c  and avant garde Noh theatre, he had 

concluded that  p o l  i ti c a l  progress towards peace could probabl y on1 y be 

attained through more autocrat ic  guidance o f  "the average man" by an 

an1 ightened el i t e :  

. . . the need o f  a model o f  the nation, o f  some moral diagram, i s  

as great as i n  the ear l y  nineteenth century, when nat iona l  f e e l i n g  

was l os ing  i t s e l f  i n  a r e l i g i ous  feud over t i t h e s  and 

emancipation. Neither the grammars o f  the Gaelic League nor the 

indus t r ia l i sm o f  the Leader, nor the Sinn Fe in  attacks upon the 

Irish Party ,  g i v e  sensible images t o  the a f fec t ions.  Yet i n  the 

work of Lady Gregory, o f  Synge, of OIGrady, of Lionel Johnson, i n  
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my own work, a school o f  j o u r n a l i s t s  w i t h  simple moral ideas could 

f i n d  r i  ght b u i l d i n g  mater ia l  t o  c rea te  an h i s t o r i c a l  and l i t e r a r y  

nat ional ism as powerful as the o l d  and nobler.  That done, they 

could b i d  t he  people love and not hate. (Au 334-36) 

Yeats h imse l f  turned t o  llcomplexu images (AJ 334) f rom the  myth o f  Leda and 

the Swan when i n  1923 George Russell asked him t o  w r i t e  a poem f o r  t h e  

pof i t i c a l  review, t h e  I r i s h  Statesman. Two o f  t he  a r t i s t s l  works which helped 

t o  make a "composite p i c t u r e "  f o r  Yeats 's  poem were Michelangelo and the 

French symbol i s t  pai n t e r  Gustave Moreau (Me1 chi o r i  156) . Yeats regarded 

Moreau as being " a t  a l 1  times," among the "great myth-makers and mask-makers, 

t h e  men o f  aristocratie mind" (& 550). Yeats ev ident ly  admired the p a i n t e r ' s  

work t o  the end o f  h i s  own I i f e ,  because as l a t e  as 1936 he had a reproduct ion 

o f  Moreau9 Women and Unicorns (Les Licornes) on h i s  wa l l ,  a p a i n t i n g  whose 

cen t ra l  female f i g u r e  i n  a reclining pose echoes t he  posture o f  Leda i n  other 

o f  Moreau's works [DWL 100) .  Her l a n g u i d i t y  g ives  credence t o  Moreau's own 

explanat ion o f  h i s  po r t raya l  o f  the  scene, with which Yeats agreed, as 

symbolic o f  "mysteryn (Melch ior i  157). The emphasis i n  the French a r t i s t ' s  

vers ion of the myth i s  the re fo re  on a d e i f i e d  experience. Moreau, l i k e  o ther  

o f  the a r t i s t s  whom Yeats admired, was inf luenced by Michelangelo, and Yeats 

h imse l f  had a coloured reproduct ion o f  Michelangelo's image o f  Leda and t he  

Swan on his desk, i nc lud ing  the per iod i n  which he wrote h i s  own "Leda and the 

Swann (Jeffares, W. 8. Yeats, Man and Poet 202). He was also fa rn i l i a r  with 

Michelangelots Ganymede and the E a d e  which corresponds t o  Yeats's p o r t r a y a l  

o f  the b i r d  and human f i g u r e  i n  the  way t he  uings are beat ing a t  "full 

strength,Ir and because of the way the b i r d l s  "head and neck press upon the 

breast  o f  t he  boyn as thsy do i n  Yeats's poem (Melchior i  155). The f i g u r e  o f  
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Leda appears languid but l a t a n t l y  strong, rather than helpless, i n  the visual 

work--a languid i ty  which sublimates and re ta ins  Yeats's emphasis on the dual 

nature o f  the experience as he represents i t .  

I n  response t o  George Russell's request f o r  a p o l i t i c a l  poem, Yeats 

wrote i n  1924 t h a t  what came f i r s t  t o  h i s  mind was that,  

'A f te r  the ind iv idua l is t ,  demagogic movement, founded by Hobbes 

and popularized by t h e  Encyclopaedists and the French Revolution, 

we have a soi1 so exhausted that i t  cannot grow that  crop again 

f o r  centur ies . '  Then I thought, 'No thhg  i s  now possible but some 

movement from above preceded by some v io lent  annunciation. '  My 

fancy began t o  play with Leda and the Swan f o r  metaphor, and 1 

began t h i s  poem; but as I wrote, bi rd  and lady took such 

possession of the scene that al1 p o l i t i c s  went out o f  i t ,  and my 

friend tells me that h i s  'conservative readers would misunderstand 

the poem, ' (E 828) 

Nat ional  or even internat ional  politics, then, Yeats saw i n  a larger and more 

objective context o f  h is to r ica l  cycles. The next age o f  terror  wauld be 

an t i the t ica l  t o  the "impovetished and impoverishing idea-world o f  empir ic ist  

philosaphytt and also o f  democracy: "Everything seems t o  show t h a t  the  

centrifuga1 movement which began wi th  the Encyclopaedists and produced the 

French Revolution, and the democratic views o f  men l i k e  M i l l ,  has worked 

itself out  t o  the end. Now we are a t  the beginning o f  a new centr ipeta l  

movement [touards Mussolini and author i tar ian  government]'' (Albr ight  664, 

UP2:434). In "Leda and the Swan1' he creates a vision which begins with a - 
vio lent  experience but i s  supplanted by a larger  experience of physical and 

mental knowledge that exceeds the normal subjective, individual  human realm. 
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The shock t a c t i  CS Yeats uses t o  descr i  be the  scene o f  mythi c b ru ta l  i t y  i n  h i  s 

poem resembles h i s  approach t o  theat re  i n  which, as James W. Flannery phrases 

it, he sought t o  " j o l t n  the  spectator/reader "out o f  unexamined a t t i t u d e s  by 

evoki ng an a i  tered s t a t e  o f  m i  nd akin t o  t e r ro r "  (FI  annery 97) . Yeats 

considered hope fu l l y  t h a t  the  p o l i t i c a l  wars could be the means of, y e t  be 

g iven over f o r ,  a greater  r e a l i t y  beyond sub jec t i ve  fee l ings :  

1 th ink  profound philosophy must corne from t e r r o r .  An abyss opens 

under our fee t ;  i n h e r i t e d  convict ions,  the  pre-supposit ions o f  out  

thoughts, those Fathers o f  t he  Church L ionel  Johnson expounded, 

drop i n t o  the  abyss. Whether we w i l l  o r  no we must ask the ancient 

questions: 1s t he re  r e a l i t y  anywhere? 1s there a God? 1s there  a 

Soul?" (a 502-03) 

s passage from 1936 i s  i n  a way a r e w r i t i n g  i n  prose o f  "Leda and t h e  

Swan," i n  which t e r r o r  i t s e l f  i s  p a r t  o f  contac t  w i t h  God and superhuman 

knowledge. in t he  poem, t h e  question, "Did she p u t  on h i s  knowledge w i t h  h i s  

power . . . ?" i s  i m p l i c i t l y  answered by t h e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  the poem, which 

moves from the i n d i v i d u a l  human being's experience o f  t e r r o r  to ,  i n  t h e  l a s t  

ha l f ,  a considerat ion o f  t h e  myth i n c l u s i v e  of both i n d i v i d u a l  and un iversa l  

h i s t o r y .  A f i gu re  able t o  "see" beyond immediate t e r r o r  o r  rage and t o  accept 

i t  as a way o f  en larg ing  h i s  o r  her l a r g e r  v i s i o n  i s  how Yeats presents Leda 

and her possib le f u t u r e  out look  on her f a t e .  She becomes emblematic i n  a 

sense o f  I re land  as a whole, a country which could, p o t e n t i a l l y ,  grow i n t o  a 

greater  and peaceful state-one t h a t  could perhaps stem the t i d e  o f  v io lence 

and reshape dest iny,  as he would later explore i n  h i s  poem 'The Statues." 

Cotnplementary images o f  Leda as capable o f  accepting her own fate, and 

thereby having the a b i l i t y  t o  trançform both h e r s e l f  and h is tory ,  are used i n  
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other o f  Yeats 's  poems such as "The Adorat ion o f  the Magiw t o  which, i n  1925, 

he added a passage prophesying t h e  t ransformat ion o f  the  wor ld when "another 

Leda," accepting her r o l e  i n  t h i s  transformation, "would open her knees t o  the  

swan, another A c h i l l e s  beleaguer Troy" (Myth 310). i n  t he  l a s t  stanza o f  

t tLul labyH (1931), both Leda and t h e  swan are transformed i n t o  a s t a t e  o f  

peacefulness f o r  the wor ld t o  "begin againll (C 761): 

Such a sleep and sound as f e l l  

Upon Eurotas'  grassy bank 

When the ho ly  b i r d ,  t h a t  there 

Accomplished h i s  predest ined w i l l ,  

From t h e  1 imbs o f  Leda sank 

But not f r o m  her p ro tec t i ng  care. 

(Vp 522, 11.13-18) 

ing l a n g u i d i t y  o f  both f i g u r e s  here l i n k s  Yeats more immediately t o  

or Michelangeto's v isua l  works. I n  Moreau's versions, the 

l d l y  nature o f  Leda's experience i s  emphaçized, wh i le  the Swan i s  a 

and la rge  b i r d ,  r e l a t i v e  t o  Michelangelo's vers ion i n  which t h e  Swan 

i s  diminished i n  size, and the r e c l i n i n g  a t t i t u d e  o f  Leda's powerful f i g u r e  

makes t h e i r  encounter appear e r o t i c .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i n  Les Licornes where 

lounging w i t h  a mythological 

i n  one of h i s  Ledas, 

1524-34) on h i s  Tomb o f  

Giu l iano delMedici  i n  the  Medici Chapel. However, N igh t ' s  p o s i t i o n  i s  curled- 

up and self-enclosing; her  head i s  lowered, expressing g r i e f  i n  "defeat" f o r  

her  " l o s t  ch i ld ren, "  i n  contrast  to t h e  u p r i g h t  carved f i g u r e  of t h e  Madonna 

(1521 ) i n  the  chapel, who holds her  d i v i n e  C h i l d  (Har t t  549, 551 ) .  According 

Moreau used a pose f o r  t h e  cen t ra l  female f i g u r e  

animal ( the un icorn) ,  s i rn i la r  t o  a pose he used 

Michelangelo's Leda echoes the f i g u r e  o f  N ish t  ( 
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t o  Frederick H a r t t ,  Dawn, t h e  female f i g u r e  i n  the  Tomb o f  Lorenzo derMedici 

i n  the  Medici Chapel, i s  character ized as equa l ly  t r a g i c  i n  her c h i l d l e s s  

v i r g i n i t y ,  and together  w i t h  Niqht ,  i n  t h e i r  C h r i s t i a n  context are i n  a way 

complementary t o  Leda, who i s  a pagan f i g u r e ,  e r o t i c ,  not  a t  a l 1  c h i l d l e s s ,  

even t r a g i c  i n  t h i s  dep ic t i on ,  yet  i s  l i n k e d  t o  Niqht  through her pose. Yeats 

would have been drawn t o  these statues because they demonstrate Michelangelofs 

a b i l i t y  t o  express the whole scope o f  experience from s p i r i t u a l  t o  physical ,  

s imply through use o f  t he  human body. In "Michael Robartes and t h e  Dancerv 

(1920) ,  one speaker, "He," argues the  importance o f  thought t h a t  cornes from 

the  "whole bodyv ( to izeaux 154). l'Hen stands i n  front o f  a Renaissance 

a l t a r p i e c e  o f  S t .  George and the  Dragon and speaks o f  Veronese as w e l l  as 

Michelangelo t o  support t h i s  view: 

He. Pau 1 Veronese 

And a l  1 h i s  sacred Company 

Imagi ned bodî es al 1 the î  r days 

By t h e  lagoon you love  so much, 

For proud, so f t ,  ceremonious proof  

That a71 must corne t o  S ight  and touch; 

While Michael Angelo's S i s t i n e  roof ,  

H is  "Morning" and t t i s  "Night" d isc lose 

How sinew t h a t  has been p u l l e d  t i g h t ,  

O r  i t  may be loosened i n  repose, 

Can r u l e  by supernatural r i g h t  

Yet be but  sinew. 

(Vp 386, 1 1 .27-37) 
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The des i re  f o r  "more o f  manful energy" [e 849) Yeats found i n  Michelangelots 

rendering o f ,  and i n  the  muscular androgynous forms themselves, was a l so  what 

drew him t o  the  Renaissance s c u l p t o r r s  l ' a r t  o f  t h e  bodyu (Loizeaux 155). I n  

1924 Yeats w r o t e  a manifesto f o r  a group o f  w r i t e r s  and a r t i s t s ,  asse r t i ng  the 

value o f  a r t  "founded i n  physical  l i f e N  (Loi teaux 155):  

We are  Cathol ics,  but o f  the school o f  Pope J u l i u s  t h e  Second and 

o f  t h e  Medician Popes, who ordered Michelangelo and Raphael t o  

p a i n t  upon the  wa l ls  o f  t h e  Vatican, and upon t h e  c e i l i n g  o f  t h e  

S i s t i n e  Chapel, the doc t r i ne  o f  t he  P la ton ic  Academy o f  Florence, 

the  reconci 1 i a t i o n  o f  Ga7 il ee and Parnassus . We p roc l  aim 

Michelangelo t h e  most orthodox o f  men, because he s e t  upon t h e  

tomb o f  t he  Medici ltDawnM and ItNight," vast forms shadowing t h e  

s t reng th  o f  an ted i luv ian  Pat r ia rchs  and the l u s t  o f  t h e  goat, t h e  

whole handwork o f  God, even t h e  abounding horn. (@2:438) 

Yeats's Leda i n  "Leda and the  SwanH i s ,  therefore,  a composite image. 

Visual rend i t i ons  o f  t he  myth that  he had seen Vary i n  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s :  

Michelangelofs e r o t i c  scu lp ture  i n  which t h e  Swan i s  smaller,  ye t  has 

t tsupernaturalu imp l i ca t i ons  through Ledats connections w i t h  the N ish t  s tatue,  

i s  another s ide  t o  Moreau's versions i n  which t h e  Swan looms as a menacing 

fo rce  wh i le  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Leda is caught up i n  "mystery," as Moreau def ined 

it. Yeats's idea t h a t  t e r r o r ,  hatred, o r  pa in  can p o t e n t i a l l y  g i v e  r i s e  t o  

other  forms o f  godly knowledge i s  f u r t h e r  ev ident  when, f o r  instance, i n  notes 

t o  Par t  111 o f  h i s  poern "The Towertt (1926) Yeats w r i t e s  t h a t  he h imse l f  

"unconsciously echoed one o f  the  l o v e l i e s t  l y r i c s  o f  our  the--Mr.  Sturge 

Moore's Dvinn Swan," a poem in which the  god l ike  Swan demonstrates t h e  



reciprocal solici  tude, forgiveness, and acceptance of fa te fu l  desti  ny that 

Yeats 's  teda demonstrates i n  "Lu1 laby:" 

l'The Dying Swan" 

O si lver- throated Swan 

Struck, struck! A golden dart  

Clean through thy  breast has gone 

Home t o  thy heart. 

Thrill, thrill, O s i l v e r  throat! 

O silver trumpet, pour 

Love for  defiance back 

On him who smote! 

And brim, brim o 'e r  

With  love; and ruby-dye t h y  track 

Down thy 1 ast  1 i v i n g  reach 

O f  r i v e r ,  sai 1 the golden 1 ight--  

Enter the sun's heart-even teach, 

O wondrous-gifted Pain, teach thou 

The god t o  love, l e t  him learn how. 

(Vp 826) 

Therefore, the  Swan, too, becomes f o r  Yeats symbolic o f  the  connection between 

love  and knowledge, a l b e i t  knowledge that cornes as a paradoxical resu l t  o f  

pain.  He ernphasizes the  physica l i ty  o f  the encountar between the b i r d  and 

human being i n  "Leda and the Swan," yet he wishes t o  express that it i s  the 

contact wi th  de i ty  tha t  makes possible her putt ing on h i s  knowledge, as 

I reland could p o t e n t i a l l y  gain knowledge from i t s  exparience, and create a new 

heroic age. I n  notes t o  "Meditations i n  Tirne o f  C i v i l  War" i n  1928, also in 
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The Tower co l lec t ion ,  Yeats comments, "A cry f o r  vengeance because o f  the 

murder of t he  Grand Master o f  t he  Templars seems t o  me a fit symbol f o r  those 

who labour f o r  hatred, and so for s t e r i l i t y  i n  var ious  kinds. . . .: 'For 

wisdom i s  a b u t t e r f l y  and not a gloomy b i r d  o f  prey. (E 827, 338) .  

"Lapis Laruli" (1938) i s  another work which combines the elements o f  

transformation and a v isua l  work o f  a r t  t o  explore the theme o f  t r ag i c  joy. 

f t  s t a r t s  w i t h  a descr ip t ion o f  h i s  country i n  a s t a t e  o f  political turmoi l ,  

bu t  ends with the a f f i rmat ion  o f  ga ie t y  and l i f e  as the closest embodiment o f  

t r u t h  that i s  possib le t o  achieve i n  t h i s  l i f e .  The poem i t s e l f  a l so  echoes 

the s ta te  o f  t he  speaker's mind as it moves f r o m  chaos i n  the f i r s t  stanza t o  

joy  i n  the concluding stanza. 

I have heard t h a t  hyster ical  women Say 

They are  s i ck  o f  the palette and fiddle-bow, 

O f  poets t h a t  are always gay, 

For everybody knows or else should know 

That i f  nothing drast ic  i s  done 

Aeroplane and Zeppelin will corne out, 

P i t ch  l i k e  King B i l l y  bomb-balls i n  

U n t i l  t he  town l i e  beaten f l a t .  

(@ 565, 1-9) 

In stanza one, the "hysterical women" who are "s ick"  o f  a r t ,  music, and poetry 

are ac tua l l y  s ick  o f  poet ic optimism which al lows a r t i s t s  to continue their 

own work, despite the prospect o f  p o l i t i c a l  o r  sectarian warfare i n  I re land.  

The implication i s  that, by some views, a r t i s t s  are not being product ive i n  a 

practical o r  constructive nay. Already i n  t h i s  f i r s t  stanza, though, the ltodd 

jocularityM o f  l tPitch like King B i l l y  bomb-balls i n  / U n t i l  the town l i e  
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beaten flatfl ind icates the poet 's  wish nevertheless t o  "be gay despite a l  1 o f  

warls horrors" (A lb r i gh t  774). 

By stanza two,  t he  perspective o f  t he  poem s h i f t s  a l i t t l e - i t  does not 

turn  from the V e a l  wor ld ,"  but  instead conf lates i t  wi th the world o f  the 

stage, so t h a t  t he  "ordi  nary passersbytl ( A l  b r i  ght 754) become consci ously or 

unconsciously p a r t  o f  a Shakespearean tragedy when: 

A l 1  perform t h e i r  t r a g i c  play, 

There s t r u t s  Hamlet, there i s  Lear, 

That ' s Ophel i a, t ha t  Corde1 i a; 

Yet  they,  should t h e  l a s t  scene be there ,  

The g r e a t  stage cu r t a i n  about t o  drop, 

I f  worthy their  prominent pa r t  i n  the p lay,  

Do not break up t h e i r  l i nes  t o  weep. 

They know that  Harnlet and Lear are  gay; 

Gaiety transfiguring a l1  that  dread. 

Al1 men have aimed at ,  found and l o s t ;  

Black out;  Heaven blazing i n t o  t h e  head: 

Tragedy wrought t o  i t s  uttermost. 

Though Hamlet rambles and Lear rages, 

And a l 1  the  drop-scenes drop a t  once 

Upon a hundred thousand stages, 

it cannot grow by an inch or an ounce. 

(Vp 565-66, 9-24) 

Yeats describes l i f e ,  therefore, as a t r a g i c  p l a y  i n  which people a l 1  p lay  

ce r t a i n  roles. While Hamlet sufferç "al1 men's fate,"  each person suffers 

Hamletls f a t e  just by confront ing death (w 255, A l b r i g h t  774). To achieve 
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Lear ts  s ta te  o f  mind was, t o  Yeats, t o  corne as close t o  a t ta in ing  wisdom 

before death as i s  possible. He i d e n t i f i e s  himself  w i th  Learls t ragic vision 

i n  "An Acre o f  Grass:" 

Grant me an o l d  man's frenzy 

Myself must I remake 

T i l l  1 am Timon and Lear 

Or that  Wil l iam Blake 

Who beat upon the wa11 

T i l l  t r u t h  obeyed h i s  c a l 1  

(E 576, 13-18) 

Renaking himself ,  i n  fact ,  becoming "self-begotten, and being ab le  t o  subject 

a vision of t r u t h  t o  h i s  own intellectual control i s  the result o f  t r a g i c  

heroic experience; he achieves u n i t y  o f  being i n  t h i s  self-mastered union o f  

i n t e l l e c t  and emotion (Brunner 63 ) .  

He envisioned the same goal f o r  those acting the roles o f  Corde1 i a  or  

Ophelia. A f te r  profound s u f f e r i n g  and pain, these t ragic  characters, l i k e  

Hamlet or  Lear, reach a a t a t e  o f  serenity and securi ty  because, f rom having 

endured so much, they can never be touched again by tragedy. I n  t h i s  way, 

t ragic  sorrow belongs t o  a reatn much greater than the personal: 

Because there i s  submission i n  a pure sorrow, we should sorrow 

alone over what i s  greater than ourselves, nor t o o  soon admit that 

greatness, but a l 1  tha t  i s  legs than we are should s t i r  us t o  some 

joy, for pure joy  masters and impregnates; and so to world end, 

strength shall  laugh and wisdom mourn. (E8f 252-53) 



Hence, the  actresses " [ d l o  not  break up t h e i r  l i n e s  t o  weep;" i t  must be 

" [ g l a i  e ty t f  t h a t  t rans f i gu res  "a l  1 t h a t  dreadv o f  a fast-approachi ng apocalypse 

(17-10). 

There i s ,  furthermore, a j oy  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  onesel f  w i t h  the whole human 

race o r  w i t h  something impersonal and superhuman ( A l b r i g h t  769).  Yeats wrote 

i n  "The Trag ic  Theatreft t h a t  wh i le  "character i s  cont inuously present i n  

comedy alone . . . tragedy must always be a drowning and breaking o f  the  dykes 

t h a t  separate man from man;" i n  o ther  words, t r a g i c  sorrow destroys i n d i v i d u a l  

pe rsona l i t y  rather  than a f f i r m i n g  i t  (E&I 240-41). Shakespeare's heroes, 

there fore ,  express a un iversa l  experience, and they  "move us because t h e i r  

sorrow i s  no t  t h e i r  own a t  tomb o r  asp, bu t  f o r  a l 1  men's fa te .  That shaping 

j o y  has kept  the sorrow pure, as i t  had kept  . . . the emotion love or  hate, 

f o r  the  nobleness o f  t h e  a r t s  i s  i n  the ming l ing  o f  cont rar ies ,  the  e x t r e m i t y  

o f  sorrow, the  extremity  o f  joy, pe r fec t i on  of personal i t y ,  the p e r f e c t i o n  o f  

i t s  surrender" ( A l b r i g h t  769-70); E&I 255). The nature o f  t r a g i c  j oy  i s  

epiphanic: W a c k  out; Heaven b laz ing  i n t o  the  head: Tragedy wrought t o  i t s  

uttermost." The ga ie ty  t h a t  t h e  "hys te r i ca l  womenu o f  the  f i r s t  stanza o f  

"Lapis Lazu l i "  de f ine  i n  terms o f  " f r i v o l i t y ,  i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  and 

obtuseness," i s  r e a l l y  a much larger " [ a j r t i s t i c  gaiety"  (Brunner 89) .  The 

impending onslaught o f  zeppel ins i s  srna11 and l o c a l  compared t o  greater a l l -  

encompassing death i t s e l f .  Therefore, because drama/art i t s e l f  i s  a death- 

defying agent, Yeats here asserts against h y s t e r i a  the i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  a r t  w i t h  

l i f e ,  so t h a t  l i f e  i t s e l f  i n  a sense w i 7 1  become a p lay .  

The l ap i s  l a z u l i  a r t i f a c t  a f t e r  which Yeats named h i s  poem represents a 

scene from which he der ived h i s  l a s t  two stanzas. As a sculpture, " w i l l e d  

i n t o  being by the t h r u s t  o f  creat ive  gaiety," i t  has a l i f e  o f  i t s  own, but  in 
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h i s  response and contemplation o f  it, Yeats himself  re-creates the  ob jec t  i n  

h i s  poem (Brunner 910). He f i r s t  described i t i n  a letter  as 

a great  piece [ o f  l a p i s  l azu l  i] carved by some Chinese sculptor  

i n t o  the semblance o f  a mountain w i th  temple, t rees ,  paths, and an 

asce t i c  and p u p i l  about t o  c l imb the mountain. Ascetic, p u p i l ,  

hard stone, e terna l  theme o f  t h e  sensual east. The hero ic  cry i n  

the  midst  o f  despair.  (w 8-9) 
When Yeats rewr i tes  t h i s  f i r s t  prose descr ip t ion  i n t o  poet ry ,  the scene 

becomes a backdrop f o r  a symbolic journey through t ime and space: 

Two Chinamen, behind them a t h i r d ,  

A re  carved i n  l a p i s  i a z u l i ,  

Over them f l i e s  a long-legged b i r d ,  

A symbol o f  longev i ty ;  

The t h i r d ,  doubtless a serving-man, 

Carr ies a musical instrument. 

Every d isco loura t ion  o f  the stone, 

Every accidental crack o r  dent, 

Seems a water-course o r  an avalanche, 

O r  l o f t y  slope where i t  s t i l l  snows 

Though doubtless plum o r  cherry-branch 

Sweetens the 1 i t t l  e ha1 f-way house 

Those Chinamen c l imb towards, and 1 

Del i g h t  t o  imagi ne them seated there; 

There, on t h e  mountain and the  sky, 

On a l 1  the  t r a g i c  scene they stare, 



One asks f o r  mournful melodies; 

Accomplished f ingers begin t o  play. 

Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their  eyes, 

Their ancient, g l i t t e r i n g  eyes, are gay. 

(37-56) 

The f igures f  climb i n  the present tense i s  the way the speaker physically sees 

them on the carving: equally, t h e i r  present awareness o f  tragedy i s  evident 

through the description o f  the Stone from which they are carved as 

discoloured, cracked, and dented. The long-Tegged b i r d  correspondingly 

synbol i tas  "net i maortal i t y ,  [ o r ]  an escape from tragedy, but on1 y 1 ongevi t y  , 

endurance i n  tragedy" (Brunner 92).  L i  ke the golden a r t i f  i c i  al b i  rd  i n t o  

which the speaker o f  1°Sail ing t o  Byzantium" (1928) wishes t u  transform, the 

long-legged b i r d  also i s  proclaimed t a  be p a r t  " O f  what i s  past ,  or  passing, 

o r  t o  cornert (32). Yeats himself h e l p s  t o  create t h e i r  fu tu re  when he del i g h t s  

t o  imagine them seated at  the half-way house, s t a r i n g  "on the mountain and the  

sky, / On a l 1  the t rag ic  scenen (48-52). Not only are t h e  f igures aware of 

tragedy, honever, but they accept it--"One asks fo r  moornful melodiesw (53)- 

and are hero ica l ly  trànsformed as a result: "Their eyes mid many wrinkles, 

t h e i r  eyes, / Their  ancient, g l i t t e r i n g  eyes, are gayn (55-56). Sirnilarly,  

Shakespeare's Hamlet faces and accepts death when he says, 

If it be now, ' t i s  flot t o  come; i f  it  be not t o  corne, it w i l l  be 

now; i f  i t  be not  now, y e t  i t  w i l l  come. 

( V , i i i  ,209-11) 

l n  "Lapis Laruli," Yeats uses t h i s  idea o f  acceptance o f  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  and 

f u t i  1 ity--"[a] 11 men have aimed a t ,  found and l ostu  (18)--to paradoxical ly 

af f i rm l i f e  through a r t  by h i g b i i g h t i n g  the beauty a f  heroic courage. He also  
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affirms a r t  i t s e l f  as part  o f  t h e  ceremony necessary t o  counter t ragic  

despair:  whi le  "the ceremony i n  which the Chinamen engage i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r a g i c ,  

. , . i t  i s  [nonetheless] ceremony stilb-ordered, f i n i t e ,  and self-producedu 

(Brunner 93) .  

For Yeats, t h e n ,  the "artn o f  transformation involves mul t ip le  elements, 

and i ç exempl i f  i e d  on more than one levei  i n "Lapis Lazul i ," Whi l e  i n  "Leda 

and the Swan1' the composite image he creates i s  b u i f t  on references t o  works 

of a r t  t h a t  l i e  beneath the surface o f  the poem, he desçribes directly i n  

"Lapis L a r u l i n  a sculpture whose subject matter  and s ty le  correspond t a  h i s  

own goal o f  c reat ing  images tha t  capture a sense o f  t r a g i c  joy.  I n  these 

poems, an a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  the  t r u t h  contained i n  the experience o f  t r a g i c  joy 

i s  what transcends the element o f  personal despair present i n  h i ç  Cuchulain 

works, and forms the basis f o r  h i s  publ ic  a r t  and h i s  theory of h i s t o r i c a l  

cycles explored i n  such poerns as IfThe Statues." H is  attraction t o  t h e  

concrete tangibility of  a r t  and i t s  s t y l i s t i c  analogies with w r i t i n g  was 

nonetheless subjective and emotional, because Blake's I l rgreat  and golden rule 

o f  a r t ,  as well as o f  l i f e ,  , . . t h a t  the more d i s t i n c t ,  sharp and wiry the 

bounding l i n e ,  the more perfect the work of a r t ;  and the less keen and sharp, 

the greater i s  the evidence o f  neak im i ta t ion ,  plagiarisi and bunglingw3 had 

greater appeal t o  Yeats i n  h i s  later l i f e ,  as he nas increasingly drawn t o  the 

eternalizing a r t i f i c e  of physical works o f  a r t  as an a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  the 

existence of h i s  sou1 W c k  with desire / And fastened t o  a dying animal / It 

knons not what i t i s "  (E 408) : 

And as 1 look backuard upon my own w r i t i n g ,  1 take pleasure alone 

i n  those verses where i t seems t o  me 1 have found something hard 
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and cold, some a r t i c u l a t i o n  o f  the  Image, which i s  the opposite o f  

al1 t h a t  I am i n  my daily l i f e .  . . . (& 274) 

By focusing on various works o f  visual a r t  throughout his career, Yeats was 

able  t o  supplement and re in force  h i s  approach t o  v is ion ,  and complement the 

subjective w i t h  the ob ject ive ,  and the  inner  world w i t h  the outer world.  It 

i s  both  his a e s t h e t i c  and physical maturation, along with the p o l i t i c a l  

anarchy that  surrounded him i n  the outside world, t h a t  enablad hirn t o  develop 

h i s  s p i r i t u a l  and v is ionary  images and philosophy as they corresponded t o  t h e  

other a r t s .  
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CHAPTER THREE 

"The Statuesff  and lfUnder Ben Bu1 ben: v Yeats s Verbal Expression o f  
V i  sua1 Measurement 

Only an aching hea r t  
Conceives a changeless work o f  a r t .  

(W. B. Yeats, "The TowerH) 

W. 0.  Yeats saw h i s  poet ry  as a  poetry o f  v i s i o n .  As a  consequence, the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  v i s i o n  t o  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  nature o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i v i t y  i s  a 

theme which i s  ev ident  throughout h î s  oeuvre, and i s  one t h a t  evolves 

according t o  t h e  vary ing degrees i n  which Yeats incorpora tes  h i s  immediate 

aes thet ic ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and l i f e  experiences i n  general i n t o  h i s  p o e t i c  and 

prose works. He develops h i s  " v i s ion t t  i n i t i a l  l y  by analogi z ing  and de r i v ing  

both h i s  process and product from tha t  o f  v isual  a r t i s t s  such as Wi l l iam 

Morr is ,  D. G. Rosset t i ,  and W i l l  iam Blake, whose works co l  l e c t i v e l y  

encompassed t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  he h imse l f  was s t r i v i n g  f o r  i n  h i s  own 

v i s iona ry  images. Such images, he bel ieved, were t o  be perceived by means of 

hypnotic p a t t e r n  i n  v isua l  works such as Mor r i s ' s  t a p e s t r i e s '  p a t t e r n  which 

corresponds t o  t h e  trance-inducing rhythm Yeats employed i n  h i s  e a r l y  poems. 

This rhythm i n  t u r n  complernented h i s  comparatively dreamlike, phys i ca l l y  

i nsubs tan t ia l  images, whose forms he f requent ly  descr ibed i n  terms o f  Pre- 

Raphael i te i r i d e s c e n t  or glowing colour .  A t  the same t ime he a l so  analogously 

incorporated B lake 's  v i sua l l y -app l i ed  p r i n c i p l e  o f  t he  "hard and w i r y l t  



o u t l i n e ;  h i s  verbal compromise between these approaches was t o  use l u l l i n g  

aura1 pat terns t h a t  evoke dreaml i ke v is ions ,  from which c l e a r l y  del  ineated 

foras,  espec ia l l y  f i g u r e s ,  a r i s e  a t  rhythmical i n t e r v a l s .  For h i s  dep ic t ions  

o f  fernale f igures  Yeats a l so  was inf luenced by a Rosset t i  an "spi r i  tua1 i zed 

sensuousnesstt (Loi  zeaux 19) .  Sensual deta i  1 s d e r i  ved from the physi  c a l  world, 

but  used t o  express t h e  s p i  r i t u a l  and emotional world, were t o  him a v i t a l  

component i n  h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  v i s i o n  as experienced and expressed i n  a r t  and 

poetry . 
The aesthet ic  s ide  o f  Yeatst s work came f r o m  t h e  Rhymers' Club t o  which 

he belonged i n  h i s  e a r l y  years. The Rhymers had a r a t h e r  vague w i  sh t o  

"create once more t h e  pure workw which would supplant t h e  moral enthusiasm o f  

t h e  V ic to r ian  poets who had allowed the  " impur i t i esu  o f  p o l i t i c s ,  science, 

r e l i g i o n ,  and h i s t o r y  t o  i n f i l t r a t e  t h e i r  verse (Houghton 757). The essays o f  

Ar thur  Symons, who wrote The Symbolist Movement i n  L i t e r a t u r e  (1899) 

introduced Yeats and h i s  group t o  t h i s  French 1 i t e r a r y  n o t i o n  o f  tlpoesie puret' 

i n  which he said t h a t  poet ry  "should be a mirac le;  no t  a hymn t o  beauty, nor a 

desc r ip t i on  o f  beauty, nor beauty 's  mi r ror ;  bu t  beauty i t s e l f ,  t h e  colour ,  

fragrance, and form o f  t he  imagined f lower, as i t  blossoms again o u t  o f  t he  

page" (Houghton 757). The Rhymers f e l t  t h a t  a r t  i t s e l f  should be k ind  o f  

r e l  i g i  on, ni t h  a l  1 the du t ies  and responsibi  l i t i e s  o f  t h e  sacred r i t u a l  " 

(Houghton 757).  Yeats h imse l f  c e r t a i n l y  saw v i s iona ry  a r t  and poet ry  as a 

subst i  t u t e  f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n ,  and t h e  moments o f  a r t i s t i c  c rea t ion  

being character ized by a s t a t e  o f  t rance- l i ke  consciousness akin t o  t h a t  

needed t o  perceive momentary reve la t ions  of t he  "essences o f  things" i n  which 

t h e  seer i s  both asleep and awake (m 193) .  Yeats a l so  endorsed t h e  i dea  

tha t  l i t e r a t u r e  and a r t  a c t  together  as a guide i n  t h e  quest f o r  t r u t h  t h a t  he 
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himself was involved i n .  As he wrote, IlNor had we bet te r  warrant t o  separate 

one a r t  from another, f o r  there has been no age before our own wherein the 

a r t s  have been other than a s ing le  author i ty ,  a Holy Church o f  Romance, the 

might o f  a l 1  l y i n g  behind a l l ,  a c i r c l e  o f  c l i f f s ,  a wilderness w h e r e  every 

c r y  has i t s  echoesI1 (K 353) .  

As he rnatured, h i s  poetry o f  v i s ion  as reve ia t ion  a lso became 

increasingly concerned wi th  a r t i c u l  a t ing  "the nature o f  the real  :" looking t o  

the external  world as a source o f  revel  at ion, both emotional and i n t e l  Iec tua l  , 

t o  some extent took aver from the sense o f  r e l a t i v e f y  introverted,  i n t s r n a l i y  

concei ved, "v i  s i  ans" o f  embodi ments o f  essences o f  h i  s ear l  y aestheti  c poetry 

(Armstrong 39). As cataclysrnic p o l i t i c a l  events became more important t o  him, 

t h e  v is ionary  forms i n  h i s  "dim lands of peacew evolved i n t o  wpalpableu forms 

derived from more d i r e c t  experiencs o f  the external world as a whole, not j u s t  

from sensory details (North, "The Paradox o f  the M a u ~ o l e u m ~ ~  221).  In the face 

of h i s  own physical ageing and i l l n sss ,  Yeatsts concept o f  h i s  poetry's 

connections t o  l i f e  and t o  physical works o f  a r t  whicb a l t e rna t i ve l y  embodied 

the  " a r t i f i c e  of e te rn i t yu  was also evolving, as was h i s  symbolic method. 

Where e a r l i e r  he turned t o  a work o f  visual  a r t  as an analogous inf luence on 

h i s  symbolic method o r  s ty le ,  o r  as the %parkW f r o m  which he  woufd derîve an 

image, he began t o  c i t e  by name works o f  a r t  and artists thernselves as 

monuments of n o t  just h i s  own pr ivate ,  art ist ic experience, but o f  the I r i s h  

experi ence, and of the experi ence o f  humani t y  i n  general (Me1 chi o r i  225). 

Naming actuat a r t i s t s  such as Wi l l iam Blake or Michelangelo, and frequently, 

poi itical f igures ,  such as Kevin O'Higgins, gave him a means o f  

monumentalizing himself and h is  own poems, and o f  perceiv ing them l i k e  works 

o f  v i sua l  a r t  which belong t o  and exist i n  the pub1 i c  domain. 
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The idea o f  un i t y  among t h e  a r t s  t h a t  he took f r o m  Wi l l i am Morr is  he now 

t rans la ted  i n t o  h i s  more general philosophy o f  u n i t y  o f  a r t  w i t h  cu l tu re ,  a 

u n i t y  which re jec ted the Aesthet ic  aspect o f  Pre-Raphaelitism. I n  h i s  1913 

essay I f A r t  and Ideas", Yeats se t  ou t  t h i s  reeva luat ion  o f  Rosset t i  e t  a l .  as a 

,'more profound Pre-Raphaelitism" i n  which are included "elements from the 

general thought" (m 355, 347). Th i s  ph i  losophy had a l  ready nani fested 

i t s e l f  i n  verse form when Yeats found i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  h i s  poem l'The Lake Isle 

o f  I n n i s f r e e "  (1888) n o t  i n  a b e a u t i f u l  work o f  a r t  o r  i n  an ephemeral v i s ion ,  

but  i n  an everyday image he encountered unexpectedly i n  a busy thoroughfare i n  

London. As he r e l a t e d  the i n c i d e n t  i n  prose, 

1 had s t i l l  the ambit ion, formed i n  Sligo i n  my teens, o f  l i v i n g  

i n  i m i t a t i o n  o f  Thoreau on Inn is f ree ,  a l i t t l e  i d a ~ d  i n  Lough 

G i l l ,  and when walk ing through F l e e t  St ree t  very homesick 1 heard 

a l i t t l e  t i n k l e  o f  water and saw a founta in  i n  a shop-window which 

balanced a l i t t l e  bal1 upon i t s  j e t ,  and began t o  remember l a k e  

water. Frorn t h e  sudden remembrance came my poem Innisfree, my 

f i r s t  l y r i c  w i t h  anyth ing i n  i t s  rhythm of my own music. 1 had 

begun t o  loosen rhythm as an escape from r h e t o r i c  and from t h a t  

emotion o f  t he  crowd t h a t  r h e t o r i c  b r ings ,  bu t  f o n l y  understood 

vaguely and occasional1y tha t  1 must f o r  my special purpose use 

nothing but the common syntax. (& 153) 

Interestingly and paradoxical l  y, Yeats's t r a n s l a t i n g  the image o f  a t r i v i a l  

k i t s c h  ab jec t  i n t o  an emotional and aes the t i c  experience looked ahead t o  h i s  

l a t e  poems i n  which contemplating ob jec t s  of high a r t  would ac t  as a s i m i l a r  

t r i g g e r  for  apprehending p o e t r y t s  place w i t h i n  the l a r g e r  c u l t u r e .  Here i n  

"The Lake Isle of Innisfree," however, he rea l i zes  h i s  "specia l  purpose" of 
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br inging together a r t  and l i f e  by transforming mundanity i n t o  the realm o f  

nvis ion,N thus making v i s i o n  i t s e l f  a part  o f  day-to-day l i f e :  

1 w i l l  a r i s e  and go now, and go t o  I n n i s f r e e ,  

And a small cabin bu+ l d  there,  o f  c l a y  and wattles made: 

Nine bean-rows w i l l  I have there ,  a h i v e  f o r  the honey-bee, 

And l i v e  alone i n  t h e  bee-loud glade.  

And I shal l  have some paace there,  f o r  peace cornes dropping slow, 

Dropping f rom the v e i l s  o f  the  morning t o  where the cr icket  sings; 

There midnightfs  a l 1  a glimmer, and noon a purple glow, 

And evening full o f  t h e  l i n n e t 1 s  wings, 

1 will a r i s e  and go now, f o r  always n i g h t  and day 

1 hear l ake  water lapping w i t h  low sounds by the shore; 

While I stand on t h e  roadway, or  on t h e  pavements grey,  

1 hear i t  i n  the deep h e a r t t s  core. (& 117) 

The l u l l i n g  rhythm o f  the  poem, and assonance o f  the  l i q o i d  f t l i t t s  i n  "laka 

water lapping w i t h  fow sounds by the  shoreft p a r t i c u l a r l y  br ing out  the 

hypnotic qua1 i t i e s  he o r i g i n a l 1  y sought f o r  h i s  v is ionary verse, but because 

i t  i s  such a banal source tha t  br ings on the chords that  r i n g  "always . . . i n  

the  deep h e a r t t s  core,If and because he can "seen and I1hear" the water w h i l e  i n  

t h e  midst o f  a busy thoroughfaîe, t h i s  poem is already close t o  r e j e c t i n g  the  

"mirror on m i r r o r  mirrored" approach t o  a r t  t h a t  he later described i n  "The 

Statuestt as inappropri  ate for h i s  poet ic goal S. 



I n teg ra t ing  a l 1  aspects o f  1 i f e  and thought had also been one o f  the  

i deals Walter Pater had advocated, and Yeats ends h i  s "Ar t  and Ideas" essay 

w i t h  an asser t ion  o f  t h i s  idea l :  

Shal l  we be r i d  o f  the  p r ide  o f  i n t e l l e c t ,  o f  sedentary 

meditat ion, o f  emotion t h a t  leaves us when the book i s  closed o r  

the p i c t u r e  seen no more; and l i v e  amid the thoughts t h a t  can go 

w i th  us by steamboat and ra i lway as once upon horseback, or  camel- 

back, rediscovering, by our r e i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  the mind, our more 

profound Pre-Raphael i t isrn, the o ld  abounding, nonchalant reve r i  e? 

(El& 355) 

I n  working towards a communal v i s ion  i n  which t h e  a r t s  play an i n t e g r a l  r o l e ,  

Yeats was i n  a sense endorsing the very idea t h a t  he had re jec ted i n  h i s  

aes the t i ca l l  y-minded v i  ews-the idea t h a t  a r t  and poetry should be an 

i n s t r u c t i v e  guid ing fo rce  f o r  the whole of society,  The V ic to r ian  John Ruskin 

a lso set out  a theory o f  ennobling a r t  i n  Modern Painters (1856) which had t o  

do w i th  imaginat ion (which "by i n t u i t i o n  and i n t e n s i t y  o f  gazett can reach "a 

more essent ia l  t r u t h  than i s  a t  the surface o f  th ingsw)  ,' and the idea t h a t  

poetry and a r t  should i n s p i r e  the  "noble emotions" ( ra ther  than i n s t r u c t  

e x p l i c i t l y )  f o r  the  l tnoblest purposes."2 Ruskin saw the  Byzantine era as one 

which produced such an a r t  by studying c l a s s i c a l  works: 

. . . t h a t  [Byzantine] scbool brouqht t o  the  art-scholars o f  t h e  

t h i r t e e n t h  century, laws which had been serviceable t o  Phidias, 

and symbols which had been b e a u t i f u l  t o  Homer. And methods and 

habi ts  o f  p i c t o r i a l  scholarship, which gave a refinement o f  manner 

t o  the  work o f  the  simplest craftsman, and became an education t o  

the  h igher a r t i s t s  which no d i s c i p l i n e  o f  i i t e r a t u r e  can now 



bestow, developed themselves i n  t h e  e f f o r t  t o  decipher, and t h e  

impulse t o  re - in te rp re t  , t he  El  eus in i  an d i v i n i  t y  o f  Byzantium 

t r a d i t i ~ n . ~  

While Yeats d i f f e r e d  from Ruskin i n  t h a t  he a l so  saw the Renaissance as a 

h i g h l i g h t  i n  a r t i s t i c  h is tory ,  which Ruskin re jec ted  f o r  i t s  emphasis on 

science and, by imp l i ca t i on ,  i t s  mechanirat ion and neglect o f  t h e  imagination, 

Yeats saw as high po in ts  t h e  eras whose a r t  n o t  on ly  achieved maximum beauty, 

bu t  which best t y p i f i e d  t h e  e leva t ing  i n f l uence  o f  the c o l l a b o r a t i v e  a r t s  on 

the  r e s t  o f  cu l tu re ,  such as the  t u r n i n g  p o i n t  o f  Greco/Roman c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  

and most p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  t he  Jus t i n ian  age as exempl i f ied i n  t h e  c i t y  o f  

Byzantium. 

Although he viewed f i r s t h a n d  the mosaics i n  t h e  church o f  Sant' 

Apol l inare  Nuovo i n  Ravenna on a t r i p  t o  I t a l y  i n  1907, and the Byzantine 

mosaics i n  S i  c i  1  y  i n  1925, Yeats's desc r ip t i on  and concept o f  Byzantine a r t  

nonethdess owe a great  deal t o  Ruskin 's  desc r ip t i ons  o f  t h e  Byzantine S t .  

Mark's i n  The Stones o f  Venice (1851-53) ( to izeaux 133, Levine 25-34). Yeats 

saw the mosaics as representat ive o f  an i d e a l  s t a t e  where "pe r fec t  beauty 

expressed i n  the a r t s  correspondzd t o  a p e r f e c t  cond i t ion  o f  l i f e - n a t u r a l  and 

supernaturalm (Melch ior i  225), an idea  developed i n  h i s  prose work A Vision, 

i n  which he wrote: 

Could any v is ionary  [in t he  days o f  Byzantium] passing through the 

church named w i t h  so un- theological  a grace 'The Holy Wisdom', can 

even a v i s iona ry  o f  today wandering among the  mosaics o f  Rome and 

S i c i l y ,  f a i l  t o  recognize some one image seen under h i s  closed 

eyel ids? To me i t  seems t h a t  He, who among the  f i r s t  C h r i s t i a n  

communities was l i t t l e  but  a ghost ly  exorc is t ,  had in His assent 
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t o  a f u l l  O i v i n i t y  made possible t h i s  sinking-in upon a 

supernatural spl endour, these w a l l s  w i  t h  thei r 1 i t t le  g l  imnering 

cubes o f  blue and green and gold .  (M 280-281) 

The a r t  o f  the  c i t y  o f  Byzantiua therefore represented a state in which 

re l ig ious  and artistic vision were one, and could even i n  modern times still 

act as a p i c t o r i a l  guide t o  a higher t ru th  and beauty. Because o f  t h i s  it 

became f o r  Yeats the d e f i n i t i v e  symbol o f  a r t  and society i n e x t r i c a b l y  

connected: 

I th ink  t h a t  i n  early Byzantium, maybe never before  or since i n  

recorded h i s t o r y ,  religious, a e s t h e t i c  and p r a c t i c a l  l i f e  were 

one, t h a t  arch i tec t  and a r t i f i c s r s  --though n o t ,  it may be, poets,  

for language had been the instrument o f  controversy and must have 

grown abstract-spoke t a  the mul t i tude  and the feu a l i k e .  The 

pa in te r ,  the mosaic worker, the  worker i n  go ld  and s i l v e r ,  the 

i 11 uminator o f  sacred books, wers almost impersonal, almost 

perhaps without the consciousness o f  individual  design, absorbed 

i n  their subject-matter and tha t  the v i s i o n  o f  a nhole people. 

They could copy out o f  old Gospel books those pictures tha t  seemed 

as sacred as the t e x t ,  and y e t  weave a l 1  i n t o  a v a s t  design, the 

work of many that  seemed the work of one, t h a t  made bui ld ing ,  

p i c t u r e ,  pattern, metal-work o f  r a i l  and lamp, seem but a s ing le  

image; and t h i s  v is ion,  t h i s  proclamation o f  the i r  i n v i s i b l e  

master, had the Greek n o b i l i t y ,  Satan always the still hal f -d iv ine  

Serpent, never the horned scarecrow o f  the didactic Middle Ages. 

(AJ 280) 



The idea l  r o l e  of ar t  and poetry, then, i s  t o  weave a V a s t  design" i n  

v isual /verbal  fores which encompass a s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h .  Such a t r u t h  a lso  

incorporates 8lakean compl ementary forces ( the "ha l f -d iv ine Serpent") i n  turn 

akin t o  Ruskin's advocating the  Vefinement" o f  insight  which l i e s  behind the 

idea o f  "El eusinian d i  v i n i  ty f l  as an appropri a te  mode1 f o r  Chr ist ian images, 

Yeats explored the  ro les  o f  poe t r y  and a r t  i n  a va r ie ty  o f  ways, however. In 

on the  

i g ion  and 

h i s  poem "Sai l ing t o  Byzantiuml1 (1928), Yeats uses t he  "holy sagesft 

wal1 not only as a symbol o f  the  in tegrat ion o f  the a r t i s t  w i th  re l  

cu l ture ,  but  as symbolic o f  a s ta te  o f  permanence which opposes and 

ameliorates h i s  own persona1 physical mutab i l i t y .  Addi t ional ly ,  i n  

poems, whi le holding up works o f  a r t  o r  s p e c i f i c  a r t i s t s  as f igures 

other 

t o  be 

revered, and as those who set a cer ta in  standard or  measure by which the r e s t  

o f  society can be guided, Yeats was evaluat ing h i s  own worth as a verbal 

purveyor o f  tlperma~entu t r u t h  or wisdom. 

''The Municipal Gal lery  Revisited" (1937) i s  an example o f  the poe t ts  

ruminations over the question o f  which medium gives the c lea re r  and more 

t r u t h f u l  image--the apparently permanent p l a s t i c  p o r t r a i t s  hanging i n  the a r t  

ga l le ry ,  o r  h i s  own verbal,  but ephemeral, rend i t ions o f  s p i r i t  (as opposed t o  

appearance). Where i n  "Sai f ing t o  ByzantiumN, he reacts on an emotional l eve l  

t o  h i s  "heart . . . sick w i t h  desire / And fastened t o  a dying animai / Z t  

knows not wbat i t  is , "  and i s  drawn t o  the secure a l t e rna t i ve  o f  the " a r t i f i c e  

o f  e t e r n i t y "  i n  which the figures i n  a Byzantine mosaic e x i s t ,  i n  "The 

Municipal Ga l l e ry  Revisited" Yeats betrays an ambivalence towards v isua l  art .  

Here  he raises the issue o f  the  r e l a t i v e  permanence o f  the visual and verbal 

a r t s  by f i r s t  de l ineat ing h i s  own i n t e l l e c t u a l  and emotional experiences as he 

views these monuments of ac t i ve  and unageing pat r io t ism.  "Around me the 
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images o f  t h i r t y  yearstt introduces h i s  seeing, through a r t ,  images o f  people 

he sdmired andior  knew i n  h i s  past,  an experience which invo lves  being 

overwhelaed by memory, which i n  f ac t  surpasses t h e  v isua l  images themselves i n  

?ruth": "Kevin O'Higginst  countenance tha t  wears / A gent le quest ioning look  

t h a t  cannot hide / A sou1 incapable of  remorse o r  rest" (1, 5-1). I t  i s  not  

so much a mat ter  o f  t he  pa in t i ng  cap tu r ing  both the external countenance and 

what i s  hidden behind it, as what Yeats the poet/viewer b r ings  t o  it: 

Heart smi t ten w i th  emotion 1 s i n k  down, 

My hear t  recovering w i t h  covered eyes; 

Wherever 1 had looked 1 had looked upon 

My permanent o r  impermanent images (E 602, I I I ,  1-4). 

I n  t h e  p o r t r a i t  o f  Lady Gregory, t he re  i s  no ambiguity as t o  the a r t i s t t s  

r e l a t i v e  i n a b i  l i t y  t o  capture the s i t t e r ' s  inner  s p i r i t  and character;  i t  i s  

Y e a t s ' s  own "image" t h a t  i s  evoked and which enables him t o  t r u l y  resember and 

see h i s  f r i e n d :  

Manc in i ' s  p o r t r a i t  o f  Augusta Gregory, 

'Greatest  since Rembrandt,' according t o  John Synge; 

A g reat  e b u l l i e n t  p o r t r a i t  c e r t a i n l y ;  

But where is t he  brush t h a t  cou ld  show anything 

O f  a l 1  tha t  p r i d e  and t h a t  h u m i l i t y ,  

And 1 am i n  despair t h a t  t ime may bring 

Approved pat te rns  o f  women o r  o f  men 

But n o t  t h a t  selfsame excel lence again. ( I V ,  1-01 

Connected t o  t h e  issue o f  which a r t  best envis ions and %howsW t r u t h  i s  the  

add i t i ona i  quest ion o f  the degree o f  " e ~ c e l l e n c e , ~  and corresponding 

longevi ty ,  o f  Yeats's own con t r i bu t i ons  t o  h i s  soc ie ty .  By naming O'Higgins 



the revolutionary soldier, o r  Gregory, who was a patron o f  poets and 

playwrights supporting I r i s h  independence, Yeats br ings out an insecur i ty  

about h i s  own ac t ive  p a r t  i n  public l i f e ,  He faces the question again i n  "Man 

and the EchoIt (1938), where he wonders 

D i d  that play o f  mine send out 

Certain men the English shot? 

D i d  words o f  mine put too great s t r a i n  

On that  womants ree l ing  brain? 

Could my spoken words have checked 

That whereby a house l a y  wrecked? (11-16) 

Yeats's speculation i n  t h i s  poei as t o  whether h i s  ephemeral v i s i o n  had 

actually corne t o  a glor ious  concret izat ion by înspi r i n g  people t o  

revolut ionary act ion also t roubles h i m - i f  he d i d  indaed i n s p i r e  such act ion,  

has a l1  tha t  he has expressed poe t ica l l y  given r i s e  t o  nothing but "passionate 

i n tens i t i es , "  result ing i n  a set o f  v i o l e n t  and ugly  publ ic  events? For 

e i ther  p o s i t i v e  o r  negative outcome, what i s  consistent  is the amount o f  

power, potential o r  otherwise, that  the  poet pos i ts  i n  h i s  own craft .  In "The 

Municipal Gal lery  Revisited, t1 the r e l a t i v e  a b i l i  t y  to monumentalize 

retrospect ively noble v i r tues i n  visual form, as opposed t o  i n c i t i n g  noble 

actions through words, i s  an issue which allows Yeats tu place himself  i n  the  

posit ion o f  being potentially both an act ive  participant i n  and a guide f o r  

the r e s t  o f  h i s  society. 

The desire t o  see himself i n  the larger picture  lies behind h i s  

"readingn o f  h is to ry  through a r t  i n  the Vove  o r  Swann section o f  A Vision: 

formulating an a r t i s t i c  theory around cycles o f  h is tory  was another one o f  the 

ways i n  which Yeats o b j e c t i f i e d  his v is ion  (Loireaux 124). Between 1910 and 



1914 Yeats's involvement i n  the occult and h i s  experiments i n  automatic 

w r i t i n g  provided the saterial on which was based the f i r s t  version o f  A Vision 

( I W S ) .  A Vision contains Yeats's theory o f  cyc l ic  history,  an a r t i s t i c  

rather than h i s t o r i c a l ,  philosophical, o r  theological view o f  the r i s e  and 

fa17 o f  c i v i  l i z a t i o n s .  During these same years,  Yeats was working on h i s  

co l l ec t ion  of poetry en t i t l ed  Responsib i l i t ies  (1914), i n  which he was c i t i n g  

a r t  and a r t i s t s  e x p l i c i t l y  as subjects i n  h i s  poems. P a r t  o f  the significance 

o f  many o f  these f igures and t h e i r  works i s  connected with the i r  pos i t ions  i n  

the lunar system o f  A V is ion .  By the time he completed A Vision i n  1925, t h e  

subjects i n  h i s  poems included not only Byzantine mosaics, but Phidias and 

M i  chel ange1 o. 

A V is ion  also gave him a t h e o r e t i c a l  basis f r o a  which t o  s h i f t  the 

balance o f  h i s  e l i t i s t  aesthetic s u b j e c t i v i t y  t o  a  r e l a t i v e l y  object ive 

perspective; h i s  emotionalism t o  intellectualism; the human t o  the inhuman i n  

h i s  attempt t o  seek strength outside himself ( G r i f f i n  26). A par t  o f  t h i s  

strength cane from the idea o f  mathenatically-based form as an a r t i s t i c  ideal 

from which t o  draw. Previously, Yeats had "rejected mathematic fornu and i t s  

implication o f  %echanically worked-out pattern;" he had partly followed 

Wil l iam Blake i n  the dist inct ion betweeo l i v i n g  form and mathematical form: 

"Grecian i s Mathematic Form: Gothie i s  L î v i n g  f o r m ,  Mathematic Form i s  Eternal 

in the Reasoning Memory: L iv ing  Form i s  Eternal Existence" (Loireaux 160). 

Un l ike  Blake, however, Yeats had thought o f  Greek a r t  as the embodiment o f  

living form and i n  1906, he held it up as an argument against mathematic form 

when he wrote t h a t  

[ar t  cou1 d nut J moue us a t  a1 1, i f  our thought di d not rush out  to 

the edges o f  our flesh, and it i s  so w i t h  al 1 good a r t ,  whether 
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the V i c t o r y  o f  Samothrace which reminds t h e  soles o f  our f e e t  of 

swiftness, or t h e  Odyssey t h a t  would send us out under t h e  s a l t  

wind, o r  t h e  young horsemen on t he  Parthenon, t h a t  seem happier 

than our boyhood ever was, and i n  our boyhoodfs way. A r t  bids us 

touch and t a s t e  and hear and see the world ,  and shrinks f r o m  what 

Blake cal ls  mathematical form, f r o m  every abs t rac t  th ing ,  f r o m  al1 

that is of t h e  b r a i n  only, from a l 1  t ha t  i s  not a founta in j e t t i n g  

from the e n t i r e  hopes, mernories, and sensations o f  t h e  body. (E&I 

292-293 ) 

Yeats i n h e r i t e d  h i s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h  the E l g i n  marbles i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  Museum 

as representat ive o f  the  Greek a r t  o f  Phid ias from t h e  Pre-Raphaelites, John 

Ruskin, and W a l t e r  Pater (Sambrook 83, Loizeaux 127) .  Like Pater,  he saw the 

s t rength  of Greek r e l i g i o n  being i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  transform i t s e l f  i n t o  t h i s  

" a r t i s t i c  i dea l "  so thoroughly, i n  fac t ,  that ! l i t s  s tatues [becamej worn w i t h  

k iss ing"  [Pater, The Renai ssance 162-1 63) . Yeats al so saw ancient Greece and 

t h e  Renaissance as eras in  which c i v i l i za t i on -and  art-reached peaks o f  

developnent: the a r t  o f  ancient  Greece was an a r t  o f  t h e  body which used 

"rhythm, an e x a l t a t i o n  o f  the body, uncommitted energy. . . . Those r i d e r s  

upon the  Parthenon had a l 1  the  worldls power i n  t h e i r  moving bodiestt fu 276, 

Loizeaux 160). Correspondingly, the  f i g u r e s  and forms i n  the a r t  o f  Raphael, 

M i  chel angelo, and T i  t i a n ,  (1 i ke those i n  Rossetti 's work) , "awaken sexual 

desi r e ,  " where i n  t h e  a r t i s t i c  era  imrnediately preceding IS5O-l65O1 "we had 

n o t  desi red t o  touch the  forms o f  B o t t i c e l l i  o r  even o f  da Vinci" (N 293). 

Yet l a t e r  Yeats was drawn t o  t h i s  same anc ient  a r t  also f o r  i t s  underlying 

mathematical conceptions o f  ideal propor t ion  based on Pythagorean theory 

which, i n  t he  form o f  class ical  statuary,  imposes a v i s u a l  order on the  shape 
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o f  the organic human body and i t s  d i s o r d e r l y  passions, Yeats's fascination 

wi th  order  and form rnay have been a react ion  on h i s  par t  t o  the unbridled 

frenzy o f  war, the h i s t o r i c a l  manifestat ion o f  passion which lacked any 

'kontr01 o f  r a t i o n a l  o rder , "  and, by the early 1920s, may have accounted f o r  

h i s  interest  i n  t h e  passages on Pythagoras and numbers i n  John Burnetls Early 

Greek Phi 1 osophy (Loi  teaux 160-61 ) . 
Yeats 's  attempt t o  explain these h i s t o r i c a l  calamit ies i s  p a r t i a l l y  

embodied i n  '*The Second Coming" (1919). The chaotic forces  he sets  out 

i m a g i s t i c a f l y  in the poem are those which i n  other poems he counters w i t h  

images o f  order i n  the  f o r m  o f  Greek statuary or Renaissance paint ing:  

Turning and turning i n  the widening gyre 

The falcon cânnot hear t h e  falconer; 

Things fa11 apart;  the  centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy i s  loosed upon t h e  world, 

The blood-dimmed t i d e  is loosed, and everywhere 

The ceremony o f  innocence i s  drowned; 

The best lack a l  1 convict ion,  while the worst 

Are f u l l  o f  passionate in tens i  t y  . 

Sure ly  some revef a t ion  i s  a t  hand; 

Surely the  Second Coming is a t  hand. 

The Second Coming! Hardly a r e  those words out 

Whsn a vast image out o f  S ~ i r i t u s  Mundi 

Troubles my s ight :  somewhere i n  sands o f  the desert 

A shape w i t h  l i o n  body and the head of a man, 

A gaze blank and p i t i t e s s  as the  Sun, 



1s moving i t s  slow th ighs,  wh i le  a l 1  about i t  

Reel shadows o f  t he  indignant  desert  b i  rds. 

The darkness drops again; but  now I know 

That twenty centur ies  o f  stony sleep 

Were vexed t o  nightmare by a  rocking c rad le ,  

And what rough beast, i t s  hour come round a t  i a s t ,  

Slouches towards Bethlehem t o  be born? (B 401-02) 

I n  i t s  reference t o  the ancient  Egyptian a r t  Yeats deemed "s tarkU ( i n  "Under 

Ben Bulbenw) i n  i t s  use o f  mathematics t o  c reate  abs t rac t  form, the Sphinx- 

l i k e  c reature  which appears i n  t h i s  poem i s  l i n k e d  t o  h i s  poem IlThe Double 

V is ion  o f  Michael Robartes" (1919). I n  t h i s  l a t t e r  work, t he  Sphinx appears 

as an "emblem o f  i n t e l l e c t  seeking f u l f i l m e n t  ou ts ide  i t s e l f , "  i n  opposi t ion 

t o  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Buddha, whom Yeats uses as an l'emblem o f  des i re  seeking 

f u l f i l m e n t  outs ide i t s e l f "  ( A l b r i g h t  601). In T h e  Second Coming," therefore,  

t he  enigmatic Sphinx becomes t h e  v is ionary  embodiment o f  t h e  destruct iveness 

o f  "passionate i n t e n s i t y "  which i n  1919 f re land Yeats saw as being a lmost  

s o l e l y  fed  on i n t e l l e c t u a l  hatred. 

The apocalypt ic  "blood-dimmed t i d e H  and "widening gyre" are a l so  a p a r t  

o f  t h e  c y c l i c a l  h i s t o r i c a l  system which i n  A V is ion  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by 

geometric cones, t h e  o s c i l l a t i n g  i n t e r l o c k i n g  forms o r  " g y r e ~ . ' ~  The b i r t h  o f  

t he  Greco/Roman c i v i l i z a t i o n  was, according t o  Yeats, marked by the union o f  

Leda and the  Swan, and t h e  subsequent b i r t h  o f  key f i g u r e s  i n  Greek 

c i v i  1  i zat ion .  This pa ra l  t e l s  i t  w i t h  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  Annunciation (represented 

by t h e  "Doveu), which i n  diagrammatic form i s  an interconnected a l t e r n a t i v e  

cone s p i r a l l i n g  i n  t h e  o the r  d i r e c t i o n .  Each cyc le  the re fo re  begins a t  the 

conels p o i n t  w i th  t h e  union o f  a god w i t h  a  human being; as t h e  gyre s p i r a l s ,  



widens, and develops, i t  also eventua l ly  crumbles, and t h e  2000 year c y c l e  

s t a r t s  again as the a n t i t h e s i s  o f  the  one preceding it. The b i r t h  o f  C h r i s t  

occurs a t  a moment o f  confusion as t h e  Eastern c i v i l i z a t i o n s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s  

co l  lapse, d o n g  w i t h  t h e i  r ttwestward-movi ngI1 in f luences i n  Greek a r t ;  w i  t h  the 

advent o f  t he  twent ie th  century, Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  thus on i t s  way out.  

As he envi sioned the  next "Nat i v i  t y M  i n  Res~ons i  b i  1 i ti es ' "The Magi , " 

the  f i gu res  o f  t he  Magi, Y h e i r  eyes s t i 1 7  f i xed , "  hope " t o  f i n d  once more, / 

Being by Cal vary 's turbulence unsatisf ied,  / The uncontro l  l a b l e  mystery on the 

b e s t i a l  f loor l '  (6-8) .  Yeats quoted t h i s  l a s t  l i n e  i n  A V is ion  i t s e l f  t o  

por t ray  the  "spasm o f  energy" t h a t  accompanies the  b i r t h  o f  a new d e i t y  whose 

task i s  t o  "undo the s e t t l e d  work o f  t h e  previous age" ( A l b r i g h t  545): 

[Tjhe o l d  r e a l i s a t i o n  o f  an o b j e c t i v e  moral 1aw i s  changed by a 

subconscious tu rbu len t  i n s t i n c t .  The world o f  r i g i d  custom and 

law i s  broken up by ' t h e  uncon t ro l l ab le  mystery upon t h e  b e s t i a l  

f l o o r ' .  (AJ 105) 

By contrast ,  t h e  sense o f  a p o c d y p t i c  i n s t a b i l i t y  i n  h i s  poet ry  i s  tempered by 

the way these h i s t o r i c a l  cycles are  a r t i s t i c a l l y  marked, and def ined, by each 

e ra ' s  monuments as he described them i n  A V is ion :  

Each age unwinds the thread another age had wound, and i t  

amuses one t o  remember t h a t  be fore  Phidias, and h i s  westward- 

moving a r t ,  Persia f e l l ,  and t h a t  when f u l l  moon came round again, 

amid eastward-moving thought, and brought Byzantine g lo ry ,  Rome 

f e l l ;  and t h a t  a t  t he  outse t  o f  our westward-moving Renaissance 

Byzantium fell; a71  t h ings  dying each o t h e r f s  l i f e ,  l i v i n g  each 

o t h e r f s  death. (M 270-71) 
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This idea of centr i fuga1 and c e n t r i p e t a l  forces i s  part ia l ly  derived f rom 

Pater s Greek Studies ( W i  taker 86; Pater, Greek Studi es 252-253; t o i  zeaux 

127). Yeats 's  concept o f  the fonic ftEasterntt style as a manifestation o f  

del  icate,  graceful . etegant, and styl i zed  As ia t i c  a r t  (OtDonnel 1 361, Loireaux 

127) especial ly i n  the " l ight- l imbed dandy o f  the pot te rs ,  [ o r ]  the Parisian- 

looking young woman o f  the sculptors, her hair elaborately curledtl (& 270) 

paral  1 a l  s Pater 's descr ipt ion o f  such a r t  i n  taros o f  trf reedom and happi nesstt 

(Pater,  Greek Studies, 252; Loizeaux 1 2 7 ) .  I n  the same way, where Pater 

described the opposing Doric ttWestern" style as characterized by "severe 

simpl i f icat ion1'  (Pater, Greek Studies 253) ,  Yeats sieilarly wrote that  the  

typ ica l  f i gu re  o f  the Doric f o r n  was the vigorous, naturalistic "athlete" 

(Or Donne11 361, 2 7 0 ) .  Where Yeats placed Phidias was the  point  a t  which 

"Ionîc and Ooric inf luence unite--one remembers Titian--and a l 1  i s  transformed 

by the f u l l  moon, and a l1  abounds and flows. . . . A f t e r  Phidias the l i f e  o f  

Greece, which . . . had moved slowly and richly . . . cornes rap id ly  t o  an end" 

(H 270, 271). In h i s  poem "The Statues" (1938-1939), Yeats holds up Phidias 

and Phidian art ( a t  what he cal led Phase 1 5  i n  the  repeating gyres o f  h is to ry )  

as embodiments o f  examples o f  in tegrat ion o f  a r t  and culture a t  i t s  highest 

and most complete (Loireaux 127). "The Statuests acts as an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  4 

Vis ion 's  historiography-bringing together 1 i f e  and art, and pos i t ing  V r u t h t t  

i n  a simultaneously ftpassionatett and "coldn work o f  a r t ,  and thereby 

reconci l ing the  emotional and i n t e l l e c t u a l  forces which guide human beings and 

a r t i s t s  a l i ke :  

Pythagoras planned it. Why d i d  the people stare? 

H i s  numbers though they mov~d  or  seemed t o  move 

In marble o r  in bronze, lacked character.  



But boys and g i r l s  pale  from the imagined l o v e  

O f  s o l i t a r y  beds knew what they were, 

That passion could br ing character enough; 

And pressed a t  nidnight i n  sone public  place 

Live l i p s  upon a plummet-measuted face. 

No; greater than Pythagoras, f o r  the men 

That w i t h  a mallet o r  a chisel modelled these 10 

Calculat ions t h a t  look but casual fiesh, put down 

Al1 As ia t ic  vague imrnensities, 

And n o t  the banks of  oars t h a t  swam upon 

The many-headed foam a t  Sa1 ami S .  

Europe p u t  o f f  that  foam when Phidias 

Gave women drearns and dreams t h e i r  looking-glass. 

One image crossed the many-headed, sat  

Under the  tropic shade, grew round and slow, 

No Hamlet t h i n  from eat ing flies, a fat 

Dreamer o f  the Middle-Ages. Empty e y e - b a h  knew 20 

That knowledge increases unreality, tha t  

M i r r o r  on mirror mi r rored  1s a l  1 t h e  show. 

When gong and conch declare the hour t o  bless 

Grima1 k i  rt crawls ta Buddha 's empti ness. 

When Pearse summoned Cuchulain t o  his side, 

What stalked through the Post Off ice? What intellect, 



What ca lcu la t ion,  number, measurement, repl ied? 

We I r i s h ,  born i n t o  that  ancient sect 

But thrown upon t h i s  f i l t h y  modern t i d e  

And by i t s  formless, spawning, f u r y  wrecked, 

Climb t o  our proger dark, t ha t  we may t race 

The lineaments o f  a plumet-measured face. (E 610-11) 

Four h i s t o r i  cal epochs are embl emati cal  1 y represented here, each a t  a moment 

o f  c r i s i s ,  which compresses and completes the system i n  the Vove o r  SwanH 

section o f  A V is ion (OrDonnell 170).  The statues based on the measurements o f  

Pythagoras (phi 1 osopher, mathematici an, a r t i  s t  o f  the s i x t h  century B. C. ) have 

a power which cornes from the a t t r ac t i on  between the "inhuman and the human, 

cold form and passionate experience" ( G r i f f i n  22).  The re l ig ious  icon as a 

perfected human form i s  what draws the "boys and gir lsn-- they thernselves 

complete the statues, i n  a sense, by br ing ing t h e i r  ind iv idua l  "character" i n  

the  form o f  passion t o  the statues; on the  other hand, it i s  the 'Ip1annedn 

measurements i n  "marble or  bronze" that embody t he  essences/archetypes o f  

exi  stence. 

Implicit i n  t h i s  not ion o f  passion i s  how it both manjfests i t s e l f  i n  

the ind iv idua l ,  and how i t  animates human existence i n  general. The image o f  

worshippers k i ss ing  works o f  a r t  i n  pub l i c  Yeats uses t o  ind icate  the idea o f  

t h e i r  turn ing t o  the  statues as images o f  t h e i r  cor rect  choice i n  both l i f e  

and love. The statues have the  power o f  " replenishing . . . [passion-hungry 

boys and g i r l s  w i th ]  a sense o f  l i f e  that ensues from the union o f  man and 

woman--1 i f e ,  l i t e r a l  ly and metaphorical ly" (Engelberg, The Vast Desinn 198). 

T h i s  i ç  because the whof e " o r i g i n  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  . . . exists but t o  preserve 

[ the  family] ," and therefore 
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it seems . . . natura l  , . . that i t s  ecs ta t i c  moment, the sexual 

choice o f  man and woman, should be the greater part  o f  al1 poetry. 

A single wrong choice may destroy a family, dissipat ing i t s  

tradition . . . and the great sculptors, pa inters ,  and poets are  

there that i n s t i n c t  may f ind  its lamp. When a young man imagines 

the woman o f  h i s  hope, shaped f o r  , . . mother and mistress and 

yet f i t t e d  t o  carry a bow i n  the wilderness, how l i t t l e  o f  i t  al1 

i s  mere ins t inc t ,  hou moch has corne from chisel  and brush. 

(Ex 274) 

While Yeats believed that al1 o f  lifels important choices, including, as he 

wrote in "Under Ben Bulben", the choice o f  "workM o r  umate,ll must be made 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y  and i r r a t i o n a l l y ,  he also evidently believed t h a t  a r t  as an 

embodirnent o f  both reason and passion could ultimately serve as a larger 

guiding image i n  both these aspects o f  human thought and feeling (a 638, 36) .  

Yeats had considered t h i s  idea of apprehending complementary archetypes 

through a r t  while watching a Japanese dancer (whoe ha commissioned f o r  one o f  

his own plays) perform i n  the intimacy o f  a studio and a drawinq-room, without 

any 'studied lighting . . . from the a r t i f i c i a l  worldtl (m 224). He noted 

tha t  the dancer was able, through forma1 gestures, 

t o  recede f rom us i n t o  some more powerful l i f e .  Because t h a t  

separation was achieved by human means alone, he receded but to 

inhabit as it were the deeps o f  the mind, One realised anew, a t  

every separating strangeness, that the measure o f  al1 a r t s '  

greatness can be but in their intimacy. (m 224) 

S imi la r ly ,  the impulses o f  intirnacy which guide the youthful f igures t o  the 

Pythagorean works animate the statues, i n  a way, but ,  i n  turn,  the youths' own 
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llamorphousN passion, I v m i  red i n  blood" discovers '9 t s  necessaty [d i  stanci ng J 

forrn i n  the  archetypal When a r t  i s  shaped by t he  idea l  form o f  

rea l ized numbers, i t  there fore  no t  only has magnetic q u a l i t i e s ,  but i t  exerts 

a "shaping in f luence beyond the bedroom, informing t h e  s t ruc tu res  o f  socia l  

l i f e "  ( G r i f f i n  22) .  According t o  Yeats, not on ly  d i d  Europe owe i t s  forma1 

strength and sense o f  c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t y  t o  Pythagorean numbers rea l ized i n  

stone, but  indeed i t s  very b i r t h :  

There are moments when 1 am cer ta in  t ha t  a r t  must once again 

accept those Greek proport ions which c a r r y  i n t o  p l a s t i c  a r t  the 

Pythagorean numbers, those faces whi ch a re  d i v i n e  because a l  1 

there i s  empty and measured, Europe was no t  born when Greek 

gai leys  defeated the Persian hordes a t  Salamis; but  when the Dor ic  

studios sent out  those broad-backed marble statues against the  

mult i form, vague, expressive A s i a t i c  sea, they gave t o  the sexual 

i n s t i n c t  o f  Europe i t s  goal, i t s  f i x e d  type.  (& 451) 

3ust as t h i s  passage " l i n k s  sexual passion's d iscovery o f  i t s  form w i th  soc ia l  

and c u l t u r a l  manifestat ions o f  order,l l  so does i t  express the  idea i n  stanza 

two tha t ,  wh i le  Pythagoras's numbers supply the rneans o f  " t r a n s i t i o n  from mind 

i n t o  t h e  world," u l t i m a t e l y  i t  i s  the  a r t i s t  (Phid ias)  who creates the 

trans i t ion  i t s e l f  i n  the  v i s i b l e  and t a c t i l e  ideôf form of statues which g ive  

"women dreams and dreams t h e i r  looking-glass" (16)  ( G r i f f i n  22-23). I n  the 

prose d r a f t  f o r  "The Statues," t h i s  l a s t  1ine reads, W n l y  they could bea t  

down Nature w i th  t h e i r  cer ta in ty ; "  i n  ICA General I n t r o d u c t i o n  For My Work" 

(1937), Yeats correspondingly wrote, "The world knows nothing because i t  has 

made nothing, we [ a r t i s t s ]  know everything because we have made everything" 

(Archi ba l  d 17 1 ,  EgI 510). To endow the  a r t i s t  wi t h  such w i  sdom and power 
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suggests t h a t  i t  was indeed Phidias and "bis sense o f  l i v i n g  formtt which t r u l y  

defeated the Persians a t  Salamis (Archibald 171) .  Douglas Archibald proposes 

t h a t  t he  passage T a l c u l a t i o n s  t h a t  look but casual f l esh ,  pu t  down / A l1  

A s i a t i c  vague immensities, / And not  t h e  banks o f  oars t h a t  swam upon / The 

many-headed foam a t  Salamisn has m u l t i p l e  imp l i ca t i ons ,  "Put downtt i n  t h e  

sense o f  m i l i t a r y  defeat  i s  appropr iate i n  t h i s  context  o f  the  a r t i s t t s  power, 

j u s t  as i t  a d d i t i o n a l l y  i nd i ca tes  "[al11 A s i a t i c  vague immensities" being 

"recorded and absorbedw by Pythagorean cal  c u l  a t i  ons t h a t  i n  the f i  rst  two 

stanzas a l  so "tri umphed sexual 1 ytt (Archi ba ld  171 ) . I n  h i s  t 930 Diary  , Yeats 

drew a ç i m i l a r  analogy i n  the  "st ruggle"  between the a r t i s t  and the  o ther  

f i g u r e s  t h a t  d e f i n e  c u l t u r e s  and periods i n  h i s t o r y ,  (other f i g u r e s  who, i n  

h i s  own case, inc luded p h i l i s t i n e s  character ized by the  "pasteboard m o r a l i t y  

o f  p o l i t i c a l  Dub l inu)  (Ex 302):  

Al1 tha t  our opponent expresses must be shown f o r  a p a r t  o f  our 

greater  expression, t h a t  he may becorne our t h r a l l - b e  ' e n t h r a l l e d '  

as they Say. Yet our  whole i s  n o t  h i s  whole and he may break away 

and e n t h r a l l  us i n  h i s  turn,  and the re  a r i s e  between us a s t rugg le  

l i k e  t h a t  o f  the  sexes. Al1 l i f e  i s  such a s t rugg le .  (Ex 302) 

I n  the same uay, the youths who embrace t h e  Greek statues are no t  j u s t  

s t r i v i n g  t o  a t t a i n  a completeness o f  s e l f  on an i n d i v i d u a l  o r  even c u l t u r a l  

l e v e l ;  they are  f u l f i l l i n g  the  cyc le  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  gyres. The "Grecian 

eyes" o f  t h e  s ta tues  as Yeats describes them i n  A Vision, exempli fy a serene 

vagueness i n  "gazing a t  nothing.I t  The l1charactern the  young people b r i n g  t o  

t h e  Greek statues s i g n i f i e s  t h e  "de l ineat ion  o f  characterN t h a t  Roman 

scu lp tors  achieved by d r i l l i n g  "a round ho le  t o  represent the  pup i l , "  brought 



about because of  t h e i r  lrpreoccupation w i t h  t h e  glance c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  a 

c i v i l i s a t i o n  i n  i t s  f i n a l  phase/' and as d is t ingu ished from 

Byzantine eyes o f  d r i l l e d  i v o r y  s t a r i n g  upon a v i s ion ,  and those 

eye l i ds  o f  China and o f  Xndia, those v e i l e d  o r  h a l f - v e i l e d  eyes 

weary o f  wor ld and v i s i o n  a l i  ke. (AJ 276-277) 

The Buddha o f  stanza three has evolved, then, through the Roman pe r iod  

o f  i nd i v idua t ion  which i n  terms o f  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  passage o f  t ime, complements 

and completes t h e  a r t  o f  Phidias. Buddha bears a notable resemblance t o  

Yeats's desc r ip t i on  o f  George Freder ick Watts's p o r t r a i t  o f  H i l l  i am Morr is,  o f  

which he had a reproduct ion hanging over h i s  mantelpiece along w i t h  some other  

p i c t u r e s  o f  f r i ends .  He described the s i t t e r  as an amalgamation o f  the 

var ious uv is ions"  o f  t h e  preceding ages: 

I t s  grave wide-open eyes, l i k e  the eyes o f  some dreaming beast, 

remind me o f  t h e  open eyes o f  T i t i a n 1 s  Ar iosto,  wh i l e  the  broad 

vigorous body suggests a mind t h a t  has no need o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  t o  

remain sane, though i t  g ive  i t s e l f  t o  every fantasy: the dreamer 

o f  the Middle Ages. It i s  ' t h e  f o o l  o f  Faery . . . wide and w i l d  

as a h i l l f ,  t h e  reso lu te  European image t h a t  ye t  ha l f  remembers 

Buddhals motionless medi tat ion,  and has no t r a i t  i n  common w i t h  

t h e  wavering, lean image o f  hungry speculat ion, t h a t  cannot b u t  

because o f  c e r t a i n  famous Hamlets o f  our stage f i l 1  t h e  mind's 

eye. Shakespeare h imse l f  foreshadowed a symbolic change, t h a t  i s  

a change i n  t h e  whole temperament o f  t h e  world, f o r  though he 

ca f l ed  h is Hamlet ' f a t r  and even 'scant o f  breath ' ,  he t h r u s t  

between h i s  f ingers  agi1 e rapier and dagger. (& 142) 
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By f i r s t  l i k e n i n g  Buddha/Morris t o  T i t i a n 1 s  Ar ios to  which, he said, he "loved 

beyond other p o r t r a i t s w  because i t  had " i t s  grave look, as i f  w a i t i n g  f o r  some 

per fec t  f i n a l  event, Yeats l i n k s  Morr is  and h i s  respect ive l rv is ionn t o  both 

the Renaissance and t o  Byzantium as emblematic o f  the  high p o i n t s  o f  the  u n i t y  

of a r t  and cu l tu re ,  which have drawn on Phidias, " the  po in t  a t  which I o n i c  and 

Ooric inf luence u n i t e u  ( E U  116). O f  course, the  event i n  temporal h i s t o r y  

which c lose ly  f o l  lows the pagan Phidian era i s  the  b i r t h  o f  Chr i s t ,  " the one 

image tha t  crossed the  many-headed," thus ushering i n  a move away from the 

completeness t h a t  can on ly  be encompassed i n  complementary forces.  Elsewhere 

Yeats asserted t h a t  "a s i n g l e  image, t h a t  o f  Chr i s t ,  Krishna, o r  Buddha, 

[cannot] . . . represent God t o  the exc lus ion o f  other images (w 433). Here 

the "one image," t h e  "dreaming beastl' o f  Buddha who supplants the  m u l t i p l e  

god l ike  statues as an image f o r  those o f  h i s  era t o  shape themselves upon, 

does not  embrace Ph id ias ' s  balancing inf luence,  bu t  instead grows away from 

it, i n  sol i tude,  t o  become a " f a t  / Dreamer o f  the  Middle-Ages." 

Correspondingly, Yeats wrote o f  Wi l l iam Mor r i s  as a man out  o f  h i s  time, a man 

who created a "drearn wor ldv which was the  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  d a i l y  l i f e ,  and who 

consequently "knew nothing o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  su f fe r ingu  and was "unexhausted by 

speculat ion o r  casu is t r y .  . . . [being] who l ly  a t  the  serv ice o f  hand and eyen 

(m 142). The imbalance of the  f a t / t h i n  Hamlets he evokes suggests t h a t  as 

t ime has moved, incompleteness has supplanted no t  on ly  the  i d e a l  Pythagorean 

proport ions which Greek a th le tes  s t rove  f o r  i n  t h e i r  gymnasium b u t  Phidian 

wholeness and harmony o f  mind and body, both i n d i v i d u a l  and co l1  e c t i v e  

(Afbr igh t  823). While "ernptiness" had i t s  t ime and place i n  h i s to ry ,  i t  is 

n o t  a source f o r  t r u t h  i n  i t s  f u l l e s t  form; t h a t  i s ,  i n  marble which had "put 

f o r t h  many heads and fee t "  (Sta l  lworthy 126). 
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Yeats uses a modern d e r i v a t i v e  o f  Hamlet as an i n t e l l e c t u a l  " s ta rv ing  

from a d i e t  of abs t rac t ion"  o r  i nsubs tan t ia i  speculat ion, a f i g u r e  inadequate 

fo r  po r t ray ing  a s t a t e  o f  t o t a l i t y  ( A l b r i g h t  825) .  The medieval Grima1 k i n  

representing the  i n t e l  l e c t u a l  West i n  the form o f  a ca t ,  whose species a l s o  

grows t h i n  from eat ing  f l i e s ,  according t o  popular legends ( A l b r i g h t  826) ,  and 

crawl ing t o  t h e  emptiness o f  the i d l e  and cornplacent Buddha, i r o n i c a l l y  

foreshadows t h e  epic Itrough beast" s louching t u  Bethlehem, a t  t he  p o i n t  where 

the  world became Chr is t ian ,  I t h a t  fabulous formless darkness',  as 

i t  seemed t o  a philosopher o f  the f o u r t h  century, b l o t t e d  out 

'every b e a u t i f u l  th ing,  not through the  conversion o f  crowds o r  

general change o f  opinion, . . . bu t  by an a c t  o f  power. (AJ 278) 

It i s  Shakespeare's own Hamlet who i s  the  i dea l  i n d i r e c t l y  invoked i n  

"The Statues. Yeats echoes Hamlet' s advice t o  h i s  actors when he advises the 

I r i s h  i n  stanza fou r  t o  f o l l o w  a Phidian i d e a l  o f  a r t  t o  guide t h e i r  thoughts 

and act ions: "Climb t o  Our proper dark, t h a t  we may t race  / The l ineaments of 

a plummet-measured face;" through a "properu balance between conscious 

knowledge and "formless" passion, t h e  modern t i d e  o f  formless v io lence could 

be "put downu w i  t h  an a r t  t h a t  r e f l e c t s  an idea l  o f  t r u t h  balanced between 

l i f e  and a r t  i t s e l f .  What Hamlet, whose "hes i ta t i ons  are h e s i t a t i o n s  o f  

thought . . . [and] ou ts ide  t h a t  he i s  a mediaeval man o f  actioni ' (& 446) ,  

puts  f o r t h  as the  a r t  o f  t he  p layers i s  a l s o  i n  f a c t  what Yeats h imse l f  

s t r i v e s  f o r  i n  h i s  a r t ,  i n  h i s  e f f o r t  t o  balance the  external  u o r l d  w î th  the  

i n te rna l ,  and the  o b j e c t i v e  w i t h  the  sub jec t ive .  Hamlet t e l l s  h i s  p layers  n o t  

t o  create a "mi r ror  on m i r r o r  mirrored," but t o  

f s l u i t  t h e  a c t i o n  t o  the  uord, the word t o  the  ac t ion ,  w i t h  t h i s  

spec ia l  observance, t h a t  you o 'erstep not  the  modesty o f  nature. 
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For anyth ing so overdone i s  from t h e  purpose o f  p lay ing,  whose 

end, bo th  a t  the  f i r s t  and now, was and i s ,  t o  hold,  as 'twere, 

the m i r r o r  up t o  nature, t o  show v i r t u e  her own feature,  scorn her 

own image, and the  very age and body o f  the  t ime h i s  form and 

pressure. (Hamlet III, ii, 16-23) 

The d r i v e  towards " rea l i zed  per fec t ions  o f  formtt ( G r i f f i n  21 ) , as exempl i f i e d  

i n  h i s  own thought and verse and by " i n t e l l e c t ,  . . . ca lcu la t i on ,  number, 

rnea~urernent,~~ i s  what t h e  I r i s h  must f o l l o w  t o  counter the " f i l t h y u  itblood- 

dimmed" t i d e  o f  t h e  modern world-art and l i f e  would then become one. "We 

I r i s h , "  Yeats i s  c la iming,  have t h a t  anc ient  n o b i l i t y ,  but a t  "the very age 

and bodyw o f  an apoca lyp t ic  era, only r i go rous  i n t e l l e c t u a f  bars w i l l  ho ld  t h e  

chaos back, 

"Under Ben Bulbenu (1939) i s  another exp lo ra t i on  o f  a v i s i o n  o f  

completeness. The Vwo e t e r n i t i e s "  o f  man, between which he l i v e s  and dies- 

" [ t l h a t  o f  race and t h a t  o f  souln ((e 637 II, 1-3),  are what t h e  a r t i s t  and 

poet must incorporate i n  t h e i r  thought and work i f  they are t o  b r i n g  together 

s u b j e c t i v i t y  and o b j e c t i v i t y ,  and thereby encompass a r t i s t i c a l l y  both t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  and the race i n  t h e  temporal cyc les:  

Though grave-diggers' t o i 1  i s  long, 

Sharp t h e i  r spades, t h e i  r musc1 e strong, 

They b u t  t h r u s t  t h e i r  bu r ied  men 

Back i n  t h e  human mind again, [II, 9-12) 

In Explorat ions, Yeats s i m i l a r l y  wrote, IiTo lunar i n f luence belong a l 1  

thoughts and emotions t h a t  were created by t h e  community, by t h e  common 

people, by nobody knows who, and t o  the Sun a l 1  t h a t  came from the high 

d i s c i p l i n e d  o r  i n d i v i d u a l  k i n g l y  mindl' (Ex 24). Jus t  as he def ined 
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immor ta l i t y  on these terms, t h a t  i s ,  t h a t  the  soul a f t e r  death simply becomes 

in tegra ted i n t o  the la rger ,  "general" l i v i n g  thought ( S p i r i t u s  Mundi), so d i d  

he see poet ry  and a r t  func t ion ing i n  a p a r a l l e l  fashion: the vdarkness" from 

which the "vast image out o f  S p i r i t u s  Mundill emerges i n  "The Second Coming" 

(12, 18), f o r  instance, i s  the  source from which the v is ionary  draws. 

Y e t  t h e  impl ied  contemplative s t i l l n e s s  invoked by the idea o f  tapping 

'n t0  " [ t j h a t  quarter  where a l 1  thought i s  done," where darkness i s  

i nd i s t i ngu ishab le  from the soul ("The Dialogue o f  S e l f  and Sou1 ," N U ) ,  i s  

countered i n  t h e  next stanza o f  "Under Ben Bulben:" 

You t h a t  M i t che l ' s  prayer have heard 

'Send war i n  our t ime, O Lord! '  

Know t h a t  when a l 1  words a re  s a i d  

And a man i s  f i g h t i n g  mad, 

Something drops from eyes long b l i n d ,  

He completes h i s  p a r t i a l  mind, 

For an ins tan t  stands a t  ease, 

Laughs aloud, h i s  hear t  a t  peace . . . ( I I I ,  1-8) 

The v i s i o n  o f  cornpleteness t h a t  Yeats sought f o r  h i s  work invo lves  both these 

qua1 i t i e s  o f  ac t ion  and passive, recept ive  contemplation, j u s t  as Phidian a r t  

contains both i t s  own "marmorean s t i  1 lnessu and po ten t ia l  "overf lowing 

tu rbu len t  energy" (E&L 255). John Mi tche l  (1815-1875) as an advocate o f  I r i s h  

independence i s  an appropriate f i g u r e  t o  represent such an i d e a l ,  he who i n  

h i s  J a i l  Journal "thundered" f o r  war w i t h  England "from h i s  conv ic t  h u l k  . . . 
Mitchel ,  by t h e  r i g h t  o f  h i s  powerful nature and h i s  penal so l i tude,  communed 

i ndeed w i  t h  the  Great Gods" (El :36l) . I n  h i s  1936 poem "An Acre o f  Grass, " 

Yeats b r ings  i n  t h i s  facet  o f  the  purer s i d e  o f  the "fury and the mire o f  
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human veins" (tlByzantium,tl 1930, !@ 497, 8 )  as t h i s  s ide i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  the  

a r t i s t  and i n d i v i d u a l s  whose passionate energy a l lows them t o  reach a h igher 

l e v e l  o f  all-encornpassing percept ion o f  t r u t h :  

Grant me an o l d  man's f renzy.  

Mysel f  must 1 remake 

T i l l  1 am Timon and Lear 

O r  t h a t  W i l l i am Blake 

Who beat upon t h e  wa l l  

T i11  Tru th  obeyed h i s  c a l l ;  

A mind Michael Ange10 knew 

That can p ie rce  the  clouds 

O r  i n s p i  red  by f renzy 

Shake the  dead i n  t h e i r  shrouds; 

Forgot ten e l se  by mankind 

An o l d  man's eagle mind. (VJ 575-76, 12-24) 

As he proclaims i n  "Under Ben Bulben,'l t o  a c t i v e l y  apprehend passion and then 

be reshaped w i t h  the  guidance o f  a r t  and words i s  r e a l l y  t o  evolve i n t o  a 

s t a t e  o f  peace, and i n  a sense, the  s t a t e  o f  t r a g i c  joy  t h a t  character izes 

Shakespearef s Lear and Hamlet a1 i ke. Where i n  lt8yzantium" Yeats sees a 

c r a f t e d  go ld  Byzantine b i r d  as an a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  the " b i t t e r  f u r i e s  o f  

complexity," a " [m l i rac le ,  b i r d  or golden handiwork / More m i rac le  than b i r d  

o r  handiwork, / Planted on t h e  s t a r l i t  golden bough, / Can . . . by t h e  moon 

embittered, scorn aloud / I n  g lo ry  o f  changeless metal / Common b i r d  o r  p e t a l  

/ And a l1  complex i t ies  o f  m i r e  o r  blood" (37, 17-24), he now uses Lear as a 

f i g u r e  who grows from, ra the r  than re jec ts  h i s  experience o f  the  world. I n  
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Shakespeare's play, Lear, a f t e r  much suf fer ing,  reaches a s ta te  o f  seren i ty  

and secur i ty ;  from having endured so much, he can never r e a l l y  be touched 

again by tragedy. His joy i s  ac tua l ly  a reb i r t h ,  a Song o f  Innocence i n  a 

way, when he says t o  Corde1 i a  i n  a f i n a l  scene: 

Corne, l e t ' s  away t o  pr ison.  

We t w o  alone w i l l  s ing  l i k e  b i r d s  i '  t h 1  cage. 

, . . So w e r l l  l i v e ,  

And pray, and sing, and t e l l  old  ta les ,  and laugh 

A t  g i lded b u t t e r f l i e s ,  and hear poor rogues 

Talk o f  cour t  news; and w e ' l l  t a l k  w i t h  them too- 

Who loses and who wins; who's i n ,  who's out- 

And take upon ' s  the  mystery o f  th ings 

As i f  we were Godls spies;  and we' 11 Wear out, 

I n  a walled prison, packs and sects o f  great ones 

That ebb and f low by t h '  moon. 

[ K i m  Lear, V, i, 8-19) 

What the Irish must reshape i n  order t o  achieve such a r e b i r t h  o f  s p i r i t  are 

the larger  temporal fo rces  propel l ing the f i l t h y  modern t ide ,  and "(tlhough 

Hamlet rambles and Lear rages," i t  must be " [g la iety l '  t ha t  t ransf igures "al1 

t h a t  dread" o f  a  fast-approaching apocalypse ("Lapis Lazul i"  17, 21).  In 

"Under Sen BulbenJM Yeats out l ines various h i s t o r i c a l  a r t i s t i c  attempts t o  

envision the j o y l t r u t h  which both ind iv idua l  and race s t r i v e  t o  a t t a i n .  

Michelangeto appears i n  "Under Ben Bulbentt as a f i gu re  who approaches a 

perceptive balance by combining i n  h i s  art the vigour o f  the human body w i t h  

inte l lectual ly- imposed c lass ica l  measurements, br inging together passion and 

order, s o l i t a r y  and "general" thought: 



Michael Ange10 l e f t  a p r o o f  

On t h e  S i s t i n e  Chape1 roo f ,  

Where b u t  half-awakened Adam 

Can d i s t u r b  g l o b e - t r o t t i n g  Madam 

Ti17 her  bowels a re  i n  heat,  

Proof  t h a t  t h e r e t s  a purpose s e t  

Before t h e  secret working mind: 

Profane pe r fec t i on  o f  mankind. ( I V ,  9-16) 

I n  Miche lange lo ts  c e i l i n g  fresco, then, executed a t  one o f  t h e  peaks i n  t he  

a r t i s t i c  and h i s t o r i c a l  cycles, Yeats again exempl i f i e s  what he sees as the  

i dea l  un i  on o f  d i  s o r d e r l y  human d r i v e s  wi  t h  i n t e f  l e c t u a l  subl  imat ion.  L i  ke 

the o r i g i n a l  forms o f  Phidias, t h e  i d e a l i z e d  human body a c t s  as a measure from 

which v iewers a t  l a r g e  can r e s t r u c t u r e  t h e i r  own thought. In t h e  nex t  stanza, 

he c r e d i t s  a r t i s t s  o f  t h e  f i f t e e n t h  century  w i t h  dep i c t i ng  t h e  sense o f  d i v i n e  

presence and beauty t h a t  t h e  Byzant ines achieved by i nco rpo ra t i ng  a r t  i n t o  

t h e i r  c u l t u r e ' s  v i s i o n ,  not on l y  the  a r t  t h a t  e x i s t s  i n  an e x c l u s i v e l y  

r e l i g i o u s ,  a l b e i t  p u b l i c ,  s e t t i n g :  

Quat t rocento put  i n  p a i n t ,  

On backgrounds fo r  a  God o r  Saint ,  

Gardens where a s o u l r s  a t  ease; 

Where everyth ing t h a t  meets t h e  eye, 

Flowers and grass and c loud less  sky, 

Resemble forms t h a t  are, o r  seem, 

When s leepers wake and y e t  s t i l l  dream, 

And when i t ' s  vanished s t i l l  dec lare,  

Wi th on l y  bed and bedstead there ,  



That Heavens had opened. 

Gyres run on; 

When t h a t  greater  dream had gone 

Calver t  and Wilson, Blake and Claude, 

Prepared a r e s t  f o r  the  people o f  God, 

Palmer's phrase, bu t  a f t e r  that 

Confusion f e l l  upon our thought. ( I V ,  17-31) 

Whi le  l a t e r  a r t i s t s  continued t o  aspire t o  " [ b l r i n g  the sou7 o f  man t o  God" 

( I V ,  4 ) ,  t h e i r  v i s ion ,  Yeats çuggests, i s  more f r a g i l e  than t h a t  o f  the 

1 ta1 ian Renaissance. He descri  bed Claude Lor ra in ' s  (1 600-1 682) idyll ic 

landscape i n  M i l l  as a p i c t o r i a l  representation o f  a s ta te  i n  which a r t  and 

everyday l i f e  have been united: 

Those dancing country-people, those cowherds, res t ing  a f t e r  the 

dayrs work, and t ha t  quiet m i l l race  made one th ink  . . . o f  a time 

when men i n  every land found poetry and imagination i n  one 

anotherfs Company and i n  the day's labour. (E8f 377) 

He also associated C l  audets i d y l l  i c  scenes and 1 i g h t  w i th  h i s  i n t e rp re ta t i on  

o f  a Swedenborgian b e l i e f  t h a t  "the good [ e ~ i s t ]  . . . amid smooth grass and 

garden walks and the  c lear  sun l ight  o f  Claude Lorraint t  (Ex 37, A lb r igh t  812). 

Richard Wilson (1714-1 782),  who was Claude's f i  r s t  Eng1 i s h  f o l  lower, i s  named 

as the next  successor of the  "greater dreamfl; j u s t  as Edward Calvert (1799- 

1883) and Samuel Palmer (1805-1881) are  successors t o  Blake, both having been 

insp i red  by Blake's i l l u s t r a t i o n s  f o r  Thorntonfs ed i t i on  of V i r g i l  (Loizeaux 

75-76). Yeats likewise saw i n  t h e i r  pastoral scenes "the peaceful 

Swedenborgian heavenm where there a r e  "boys and g i r l s  walking o r  dancing on 

smooth grass and i n  golden lightW( Ex 44); i n  the  f i r s t  and second States of 
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act iva tes  an in terna1 idea l  c lass ica l  measurement--in "The Municipal Ga l le ry  

Revi s i  ted, " t r a g i  c  "heroic" j o y  i s the  qua1 i t y  tha t  characterizes Yeats's 

Lreland as he surveys the  p o r t r a i t s  and busts i n  the ga l le ry :  'Th is  i s  not , '  I 

Say,  / 'The dead I r e l a n d  o f  my youth, but  an I r e l a n d  / The poets have 

imagined, t e r r i b l e  and gayt (II, 1-4). While Yeats developed A Vision, 

therefore,  as a means o f  o b j e c t i f y i n g  both h i s  perspect ive on the  wor ld and on 

h i s  poetic, p rophet ic  func t ion  w i  t h i n  the  world, he nonetheless u l  t i m a t e l y  set  

"We I r i s h "  apart  no t  on ly  from the r e s t  o f  the world, bu t  p o t e n t i a l l y  apart  

from requ i r i ng  any order ing s t r i c t u r e s  o f  art-and, accordingly, he ends h i s  

ser ies  o f  poe t i c  p o r t r a i t s ,  and s e l f  p o r t r a i t s ,  by focussing on the I r i s h  

human f igures  themselves as epic mani festat ions o f  the d i v ine  i n t e g r i  t y  o f  

measurement and measure when he urges t h e  reader/viewer t o  

come t o  t h i s  hallowed place 

Where my f r i e n d s '  p o r t r a i t s  hang and look thereon; 

I r e l a n d f s  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e i r  l ineaments t race;  

Think where man's g lory  most begins and ends 

And say my g lo ry  was 1 had such f r i ends .  ( V f I ,  4-8) 



Notes 

' John Ruskin, Modern Pa in ters ,  from The Wotks o f  John Ruskin. K A . ,  (New York: 
Thomas Y .  Crowell & Company), Vol.  I I ,  Pt, III  "Of  Imagination Penetrat ive,"  Sec. 
ii, Ch. 3, paragraph 29, 442. 

Ruskin, Modern Pa in ters ,  V o l .  I I I ,  P t .  I V ,  paragraphs 13 and 15; pp. 30, 33. 

John Ruskin, "The ByzantinesIr, Val d'Arno ( l874) ,  III., Paragraph 87, from 
Sel ect ions f rom the  Wrt t i n q s  o f  John Ruskin, Second Set ies 1860-1688, (London: 
George A l  1 en, 1894), 44. 

4 ,  James Olney, The Rhizome and the Flower: The Parennial Philoso~hv--Yeats and 
Jung, (Berkeley: University o f  Cal i  forn ia  Press, 19801, 63. Quoted i n  G r i  ff i n  
22) .  

Raymond L is te r ,  Edward Calver t ,  (London: O. Be l l  and Sons, 1962), 100-101. 
Quoted i n  Loi zeaux 77. 

Yeats i s  quoting fron A.  H. Palmerts The L i fe  and Let ters  o f  Samuel Palmer 15- 
16; A l b r i g h t  813. 



CONCLUS 1 ON 

i n  1919, when Yeats was i n  h i s  f i f t i e s ,  he reca l  l e d  an occasion when he 

was about twenty- four  years o ld,  i n  which w i thou t  h i s  " w i l l i n g  i t," a sentence 

"seemed t o  form i n  my head . . . , much as sentences form when we are h a l f -  

asleep: 'Hamrner your thoughts i n t o  uni ty . " '  Th is  sentence was the  guide by 

which he evaluated h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  f i n d i n g  forms o f  l i t e r a t u r e  and o f  

philosophy which would both complement h i s  " b e l i e f  i n  n a t i o n a l i t y . "  Visual 

a r t  became f o r  Yeats  one o f  the  means o f  b r i n g i n g  together these t h ree  

i n t e r e s t s  so t h a t  they would become one, "or ra the r  a l 1  three are a d i sc re te  

expression o f  a s i n g l e  conv ic t ionn (& 263). He achieved t h i s  u n i t y  o f  

thought by exp lo r ing  t h e  theme o f  t he  sp i  r i tua l  nature  o f  c r e a t i v i t y  

throughout h i s  work, o f t e n  i n  terms o f  v i s i o n a r y  imagery t h a t  i s  v i s u a l  i n  

i t s e l f ,  and also can be l ikened analogously t o  t h e  goals and techniques of 

v isua l  a r t i s t s .  Chapter One o f  t h i s  t h e s i s  looks  p a r t i c u l a r f y  a t  how Yeats 

combines Pre-Raphaelite and Blakean subjects and s t y l e s  i n  h i s  own verbal a r t  

t o  explore t h e  r o l e  o f  the a r t i s t  as a seer separate from t h e  world, who 

expresses o therwor ld ty  v i s i o n s  and imaginat ive experiences. Rhythm versus 
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visual  p a t t e r n  i s  an issue which i s  ev ident  i n ,  f o r  instance, "The Wanderings 

o f  Oisin," i n  i t s  use o f  r e p e t i t i o u s  s o f t  rhythm t h a t  emulates a Morr is  s t y l e  

o f  tapest ry .  The decorativeness o f  Yeats's works evolves, however, w i t h  the 

advent o f  t h e  turbulence o f  World War 1 and heightened I r i s h  revo lu t ionary  

a c t i v i t y ,  and correspondingly h i s  ph i  losophical  and nat iona l  i s t i c  concerns 

a lso become more invo lved wi th  the  immediate and v i o l e n t  wor ld  around him. 

Paradoxical ly ,  Yeats's i n t e r e s t  i n  I r i s h  mythology as p a r t  o f  h i s  

nat ional ism becomes increas ing ly  p o l i t i c a l  and persona1 as we l l ,  as he 

i d e n t i f i e d  both h i s  country and himself w i t h  the  warr io r  hero Cuchulain. 

Cuchulainls a b i l i t y  t o  transform h i s  physical  shape was important t o  Yeats as 

a symbol o f  p o t e n t i a l  regeneration f o r  h i s  country, and f o r  h i s  own wofk as a 

k ind o f  "body" which could he lp  t o  transform h i s  country 's  des t ruc t i ve  thought 

whi le i t s e l f  t ransforming i n t o  an a r t  t h a t  was simultaneously concrete i n  i t s  

imagery and s p i r i t u a l l y  e leva t ing  i n  i t s  goals, Chapter Two explores how 

Yeats sees p a r a l l e l s  between the m o t i f  o f  transformation i n  I r i s h  mythology 

and i n  Greek mythology, espec ia l iy  i n  "Leda and the Swan," where h i s  country 's  

c o l l e c t i v e  s t a t e  o f  mind is presented i n  terms o f  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  grow from 

experience o f  v io lence and t e r r o r ,  and reshape what Yeats p r o p h e t i c a l l y  saw as 

the oncoming apocalypt ic  dest ruc t ion  o f  the  next age. Chapter Three looks i n  

more d e t a i l  a t  Yeats's theory o f  c y c l i c  h i s t o r y  i n  A Vision, and a t  the  r o l e  

o f  the I r i s h  i n  f u t u r e  h i s t o r y  i n  "The Statues," i n  which he presents Greek 

statuary as the  '%hapeu a f t e r  which the  I r i s h  people should form themselves i n  

a new enl ightened age. 

Therefore it i s  h i s  l i f e l o n g  quest f o r  an a r t  which encompasses human 

experience, both b o d i l y  and s p i r i t u a l ,  t h a t  caused W. B. Yeats t o  explore the 

para1 l e l s  between poetry and visual  a r t .  He saw analogies between the verbal 
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and the  v isua l  i n  terms o f  both process and product, espec ia l l y  i n  what he 

bel ieved should be t h e i r  shared goal o f  c rea t ing  a  v i s iona ry  a r t  der ived from 

t h e  s p i r i t  and from nature.  This goal was both  aes the t i c  and moral: Yeats 

bel  ieved i n  a r t  as a  medi ta t iona l  mode1 on which people could reform t h e i r  own 

thought and behaviour, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  a t ime  o f  war. H is  des i re  t o  he lp  

c reate  s p i r i t u a l ,  and even p o l i t i c a l ,  peace i n  h i s  country i s  r e i n f o r c e d  by 

the  images he takes from I r i s h  mythology, which a c t  symbol ica l ly  i n  h i s  work 

as m o t i f s  o f  t ransformat ion.  The theory of c y c l i c  h i s t o r y  Yeats se ts  out  i n  A 

Vis ion  uses a r t i s t s  and works o f  a r t  t o  evaluate and monumentalite t h e  stages 

o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e i r  var ious degrees o f  u n i t y  o f  cu l tu re .  I n  A V is ion ,  

Greek a r t  i s  he ld  up as an i n d i c a t o r  o f  a  h i g h l  i gh t  i n  c u l t u r a l  h i s t o r y ,  and 

i t  i s  a lso  presented as a p o t e n t i a l  mold from which the  modern world, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  I r i s h  soc ie ty ,  could form i t s e l f .  Most  o f  a11, however, Yeats 

presents h i s  own poet ry  which br ings together  i m a g i s t i c a l l y  and conceptual ly  

the  v i sua l  and verbal  as a formulat ion o f  t r a g i c  j oy  i n t o  high moral thought 

and a e s t h e t i c / s p i r i t u a l  experience f o r  o thers  t o  fo l l ow .  
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