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PREFACE

HERE is not, to my knowledge—nor do | think

there can be—any satisfactory definition of the re-

lationship of poetry to life. | am convinced however,
that thereissuch arédationship and that itisof primary im-
portance; | am also convinced that apoem isathingin itsdf,
a salf-contained organism, a'creation'—I| might almost say,
saving the presence of philosophers, an absolute. When Dr
Johnson demanded that the productsof' Wit' should be both
natural and new, hewasr ecognizing thesetwo characterigtics
of apoem, that it correspondsin someindefinableway to life
and that it is at the same time an individual, a brand-new
thing. Theliterary critic, being unable to assess thinghood,
kievitably concerns himself with poetry as correspondence.
Such criticism can bevaluable but it never rises above what
Aristotle called " bastard reasoning."

When wetalk about thevalue of anything, wetend to sup-
poe a gulf between this abstracted value and the thing
which isvaluable. Thisssamsto mewrong. When arosehits
mein thesnsss it istherosethat hitsmeand not somevalue
separable from the rose ldealist philosophers in talking
about their Absolutes and Univer sals have made them vul-
nerable by hypostatizing them, whereas the only invulner-
ableUniversal isonethat isincarnate. Westill tend to think
that, becauseathingisin time, itsvalue can only be explain-
ed by an abstraction from thething of some supposedly time-
less qualities; thisis to explain the thing away. That arose
withersisno disproof of therose, which remainsan absolute,
its value insepar able from its exigence (for exigence is still
exigence, whether thetenseis pas or future).

A poem (which, we must never forget, isaphysical organ-
ism) isin thesamecategory. For thisreason all literary critics
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Viii THE POETRY OF W. B. YEATS

are fadfiers in that fhey try to disintricate the value or
essnce of a poem from the poem itsdf; they ped away the
onion. Thusin my book, Modern Poetry, | over-dressed the
half-truth that poetry is about something, is communication.
Soitis, but it isalso a separate Hf; in thesameway aliving
animal is an individual although it is on the one hand con-
ditioned by heredity and environment and thelawsof nature
in general and on theother hand hasafunction outsdeitsdf,
is.alink in achain. In Modern Poetry | aso denied that the
poet is properly a mystic and argued that the poetic is a
normal human activity. | still hold that the poet is a digtinct
goedies from the mystic, but | should like to correct the em-
phass here, although | shall have occason to repeat thee
points later. Mysticism, in the narrow sans implies a
ecific experience which isforeign to most poets and most
men, but on theother hand it representsan instinct which isa
human sinequanon. Both thepoet and the'ordinary man' are
mydtics incidentally and there is a mystical sanction or
motivation for all their activities which are not purely
utilitarian (possbly, therefore, for all their activities, asit is
doubtful whether any one does anything purely for utility).

life—let alone art—cannot be ases=d purely in terms of
utility. Food, for example, isuseful for lifebut what islife use-
ful for? To both the question of pleasure and the question of
valuethe utilitarian has no answer. Thefaith in the value of
livingisamystical faith. Thepleasurein bathing or dancing,
in colour or shape, isa mystical experience. If non-utilitarian
activity isabnormal, then all men are abnormal. It was be-
cause | did not think of men as essentially utilitarian that |
maintained that poetry isanormal activity, that 'the poet is
a specialis in something which every one practises!

In writing about Yeats and his poetry | have inevitably
concerned myself with 'facts—with what Y eats was writing
about, with the life and ideas from which his poetry came.
These facts provide certain dues to his poetry but the poetry
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cannot be summed up inthem. | would repeat that apoemis
about something but that a poem aso is. The critic being
impotent to convey this thinghood of a poem, no one need
expect that critical discussion of poetic values can ever con-
vey thevalueof apoemitself, for every poemisuniqueandits
value inseparable from its existence. The background of a
poem, itsorigin, its purpose, itsingredients, can be analysed
- andformulated, but the poem itself can only be experienced..
Allthat thecritic can doislay stepping sones over theriver
—stones which are better forgotten once the reader has
reached a position where he is in touch with the subject of
criticism.

L.M.
September, 1940.

NOTE

T H Epoemsby Mr Y eats quoted i nthisbook arereprinted
by permission of MrsY eats and of Messs Macmillan & Go.
Ltd, and the Macmillan Company, New Y ork, the publish-
ers of hisworks.
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CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTORY

We impose on one another, and it is but logt
time to converse with Kou whose works are
only Analyticks—BLAKE

F | were making a general anthology of shorter English

poems, | should want to include some sixty by W. B.

Yeats. Thereisno other poet in the language from whom
| should choose so many. This being o, | fed it would be
mer ely academic for me to discuss at length whether Yeats
was or was not a great poet or to pend much timetryingto
rank him. | am not interested in ranking poetsand | am not
evenvery muchinterested in greatnessper se. Thepoetswho
interest me are the poatswhom | like re-reading. | like re-read-
ing Yeats morethan | likere-reading mog English poets. This
is why | undertook to write a book about his poetry; |
wished to find out why Y eats appealed to me so much and |
hoped aso to present Yeats sympathetically to others.
Poetry nowadays appears to need defending. | would not
attempt however to defend poetry itsdf; that poetry isgood
sEms to me axiomatic; if you do not accept this axiom, we
haveno common ground for argument. In aworld, however,
where the vast bulk of criticism is destructive, | fed that to
express and, if possble, to explain onés admiration for a
particular poet is something worth doing.

It is perhaps especially worth doing at this moment when
external circumstances are making such a strong assault on
our sense of values. | had only written a little of this book
when Germany invaded Poland. On that day | wasin Gal-
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way. Assoon as| heard on thewirdess of the outbreak -of war,
Galway became unreal. And Yeats and his poetry became
unreal also.

Thiswas not merely because Galway and Yeats belong in
a sne to a pas order of things. The unreality which now
overtook them was also overtaking in my mind modern
London, modernig art, and Left Wing politics. If the war
made nonsense of Yeatss poetry and of all works that are
called 'excapid’, it also made nonsense of the poetry that pro-
fesees to be 'redlist’. My friends had been writing for years
about guns and frontiers and factories, about the 'facts of
psychology, politics, science, economics, but the fact of
war madetheir writing ssem asremote asthe pleasuredome
in Xanadu. For war aresneither the poetry of Xanadu nor
the poetry of pylons. | gradually inferred, as | recovered
from the shock of war, that both thesekinds of poetry stand or
fall together. War does not provethat oneis better or worse
than theother; it attemptsto disproveboth. But poetry must
not bedisproved. If war isthetes of reality, fhen all poetry is
unreal; but inthat caseunreality isavirtue. I f, on theother
hand, war isagreat enemy of reality, although an incontest-
able fact, then reality is something which is not exacdy
commensurable with facts.

Yeats all his life was a professad enemy of facts, and that
made my generation suspidous of him. It was a generation
that had rediscovered the importance of subject matter: a
poem must be about something. Further, a poem must be
about somethingreal, and 'real’ wasoften taken to mean con-
temporary. By these sandards much of Yeatss poetry was
vicious. In his later books, however, there was enough con-
temporary subject matter to permit of the discovery that
Y eats had become a 'realist'.

Most arguments nowadays about realism res upon un-
war ranted over-simplification. The championsof realism are
suffering from a reaction against Pure Form, against Art
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for Art'sSake. It wasquiteright that a poet likeW. H. Auden
should reassrt that a poem must be about something. It was
right to go further and maintain that great poetry cannot
be made out of subject matter which is essentially trivial.
But it was a mistake to take subject matter, as some of the
'realists seemed to, asthe soleor even the chief, , Criterion of
poetry. It was a mistake to fancy that criticism could ever
devisea diding scalewhich would asessthevalue of apoem
by smplereferenceto the objectiveimportance of its subject
matter. Thebdieversin Art for Art's Sakehad gonetoo far
in asserting that poetry can bejudged without any reference
tolife. But therealigswent toofar in the other direction. A
poem doesnot exist in avacuum, but apoem at thesametime
isaunity, acreation. Criticism based on the assumption that
a poem isa mere trandation of facts outsde itsdf is vicious
criticism. T hefacts outsde a poem, the facts which occason
a poem, are no longer the same facts when they have been
fused intoa poem. Or, looking at it in another way, one can
say that thefactswhich occason a poem arefar too complex
to befully ascertainableby thecritic. No poet writesa poem
merely about a house any poem he writes about a house is
also apoem about himsdf, and so about humanity and lifein
general. Therealis critic tends to diagnose subject matter
crudely and naively. Was Pindar really only writing about
foot-racesand boxing matches? WasRilkereally only writing
about apanther in theJar din des Plantes? WasWor dsworth
really only writing about villagersor cdandines?

This book will be largely taken up with a discusson of
Yeatss subject matter during various periods of his life, t
shall try to show what were Yeatss dominating ideas, his
prevalent likes and didikes, at different periods. Unlikethe
bdieversin Art for Art's Sake, | consder that such a sudy
will make hispoetry moreintelligibleand more sympathetic.
| donot, however, think for amoment that knowledge of the
subject matter will provideakey to any one poem qua poem,
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and, while | .admit that in Yeatss casg, asin the case of many
other poets, animprovement in hispoetry ssamsrelatéd toan
extension of his subject matter, | would make the proviso that
thisrelationship cannot berigidly formulated; and, further,
that there are few poems in the world which can be taken
exacdy at their face value. Few poems are exactly what they
appear tobe; you cannot say " Thisisalove poem" or " This
isanaturepoem” or " Thisisapieceof satire" and leaveit at
that. Again, if the critic, as critics must, should abstract
variousaspectsof poetry and discussit say under theheadings
of matter and form, or again should subdividefor m into such
categories as rhythm, diction, imagery, it must always be
remembered that these are only convenient abstractions
from an indissolubly blended whole. It is an outrage to a
poem to think of it as such-and-such matter plus such-and-
such form, or even asmatter putintoform. Form mus not be
thought of as a sries of rigid moulds. All matter is to some
extent informedtostart with; and thevery sdection of matter
Is a formalistic activity. On the other hand artistic form is
mor e than a mere method or convenience or discipline or, of
course, décor. Just as one cannot, by the furthest analyss,
completely deformalize matter, so one cannot completely
desubgtantialize form. Musical form, for example, is in a
sne a thing. Artists use form not merely to express some
alien matter but because form itself is a spiritual principle
which calls for expresson in matter. The relationship be-
tween form and matter islikeamarriage; matter must find
itself in form and form must find itself in matter.

The 'realigs, to excuse their acceptance of Y eats, pointed
to a poem like Easter 1916, and argued that this is a good
poem becauseit isabout animportant event in contemporary
history. Such-events, we can agree, made a welcome en-
tranceinto Yeatss later poetry. Such subject matter confers
an advantage both on the poet and the reader; on the poet
because a contemporary event such as the Easter Rising in
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Dublin is likely to produce in him that emotional tenson
which can do half the poet's work for him; on the reader
because, being himsealf acquainted with and probably mpved
by that event, heis already halfway to an under standing of
the poet's reactions to it. We cannot, however, infer from
this that a poem about such an event is necessarily a better
poem or amoreimportant or even amorerealistic poem than
a poem about something far less contemporary or far more
obscureor private. Wecan say at themost that many poets—
including, | think, Yeats—aremorelikely towritewell, that
iswith clarity, strength, and emotional honesty, when they
are writing about something which has moved them and
othersin their own time than when they are writing about
something which beongs more exclusvely to their own
private mythology. We can say also that mog readers are
more likely to react poetically to material which they know
themsdves than to material which they haveto take on trust
from the poet. And the poet in turn, who tends to adjust
his dghts by the presumed knowledge of an imaginary
reader, ismorelikely to shoat truly when heknowsthat there
are many real readers who have knowledge of the matter
which heistreating.

Realists of a narrower school sometimes take realism to
imply photographic verismilitude or scientific objectivity.
Ontheir criterion Easter 1916isnot arealisicwork, or at any
rateitismuch lesrealisgticthan say ThePlough andthe Stars
by Sean O'Casey. And on the average it will be found, on
their criterion, that poetry is les realistic than drama and
dramaless realisfic than the novel. Does this mean that
poetry islesssuccessful than theseother formsin attainingits
object? Or does it mean that it has a different object?

| would say that poetry hasa different object and that itis
certainly further from realism than the prose drama or the
novel, if realism is usad in the condricted snse mentioned
above. | would sugges however that the poet's busness is

B o



6 THE POETRY OF YEATS

realism, if it isadmitted that thereality which heistryingto
represent is further removed than the noveid's is from the
reality of the scientist or of the photographer or of any one
who is engaged in recording facts which do not include
himsdf and are not modified by his own emotional reaction
to them. | do not think we can say that the poet'sreality is
therefore less real than the sdentig's—unless we are pre-
pared to say that hunger islesreal than bread. The poe's
reality isnot lessreal; it ismerely different. Can we seif we
can defineit alittle further?

Poetry, | think, cannot be assessad soldly in terms of itsdlf;
it must bereferred back to life. But to what life? The great
difference, | would say, between the scientist and the artist is
that life for the stientis means something outsde himsdf,
neither affecting him nor affected by him, whereas life for
the poet is essentially his life. However objective a poet's
method may appear to be (for it isin no way unpoetic to be
scientifically knowledgeable or to be an exact recorder), the
poet, even in sdecting the material, which he may after-
wards record with a superficially scentific frigidity, is
governed by personal motives. Mr T. S. Eliot in our own day
has repeatedly preached 'impersonality’ as a virtue of pogts
But by impersonality he means'sométhing different from the
impersonality of the scientis. Mr Eliot in his own poetry
avoids saying T but hewould admit that the poet'sworld isa
world coloured by himsdf, complicated by his own emaotions
and re-arranged on a principle which is anathema to the
scientist. When Mr Eliot attacks 'personality’ in poetry, heis
really attacking the kind of anarchist individualism which
characterized the Romantic Revival. Sophodes for example
was not impersonal in the snse that he wrote without emo-
tion or presented a world uncoloured by emotion; he was
impersonal in that he wrote within the conventions of a
tradition and an outlook shared by mog of his public. In
this narrowed sense of theword, the personal poet isalaw to
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himsdf, judging the world entirely by reference to his own
emotions. Wher eastheimper sonal poet, in the narrow snsg,
though he need not be unemotional or inhuman, doesnot
impose hisemationsupon thewor Id but rather (though thisis
a clumsy and loose distinction) acocepts them/rom it.

| prefer to use theword 'personal’ in the wider snse and
to call any writing personal which is conditioned by the
writer'sown emotions—whether these emotions ar e peculiar
to himself or sanctioned by a community or atradition and
whether the writer himself is consdous or unconscious of the
effect (hat his emotions have upon his presentation of facts.
In caxe it should be thought that | am subscribing to a
Wordsworthian doctrineof poetry, | mug explain that when
| say that poetry isa personal activity becauseit is condition-
ed by theemotionsof thepoet, | am not usng emationin the
narrow Romantic ssmse of intense emotion, nor do | wish to
abstract emotion from thepoet'ssdf in oppostion tointellect.
Thepoetic "Hf—likeany human sdf—isipso facto emotional
and intellectual at the sametime. Emotion can be subordin-
ated to intellect, or vice versa, but the two dements are al-
ways present. Every poet does two things, though he may be
more constious of one than of the other and though his
uccess may be due more to one than to the other. He reacts
emotionally (though such emotion may be strong or weak,
conscious or unconscious) to hissubject matter and he sects
and arranges that subject matter—conscioudy or uncon-
scioudy—in order to square it with some intellectual sygem
of hisown. But even thisdistinction istoo crude, for thesetwo
moments of the poetic activity are inseparable like the pos-
tive and negative eements in eectricity. Even before the
artist hasstarted hisart-work proper heisnot only reacting
emotionally to his subject but he is also automatically
systematizing it. | agree with Croce that the artist is func-
tioning artistically from the very first moment he thinks or
perceives his subject; | do not however agree that his sub-
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seguent expression of it is of merely secondary importance.
When the artist goes on to express his subject in his proper

medium, heisnot only syssematizing, heis also still develop-
ing his own emotional reactions. (Thus Wordsworth's
"Emotionrecollected in tranquillity” isahalf-truthwhichis
more true of some poets than of others but is never entirely
true of any poet. Other critics have made out a case for

"Tranquillity recollected in emotion.") Speaking roughly,
one can say that one poet has an intellectual bias (writes
'deliberately”), and another an emotional bias (writes
"'spontaneoudy’). You may fed emotionally towards -a thing
because it occupies a special placein your sysem or you may
giveit a special place in your sysem because you fed emo-
tionally towards it. The 'spontaneous love poet lets love
do his sysem-making for him; the Provencal troubadour or
the Latin eegiac poet sHedts love as a theme because it is a
convenient frame-work. (Some poets have gone further and
havedeliberately st out to be passonatein their lives, motiv
ated not by passion but by abelief init. Inthenext chapter |

shall sugges that this was a habit found among the English
poets of the Eighteen Nineties.)

These generalities, although it ishard to expressthem with
therequisitesubtlety and precision, arereally truisms. | have
had to try to express them before going on to the particular
criticism of Yeats. Theliterary critic'sjudgements are never
more than approximately true. To make his points he has
often to over-dress them. Sometimes, especially when | am
taking—or refusing to take—Yeats at his word (his own
datements about poetry are usually unqualified), 1 may
seem to be forgetting that a poem—or a pogt—is a complex
unity, that is, complex but a unity (or aunity but complex). |
may seem to make a facile use of such conoepts as '‘emaotion’,
‘personality’, 'sysem’, 'belief', usng them with an un-
warrantable rigidity. For this | apologize in advance. The
final justification of a poem isthe poem itsdf. In shedding a
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little of what | hope is common sense upon poetry | do not
imagine that | am offering an adeguate appreciation of it.
All 1 hope to do is to make it easer for certain readerj to
appreciate certain poems when they come to them or come
back to them. Thus in reading Yeats it ssems to me to be
helpful to know who Y eats was, who were his friends, what
were his literary influences, political opinions, and social
prejudices. These Jhings were not the cause of his poetry
but they werTainong its conditions.

Critics often tend to write as if a condition were the same
thing gs a cause. It is very helpful to the reader to know the
poet's background, but no poems can be accounted for mere-
ly by reference to that background. | labour this point be-
cause this book will be largely concerned with background
and because | do not wish continually to make the qualifica-
tion: '‘But thisis not the whole story'. If indeed we knew all
the conditions behind a poem, these conditions might be
taken collectively asthe cause of it. Further, thereisjust one
condition which is constant whenever people write poetry
and which therefore, being acquitted of the relativity of the
others, might bejustly regarded asacauseinitself. Thisisthe
urge to expression itself. It may be argued that this urge is
itself conditioned by psychological factors within the poet.
| agree, but it isthe urgethat isthefirst principle; the psycho-
logical factors merely canalizeit.

This primary urge is something which the critic can say
little about; he ought however to remember that in the last
analysis all poetry or artistic creation presupposes it. Too
much criticismisfounded upon thefallacy that all activity is
utilitarian. Animal activity is presumed to mean the in-
stinctive employment of means to ends; specifically human
activity is presumed to mean the rational employment of
means to ends. This utilitarianism begs two questions: the
question of the value of the end and the question whether any
activity can be pursued merely as a means and not to some
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extent as an end in itsdf. People often speak as if the sole
motive for all actions whether of animals or human beings,
werethewish togo on living. Thisisan inadequate explana-
tion and not even atruly utilitarian one. One has merely to
ask' Why should they wish togo on living?' and oneintroduces
aquestion of valuewhich hasnothingtodowith utility; food
may be usgful because it kesps you alive but what is life
useful for? The answer isthat, if lifeis dedrable, it isnot de-
srablebecauseit isuseful but becauseit isgood in itsdf. But,
if this is 0, it cannot be regarded as a mereideal terminus
governing the various activities of living but itself beyond
them; theseactivitiesarelife. Thisbeing s, all these activities
themsdlves involve the question of value. It would be absurd
to contend that either animalsor human beingsdoaall they do
because that is the bes way of keeping alive. Life for living
creatures is not something which you merely have or have
not; it is something plastic; it iswhat you makeit. The sne
of values governing this conscious or unconscious creation
of life (presumably unconscious among the lower animals,
partly conscious among human beings) is not utilitarian; it
can only be described as mystical.

In previous writings about poetry | have offended certain
readers because | have grouped the poet with ordinary men
and opposed him to the mystic proper. | do not withdraw
from this postion. | think that human activity begins at a
dage below thought with an urge which | can only describe
as mystical; at this sage the individual does not distinguish
the forces within him from the forces outsde him; he does
not know what heisdriving at and heisnot, | sugpect, even
properly constiousthat it ishewhoisdriving at it. The sage
of thought, on the other hand, isa stage of distinctions and of
consdousness of theego. Themystic proper transcendsthese
distinctions and once more merges the ego in the coamos
Ordinary civilized men live mog of their livesin the inter-
mediate sage—the sage of distinctionsand egoism. The poet
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isfound among them because the poet'sjob isto be articul ate
and man cannot be articulate unless he makes distinctions,
the logical outcome of mysticism is silence. On the other
hand the poet shares the paradoxical position of the ordinary
man. The paradox is this: man lives by egoism, by making
distinctions, but he derives his driving force from a stage
below distinctionsand he derives hisidealsfrom a stage above
them. The ordinary man, that is, has his sub-self of animal
and his super-self of mystic proper (if I admit that animal
activity isin asense mystical | must be sure to add that human
mysticism is founded upon, even though it may trans-
cend and appear in opposition to, human rational
thought). The poet is not necessarily either more animal
or more mystical than the ordinary man, though he may
be either, as he may aso be more rational. The poet must
have in one respect or another a heightened conscious-
ness or sensitivity; heis not a creature apart from ordinary
men, heis an ordinary man with specialized gifts.

Some critics of recent years (for example the Abbe Bre-
mond in his book Priere et Poisie) have stressed—I think,
overstressed—the mystical aspect of poetry. That some poets
have been inspired by direct mystical experience cannot be
denied. Itis aso, | suggest, a fact that poetry as such has a
mystical sanction in so far as poetry can be described as an
end in itself. But thisis not the whole description of poetry
because every poem is by its nature a compromise. A poem
may be abridgeto the Unknown butitis abridge essentialy
constructed in terms of the known. Those mystics proper
who have written poetry, have had in so doing, when trying
to express the ineffable, to descend from the mystical plane;
they start from a sense of mystical union, afusion of subject
and object, and have to translate this into the language of a
world where subject and object are separate and clearly de-
fined. The normal poet, on the other hand, starts in this
world of distinctionsand approachesthe mystical planefrom
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below and, as it were, incidentally. The poet's medium is
language and the purpose of language is the making of dis-
tinctions. Therefore, though the poet may transcend the
world of distinctions, he can only do this by akind of bluff,
by pretending at least to recognize that world. In most poets
this is not even a conscious pretence. They regard themselves
and their poetry as of "that world and, in so far asthey approx-
imateto adifferentworld, they doit, as| havesaid, incident-
ally and unintentionally.

Y eats himself often spoke as if the function of poetry were
mystical and sometimes tried to give the impression that he
himself had mystical experiences, in the proper sense.of the
word. Some critics, taking him at his own valuation, have
described him as a "mystical poet." This is an incorrect
description, if the word is being used in the narrow sense
Yeats was no mystic in the sense that certain Christian and
Hindu saints, or his own friend, A.E., were mystics. Yeats
believed in mysticism (a belief which itself perhaps is
mystically conditioned) but he does not seem to have had, in
any unusual degree, direct mystical experience. The lack of
such experience, in my opinion, was not necessarily aliability.
If we compare Yeats's poetry with A.E.'s poetry, we may
even come to think that it was an asst. If | may borrow a
simile, which Y eats himself used in another application, he
was like Lancelot who nearly saw the Grael. He believed in
the Grael, divining its presence (to use Plato's metaphor), he
made great efforts to achieve direct vision. But it was per-
haps just because he lacked this direct vision that he was able
to write poetry. Would not Lancelot have been able to give
a better account of the Quest than Galahad? Galahad, | feel,
would have forgotten the road in the goal achieved and have
lost his human feelings in that superhuman experience.

Yeatsin his critical writings sresss the religious aspect of
poetry but he tends to think of the poet as priest rather than
saint. Poetry is a mystery cult, a ritual. Yeats has for
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this reason often been accused of mumbo-jumboism. | shall
have several occasions to discuss the difficult question of his
sincerity. | have no doubt that he often practised his ritual
merely for ritual's sake. At the same time | think that his
addiction to ritual can be referred back to an original in-
tuition of someintangiblereality and that hisfinal answer, if
driven to defend himself, would be that of the Irishman?
arguing about transubstantiation who, when asked "How
can bread be God?", replied "What else would it be?"

Most literary critics must find themselves repeatedly on or
over theverge of self-contradiction. Thisis because criticism
impliestheapplication of standardsof acertainrigidity;ifthe
critic relaxes his standards too far, heislostin flux. But if he
does not relax them, heis certainto beunjust to the particular
subjectsof hiscriticism, tobeguilty—if only onasmall scale
—ofthe sin of Procrustes. Absolute fairness is unachievable
when awork of art is beingjudged either by a theory of art
or by reference to other works of art. Y et these are the only
waysinwhichawork of art can bejudged, judgement being
less direct than experience. The direct experience of a work
of art is the important thing; judgements about it are only
made in order to rationalize one's appreciation to oneself
or to others (if to others, the critic may also hope to lead them
indirectly to the direct experience).

Artists are often—very often—damned for failing to
achieve something which they never attempted. The critic's
view of artisessentially static; the artistic processisessentially
dynamic. Thecritic triestofitaparticular artistinto aniche
inhistory asif history werealong corridor with all itsniches
there already. The artist on the other hand would never have
become an artist if all he had to do were to walk down a

! Quoted by Stephen MacK enna.
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ready-made corridor. History for the artist is something
which isevolving and he himsdf isaiding and abetting it.

Professor Collingwood in hisrecent Autobiography criticizes
the old static conception of a logical judgement accepted by
nearly all philosophers. He wishes to substitute a concept
which contains two smultaneous moments, the moments of
question and answer; ajudgement, that is, cannot be re-
garded merely as an answer to a question outsde itsdf. We
can apply this principle to works of art. In any work of art
the artist is smultaneoudy putting his own question and
making his own answer toit. We must thereforein literary
criticism be careful not to write as if we were solving a
popular Quiz—as if there were a sock st of answers to be
turned up to a gock st of quettions. And | mugt, if | am an
artist, be especially careful not to read my own questionsinto
another artist's complex of question-and-answer. This does
not mean that, in order to asess another artist, | mug forget
my own artistic experience. On the contrary. He may be
answering quite different quegtions from mine but the
guestion-answers which he evolves are the same kind of
organism, and result from the same kind of activity, as my
own guegtion-answers. Therefore, as the only artist whom |
know from the insde is mysdf, | shall be able to approach
another artist more sympathetically in the light of my own
experience provided | do not assume that his experience is
merely a reflection of my own.

If it isgranted then that my own experienceislikely, un-
less | am careful, to distort my judgement but is aso the
ground for my sympathy with others, it followsthat thereare
certain artisswhom | am more qualified to appreciate than
other artists. In consdering any poet | begin by asking:
What istherein thispoetry that appealsto me? Wasthis poet
aiming at anythingwhich | can undersand? Werehisworld,
his ideals, his methods, at all similar to mine? If | find any
congderable similarity, | must proceed to ases the differ-
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ences. If the differences far outbalance the similarities, | am
not asuitable person to judgethat poet. I f, on the other hand,
the poet seems to be very similar to myself in temperament,
method, and background, | may again not be the right
person to judge him; familiarity breeds a certain obtuseness,
whereas a certain amount of strangeness is stimulating to
criticism. | feel thatinYeats | have met apoet who is strange
enough to excite my interest but is near enough to me myself
to preclude my misrepresenting him too grossly. People who
know my own expressed views on poetry might consider me
unqualified for writing on Y eats, whose expressed views are
so often the opposite of mine. | hope to show later that this
discrepancy between our viewsisnot of cardinal importance.

Poets are commonly grouped together, or opposed to each
other, according to rules of thumb. To use Professor Golling-
wood's principle once more, they are assessed not by the way
in which they answered their own questions but by an ab-
straction from the question-answer complex of a bare ques-
tion or a bare answer; thisis then relegated to some critical
category in company with other bare questions or answers al
of which are taken to be like each other because all alike
have been spirited out of their bodies. Many imputations of
'realism' or 'escapism' are due to this superficial habit of
fastening on something in apoem which can easily belabelled
and then making your own label the differentia of the poem.

The superficiality of thismethod is to some extent exposed
by time—even by a short lapse of time. Yesterday's 'realists
are denied that title to-day and yesterday's anarchist falls
into his place in the perspectives of orthodoxy. | will take a
notorious example which is pertinent to the present moment.
In 1914 Rupert Brooke, like most of hisfellow English poets
at that time, was regarded—and regarded himself—not as a
poet's poet, like the poets of the Eighteen Nineties, but as a
normal human being sharing the emotions of normal human
beings and professing to spesk intelligibly on their behalf.
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Brooke did not professto divorce poetry from life; the Nineties
poets—and Y eats, aswe shall see, among them—did. Brooke
in the eyes of his contemporaries was no mere escapist or
aesthete. He could have been described as a 'realist’ for two
reasons—first, that in his poems he made use of contempor-
ary (and even sordid) properties, secondly, that he said not
what aesthetic fashion demanded but what he himself wanted
to say and, further, what many of his more normal contem-
poraries wished to have said. But does either—or do both—
of these characteristics constitute realism? | think we have to
deny it if we consider Brooke's five war sonnets written in
1914.

Brooke was here treating a public contemporary subject
of great importance—as the 'realists' say one should; and he
waswritingintunewith alarge public—as the 'realists say
one should. He was voicing emotions and ideas which were
widely shared by many honest everyday people and by many
sensitiveintellectuals. And hehimself waswritingwith per-
fect sincerity. But is the result realism? When Brooke de-
scribes the British soldiers entering the Great War

"as swimmersinto cleanness | eaping,
" Glad from aworld grown old and cold and weary..."

it s|ams to us to be anything but realism; what is more, it
samsto usbad poetry. Butitisdifficult to explain why itis
bad. Whatever we may sy about Brooke's poetical gifts,
the reason we object to this poem lies in the sentiment. The
sentiment, from our point of view, has been completely dis-
proved by subsequent facts, Brooke was completely mis-
representing war. But that does not invalidate the sentiment
as asentiment. It was an honest and powerful sentiment and
soitwasnatural for apoet to expressit. | have already denied
that apoet is subject to the same criteriaas ascientist. A poet
writing about hisbeloved iswithinhis rights if he thinks and
calls her beautiful, even though 'objectively' she may be



INTRODUCTORY 17

ugly.Andheiswithinhisrightsif heuseshyperbolestoexpress
his affection even though those hyperboles, taken literal-
ly, are nonsense. W hy then should we condemn Brookewhile
acquitting the love-poet?

Itisdifficulttoanswer thisprecisely. Wehaveto remember
that poetry is a compromise, or even a series of compromises.
The poet's approach is personal; he does not aim at an objec-
tive, scientific truth. But at the sametime heis not asolipsist.
*Poetry isnot amere reflection or amereimitation of life but
it has an essential relationship tolife. Thisrelationship | can-
not define and have never seen satisfactorily defined. If
poetry is good because of its self-coherence as poetry, at the
same time it cannot be good if it does not correspond in a
certain way to life. And an analysis of this concept 'life' re-
veals another compromise. A poem, though an individual
thing, derives from and has to bereferred back to life, which
means, in thefirst instance, the life of the poet. In the same
way the life of the poet, though also an individual thing,
derives from and has to be referred back to the life outside
him.Now apoemisill-balanced eitherifitistoofar removed
fromlifeorifitistoo slavishly subordinatetoit. Inthe same
way an individual is ill-balanced either if he attempts
autarky or if he merely surrenders himself passively to thelife
outside him. This intimate connection between a poem, its
author's life and the wider life beyond the author (a life
which expands in concentric circles through both time and
space) establishes certain conditionsfor the truth, and there-
fore for the value, of poetry; | am not maintaining that the
value of poetry consistsin its truthfulness to life but only that
apoemisvitiatedifitreliesuponafalsehoodtolife. Onthese
premises | would argue that Brooke's war-sonnets rely upon
an essential falsehood whereas the lover's praises of his be-
loved do not. That a lover should consider an ugly woman
beautiful is, as we say, "true to nature." Ifitis afalsehood,
it is not a falsehood which inevitably impedes action and
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leads to disillusionment; on the contrary it promotes action
and may well lead to happiness and aid the proper function-
ing of society. When on the contrary Brooke regards a war
like the Great War as awonderfully romantic new birth, he
is doing morethan merely transposing personal values, asthe
lover does. The lover's transposition of values is not sdf-
contradictory; on the contrary it helps him to self-realiza-
tion. Brooke's peeans to war are, on analysis, self-contradic-
tory; they are a sentimental falsification that, unlike the
lover's, has no profound natural sanction. The fact that
many of his contemporaries agreed with Brooke does not
vindicate his poems. It merely widens the bass of the lie;
it would have been hard for amanwith Brooke's background
towriteagood poem about war in 1914.

If wenow turnto Y eats, wefind that he also at times—and
aso from sentimental motives—misrepresented theworld in
which hewasliving. But it ssems to me that thereisanim-
portant difference between his approach and Brooke's.
Brooke, under the mask of realism, flatly asserts that some-
thing which is bad is good; what is more, he trumpets his
mistaken belief in the manner of one who wishes to convert
others. Yeats, who repudiated realism and does not use the
tone of a crusader, may present certain facts coloured or dis-
torted by his own partisan feelings but he allows the reader
to sethat thispresentationisfounded onan'asif'. ThusY eats
in his homage to Ireland treats her as if she were a mistress
or asasymbol of spiritual realities. Heimpliestacitly—and
sometimes states overtly—that there may be a discrepancy
between the fact and the ideal. Whereas Brooke allows for
no discrepancies. Inany cae | would say that Ireland wasfar
less misrepresented by Yeats than the Great War was by
Brooke. Both Yeats and Brooke grew up in a romantic,
individualist tradition. Yeats tried to hitch his romantic
individualismto Irishnationalism, Brooketriedto hitch his
to the cause of the Alliesin the Great War. Brooke's attempt
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was doomed to completefailure, Yeatss was only doomed to
partial failure. Irish nationalism was a clumsy vehicle for
Yeatss ideals but it was a vehicle of sorts. The Great War
was a mere negation of ideals.

Y eats avoided the pitfalls of poets like Brooke partly be-
caue he kept his poetry within a comparatively narrow
range. He was orientated towards Ireland, towards asimpli-
fied past, towards certain speciaized doctrines. He repudi-
ated general knowledge, world ideals, science, and inter-
nationalism. That is, he kept his questions comparatively
simple-and so was less likely to make hopelessly inadequate
answers. On the other hand his questions were not, as is
sometimes assumed by his detractors, comparatively trivial
ones. Unless it is maintained that no one can ask a question
of importanceif helivesin abackward country and findsthe
advanced thought of other countries uncongenial. Yeatss
limitations may have prevented him writing the greatest
kind of poetry but they enabled him to write perhaps the
best poetry of his time. Those who take the whole modern
world for their canvas are liable to lapse into mere journal -
ism. Itismy own opinion, thoughit was not Y eats's, that the
normal poet includes the journalist—but he must not be
subservient to him. The normal poet—witness the Eliza-
bethans—should not be afraid of touching pitch. But the
pitch is so thick on the world thoroughfares nowadays that
a poet needs exceptional strength not to stick in it. Yeats
avoided the world thoroughfares. It would be a disaster if all
poets were to imitate him. In his own case the great refusal
was justified.

Many people, however, exaggerate Y eats's 'escapism’. He
was neither so simple-minded nor so esoteric nor so dil ettante
a poet as he is often represented. | have met people whose
attitude is: "Yeats was a silly old thing but he was a.poet"
Thisis afoolish attitude. No silly old thing can write fine
poetry, A poet cannot live by style alone; nor even by in-
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tuitions alone. Y eats, contrary to some peopl€'s opinion, had
amind. He had aso extraordinary force of personality. Itis
impossible to explain him by merely murmuring about
Beauty..

Mr Sturge Moore had occasion to remark to me that
Yeats belonged to the company of mystics, that throughout
his life his sole object was to break throughthe so-called real
world, theworld of Here and Now, to some eternal world of
Platonig essences behind it; the bridge to this eternal world
was poetry. He quoted as Yeatss text, from which he never
swerved, a line from one of his earliest poems—"Words
alone are certain good." | have already stated that |1 do not
consider Yeats a mystic proper, but | agree that throughout
hislife he continued to think that words—though perhaps not
words alone—are certain good. Now A.E., who was a
genuine mystic, uses words very differently from Y eats, who
uss them with the precision of a dandy. In A.E they are
merely ancillary to ahardly expressible spiritual meaning—
ameaning which hewould impair if his words were too pre-
cise. For Yeats on the other hand the spiritual meaning is
impotent until it is clothed in words. He would agree with
Shelley:

Languageis aperpetual Orphic song,
Whichruleswith Daedal harmony athrong

Of thoughts and forms, which dse sensdess and shapdess
were.

The emphasis which Y eats himself put upon style has mis-
led peopleinto thinking of him asprimarily astylist; just as
his talking about mystical subjects has made other people
think him a mystic. One has to be careful not to accept
literally what Y eats says about himself. | hope in this book
to prove that Yeats, granted his limitations, was arich and
complex poet, who often succeeded by breaking his own rules
and who turned his own liabilities into assts A man is
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conditioned by his time and his place. | shall therefore begin
by indicating Yeatss two main backgrounds—the Irish
background and the background of the English Aesthetic
Movement; they were, it will be seen, complementary to
each other. Ireland moulded Y eats's thoughts as a child, but
it was the London of the Eighteen Eighties and Nineties that
influenced his earliest work. For this reason | shall consider
the Aesthetes first. Yeats was at the same time of them and
not of them; some of their doctrine persisted in his mind to
the end but always he applied it his own way. '



CHAPTER 11
AESTHETIGISM

Nor heed nor s, what things they be ...
SHELLEY

HE world of the fin de S&cde now seems more remote

than even the world of Shelley. The Yellow Book and

The Savoy seem to us unreal and unsympathetic. We
areinclined to treat the art and literature of England in the
Ninetiesasafreak product that isof very littlesignificancein
English cultural history. Thisisamistake. However wejudge
these works in themselves, we must recognize that they are
the logical outcome of certain trends in nineteenth-century
thought and that they lead on to certain twentieth-century
developments which are themselves too often explained by a
cultural parthenogenesis. Ezra Pound, for example, would
not have written his poetry had it not been for the Nineties.
The poets of the Romantic Revival had paved the road for
‘escapism’—for the doctrine of Art for Art's Sake, and that
although they themselves notoriously transgressed that doc-
trine, filling their poetry with moral preaching, socia criti-
cism, philosophy, and other 'impurities'. Tennyson went fur*
ther, becoming an object lesson for his successors;, he wrote
impure poetry with hisright hand and pure poetry with his
left* His successors, Swinburne and the pre-Raphaelites, be-
gantothink that the poet should put hisright arminasling—
should cut away from life. Matthew Arnold's attitude was
ambiguous; on the one hand he advocated 'criticism of life'
but on the other hand he was so sceptical about life that he
tried to form art into areligion. Arnold, | suspect, reasoned in
acircle. Thenext great critic, Pater, dropped Arnold's con-
cept of ‘criticism’; art was still related to life but only to lifein
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avery rarefied form. Here there ssems to be another circle®
for thisrarefication itself can only apparently be achieved by
anartist. Mallarmewent further and professed to raise poetry
to the abstract purity of the higher mathematics. But his
practice did not, | think, accord with his preaching. Cer-
tainly his less daring and less gifted imitatorsin England in
accepting Mallarmé's principles fell into much self-decep-
tion. Thefin de sfede poet wasinhibited; hetried to parade
his inhibitions as freedom. This, like other neuroses, bore
fruit butit wasunableto bear long or abundantly. Thereisan
excellent study of it and its fruits in Mr Edmund Wilson's
Axel's Castle. | cannot here discuss its earlier history in any
moredetail; | merely wish to point out that this neurosiswas
dominant in poetry when Y eats came of literary age.

Yeats, as Mr T. S. Eliot pointed out in After Srange Gods,
felt the want of a religion; having no sympathy with any
established religion, he looked for areligion in art, thereby
following in the seps of Matthew Arnold. But Arnold'sart-
religion was too Low Church for Y eats, who wanted ritual,
incense, candles—and no morality. Thus he writes in his
Autobiographies: "1 amvery religious, and deprived by Huxley
and Tyndall, whom| detested, of thesimple-mindedreligion
of my childhood, | had made a new religion, almost an in-
falliblechurch, of poetictradition, of afardel of stories, and of
‘personages, and of emotions, inseparable from their first ex-
pression, passed on from generation to generation by poets
and painters with some help from philosophers and theol o-
gians." He found his sacred books in Pater's Marius the Epi-
cureanand Count Villiersdel'lsle Adam's Axdl.

For Pater, as indeed for Arnold, philosophy was only
scaffolding. Itssolefunction wasto help theartist to build the
House Beautiful; when the house had been built, the philo-
sophy could be removed.! Thus Arnold wrote in 1880:

! Similarly Yeatswritesthat in the making of aplay the philo-
sophy—the idea behind the play—isgradually eliminated.
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"most of what now passsswith usfor religion and philosophy
will be replaced by poetry.” Yeats in an esssy on The
Philosophy of Shelley's Poetry, written in 1900, spesks of
"my one unshakable belief. | thought that whatever of
philosophy has been made poetry is alone permanent.” For
this attitude he could find a sanction in hisidol Blake who,
Yeats wrote in 1897, assumed that art had now changed
placeswithreligion and practical morality.

The poets of the Nineties took their doctrine from Pater
and their modelsfrom the French Symbolists* Y eatswritesin
hisIntroductionto the Oxford Book of Modern Versfe: " The
revolt against ‘Victorianism meant to the young poet a re-
volt against irrelevant descriptions of nature, the scientific
and moral discursiveness of In Memoriam . ., the political
elogquence of Swinburne, the psychological curiosity of
Browning, and the poetical diction of everybody." Some of -
his own very earliest poems were written apparently before
he joined in this revolt, for example the suppressed poem
How Ferencz Renyi Kept Slencewhichisinthecrusading man-
ner of the Romantic Revival—

"Therefore, O nation of the bleeding breast
Libations, from the Hungary of the West."

Butit took Yeatsvery littletimeto effect his purge. The new
idols were Catullus, the Jacobean poets, Verlaine, Baude-
laire. Verlaine, to judge from the essays of Arthur Symons,
sEms to have been considered the great poet of the day—
greater, because more controlled, than Rimbaud, greater,
because purer, than Baudelaire, who had his moral preoccu-
pations. Morality was dross. Lionel Johnson said that life
must bearitual; hiscircle ssemsto haveignored thefact that
aritual divorced from a belief—or from any belief except
belief inaritual—isavanity.

They did, however, profess one belief and that was belief
in passion. Yeats throughout his life harped upon passion,
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though this passion became steadily less nebulous and
earthier. His early cult of passion came from Pater, who had
writtenin hisfamous conclusion to The Renaissance: "Not to
discriminate every moment some passionate attitude T those
about us, and in the very brilliancy of their gifts some tragic
dividing of forces on their ways, is, on this short day of frost
and sun, to deep before evening." Itisgreat passions, accord-
ing to Pater, and especially the "poetic passion,” that give us
aquickened sense of life. Heisahedonist of avery specialized
kind. Theworldfor himisaflux out of which there emerges
an isolated individual receiving impressions. "Every
moment some form grows perfect in hand or face; some tone
on the hills or s is choicer than the rest; some mood of
passion or insight or intellectual excitement is irresistibly
real and attractive to us—for that moment only. Not the
fruit of experience, but experienceitself istheend.” What we
want, to use Pater's own word, is "pulsations.”

Pater however did not push this doctrine to its logical
conclusion which would be sheer sensual epicureanism;
few people could argue that looking at apicture givesaman
either more or stronger pulsations than the act of copulation. -
Pater therefore, who was himself afraid that the original
conclusion to The Renaissance might be misinterpreted by
the young, modified his cult of pulsations by a code of values
which is really alien to it. It is obvious that the aesthetic
atomism implicit in the passages quoted above—a pulsation
been and gone, another pulsation been and gone—is not
consistent with Pater's general philosophy which implies
that the valuable thing is not any one pulsation or any other
pulsation isolated, so to speak, in avacuum; what isvaluable
istherelationship between acontinuously existent perceiving
subject and a continuous and interdependent stream of
objects.

Pater's inconsistency may be due, asis so often the case, to
a crude use of language; his divorce of "the fruit of experi-
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ence" from "experience" is too absolute. If he treats this
abstract distinction as representing two things which are
really separable, heisthen quite right in saying that the end
Is not the fruit of experience, which in that case is merely
something put away on a shelf. But that would be a fdse
abstraction, afacile and meaningless divorce. Pater's whole
aesthetic attitude implies not a merely passve receptivity
but the exercise by the aesthete of deliberate selection. Now
the man who sdects may be more or less eclectic but his
criterion must be something like what idealist philosophers
call a Universal. (Even Marxian materialists may be
challenged to disprove this. What do they themselves mean
whenthey say that Dialectical Materialismistheright philo-
sophy?) The mere sensationalist must live in the flux of the
present. Pater renounces flux and lives largely in the past;
"Sheis older than the rocks among which she sits." He must
not be allowed to haveit both ways. Either he must renounce
his aesthetic atomism or he must admit that aesthetic
experience is good independently of the interpretation put
uponit. But he cannot make this admission, for it would be,
for him, a contradiction in terms; aesthetic experience for
Pater implies interpretation.

Yeats, like many of his contemporaries, was enormously
influenced by Pater, but while paying him lip service, he
never tried to confine himself to this impossible ideal of
" aesthetic atomism. Y eats was always trying to think of the
world as a system, of life as a pattern. Pater had sressed the
importance of the moods—the moods that are passionate or
receptive. Yeats eevates the mood into a kind of Platonic
Form. Suppose a man has an emotional reaction to a pear-
tree in blossom. According to the premises of aesthetic
atomism all we have hereis a particular man reacting in a
unique manner for a particular space of time to a particular
object; there is no Before or After, there are no affinities
transcending the present experience. But according to
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Y eats what happens is that the man for this short space of
timeissubject to one of the eternal moods; the pear tree serves
as an occasion for the mood's appearance. Y eats quiterightly
followsPater ininsisting that any experienceisunique, asany
individual person is unique, but he does not for that reason
suppose agreat gulf between one experience or person and al |
others; on the contrary, experiences and persons are, for
Yeats, manifestations—though unique manifestations—of
underlying principles. Hewill not accept the world as ahail-
storm of data which melt when they touch the ground.

Pater.supplied Yeats with a belief in the importance of
passion, a belief in the importance of style, a distrust of the
vulgar world, and a curious sort of aesthetic pantheism, a
make-believe homage to material objects which professes to
discount their materiality. This last has innumerable echoes
inYeats. Thusin his early love poems he seems to be looking
for Marius's "ideal of a perfect imaginative love": "The
human body in its beauty, as the highest potency of all the
beauty of material objects, seemed to him f Marius] just then
to be matter no longer, but, having taken celestial fire, to
asxxt itself as indeed the true, though visible, soul or spirit
in things." Marius's assumption leads to a paradox. If the
body of the beloved isaperfect expression of spirit, she hasno
need to be spiritual in the ordinary sense indeed, seeing that
all spiritual or intellectual activities of human beings are to
ome extent unsuccessful and impure, the more she under-
takes such activities, the more she will tend to sell her own
birthright and outragethe purespirituality of her body. This
paradox isimplicitinmuch of Yeatss poetry, for examplein
the late poem, Michael Robartes and the Dancer, where the
dancer is reproved for hankering for knowledge:

| have principlesto prove meright.
It followsfrom this L atin text
_ That blest souls are not composite,
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Andthat all beautiful women may
Liveinuncomposite blessadness,
Andlead ustothelike—if they

Will banish every thought, unless
Thelineamentsthat pleasetheir view
When the long looking-glassis full,
Even from the foot-sole think it too.

Similarly in his love-poems proper Yeats repeatedly de-
plores his beloved's refusal to observe the rules of the game,
to content herself with existing merely as a beautiful object.
JJT hroughout his life his advice to women is to abjure the
intellect and, in particular, political opinions and the critical
reason) Their discipline is to be that of the looking-glass.
Thisdoctrine, whileinherited from Pater's aestheticism, can
aso be related to Yesatss dislike of democracy, science, and
‘progress.

He has described his association with the English poets of
the Nineties in Autobiographies. To most people of my genera-
tion their mentality ssems more than foreign. These poets
believed in the priesthood of the poet but were content, and
indeed proud, to be priests without a congregation. Mr
Edmund Wilsonin Ax&l's Castle andyses certain prominent
writers of the last fifty years—the French Symbolists, Y eats,
Proust, Eliot, and even Joyce—and decides that they were
heretics, although magnificent heretics, against the normal
traditions of literature; in his last chapter he suggests that
these normal traditionswill soon re-assert themselves. | shall
try toshow thatin Y eatsslater poemshisheresy, in spite per-
haps of his own theories, gradually diminished. His early
work certainly lacked what Synge later called the timber
of poetry. It was composed on a theory which was perhaps
inevitable in the Nineties but which would hinder, if not
finally inhibit, apoet writingin more normal circumstances.

Yeats with his parents and brothers and sgters setded in
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London at the end of the Eighteen Eighties, when Y eats
was alittle over twenty. His father, John Butler Y eats, had
already predisposed him to aestheticism. John Butler Yeats
distrusted the "questioning intellect" and held that "Poets
must not meddle with opinions"; "It should never be for-
gotten," he wrote, "that poetry is the Voice_ of the Solitary
Spirit, prose the language of the sociable-minded.”" (Note
the distinction between voice—the stress on expression—and
language—the stress on communication.) His son entered
literary London under the banner of the Solitary Spirit. At
that time, as he says, he "was in all things pre-Raphaelite,"
(the pre-Raphaelites being the fore-runners of the Aesthetes)
and violently opposed to the new realism imported from the
art-schools of Paris. In face of this new realism Yeats was
blind as he was blind in face of Ibsen. He met other repre-
sentatives of the Opposition, in particular Henley: "I dis-
agreed with him about everything, but | admired him be-
yond words." Henley hated pre-Raphaelitism. He did not
convert Yeats but he probably served to remind him that
theworld, and even the world of art, is not necessarily two-
dimensional. At the same time, however, Yeats met the’
prince of the aesthetes, Wilde, whose gospel was the gospel
of Pater and who, while holding with the rest that life is
irrelevant to art, went further than the others in carrying
the principles of his art into life; he lived, Yeats writes, "with
no self-mockery at all an imaginary life; perpetually per-
formed aplay which wasin all things the opposite of all that
he had known in childhood and early youth." At thistime,
Yeats says, " My mind began drifting vaguely towards that
doctrine of 'the mask' which has convinced me that every
passionate man (I have nothing to do with mechanist, or
philanthropist, or man whose eyes have no preference) is, as
it were, linked with another age, historical or imaginary,
where alone he finds images that arouse his energy.” | shall
discuss this doctrine of the Mask later. At the moment it is
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important to note the taboo on the contemporary subject.

Within a short time Yeats had met many of the poets of
his own generation—Lionel Johnson, Ernest Dowson, John
Davidson, T. W. Rolleston, John Todhunter, Arthur
Symons. Johnson and Dowson were devotees of Art for Art's
Sake, Symons a spokesman for the French Symbolists, Rolles-
ton and Todhunter links with Ireland—all of them alike
rebels against, or runaways from, the world in which they
lived."Theoneconviction," Yeatswrites, "shared by all the
younger men... was an oppositionto all idess, all generaliza-
tions that can be explained and debated." Y eats was guilty
of knowing himself aborn explainer and debater.

The paradox of these poets was that they aimed at an
artificial simplicity, that they st out deliberately to seem
spontaneous. It is amusing to find their attitude—and the
influence of Pater—reflected in an early essay by James
Joyce{Homageto James Clarence Mangan, 1902): "A song by
Shakespeare or Verlaine, which seems so free and living and
as remote from any conscious purpose as rain that fallsin a
garden or thelights of evening, isdiscovered to betherhythm
and speech of an emotion otherwise incommunicable, at
least so fitly." (Notice here that the prose, as well as the
thought, is the prose of Pater. This strain of the aesthete per-
sisted inJoyce. | refer once more to Axel's Castle. Yeats and
Joyce, as| shall suggest |ater, probably had more in common
than either of them would have admitted.) Yeats says the
same thing in apoem, Adam's Curse, published in 1904:

I said,"Alinewill takeushoursmaybe;
Yetif it does not seem a moment's thought,
Our stitching and unstitching has been naught.”

In spite of himself Yeats wanted stronger meat than the
songs of Shakespeare or Verlaine, He looked for ideas in
Shelley and Blake. It would seem that the ban onideas could
be lifted if these ideas were irrational. Blake's cult of the
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irrational, his belief that "Science is the Tree of Death,"
were most sympathetic to Yeats. Like the other Nineties
poets Y eats hated rationalism and everyday realism; unlike
them, he hankered for system. Paradoxically, he s&t out in
cold blood tobuild up by a process of meticulous selection
a system which should be irrational and in defiance of all
accepted contemporary systems. | suspect that he was
motivated in this by the knowledge that he lacked an
academic education.

Mr Edmund Wilson regards Y eats as the nearest English -
parallel to the French Symbolists, as an offshoot of the same
movement. Yeats, however, though he met Verlaine and
Mallarmé, did not come in much direct contact with the new
French poetry. He knew it mainly through the translations
and imitations and expositions of Arthur Symons, who con-
siderably diluted his originals. Symons in his book on The
Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899), which he dedicatesto
Yeats as "the chief representative of that movement in our
country,” makes many statements or implications about art
which agree almost exactly with the tenets of the early Y eats.
Thus Symons writes: "The artist, it cannot be too clearly
understood, has no more part in society than a monk in
domestic life ..." In the same year Y eats was having a con-
troversy inthe Dublin Daily Expresswith John Eglinton, who
had complained: " T he poet looks too much away from him-
sef and from his age, does not fedl the facts of life enough,
but seeks in art an escape from them." Yeats answered, in-
stancing inevitably Villiers del'lsle Adam, that art is not
for thecrowd: "I believe that the renewal of belief, whichis
the great movement of our time [wishful thinking?], will
more and more liberate the arts from 'their age and from
life, and leave them more and more free to lose themselvesin
beauty, and to busy themselves, like all the great poetry of
the past and like religions of all times, with 'old faiths, myths,
dreams, the accumualated beauty of the age. | believe that all
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men will more and more reject the opinion that poetry is a
‘criticism of life®, and be more and more convinced that it isa
revelation of a hidden life, and that they may even come to
think 'painting, poetry, and music' 'the only means of con-
versing with eternity left to man on earth." "

Yeats was peculiar—almost, indeed, self-contradictory—
inthat hefused Symbolist doctrine with nationalist doctrine.
Thus Mr Wilson writes; " | f we do not ordinarily think of
Yeats as primarily a Symbolist poet, it is because, in taking
Symbolism to Ireland, he fed it with new resources and gave
it a specia accent which leads us to think of his poetry from
the point of view of its national qualities rather than from
the point of view of its relation to the rest of European
literature." Intaking Symbolism to Ireland Yeatsinevitably
compromised it, but he compromised it with something
which had already a symbolist tendency. Thus Thomas
MacDonagh, writing on Irish Literature (published 1916),
explains that the Irish literary movement is parallel, al-
though quite differently motivated, to modernist movements
elsewhere: "To us as to the ancient Irish poets, the half-said
thing is dearest.” The half-said thing is conspicuous in the
early poems of Yeats. Hisfriend Symons wrote: "Description
is banished that beautiful things may be evoked, magically;
the regular beat of verse is broken in order that words may
fly, upon subtler wings . . ." Yeats, as we shall se later
modified this practice, but at this period he was avoiding
both description and rhetoric, two characteristics of the
journalist. A wider view of poetry might have made him less
severe upon journalism. Verlaine was no journalist but what
about Villon? Verlaine was no rhetorician but what about
Shakespeare or Dante or the Greeks? The Nineties poets, if
logical, would have had to consider these poets shockingly
impure. And the reason for their impurity was patent; they
had too much truck with life o

"As for living, our servants will that for us." This
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favourite quotation of Yeats's came from his golden book,
Ax8l, published in 1890, the year after its author had died.
Villiersde|Tsle Adam anticipated Yeatsin many respects,
for example in a strong bias towards aristocracy. He always
remembered that he was a descendant of the Grand Master
of theKnightsof St John of Jerusalem and hishero Axel isa
hypersensitive aristocrat too exquisite for this world. The
same snobbery appears repeatedlyiin Y eats, who writes, for
instance, in Dramatis Personae: "Ishot all charminherited,
whether of the intellect, of the manners, of the character, or
of literature? A great lady is as simple as a great poet/°
In the same way Symons writes of de I'lsle Adam himself:
"Tothearistocratic conception of things, nobility of soul is
indeed a birthright, and the pride with which this gift of
nature is accepted is exactly the opposite kind to that
democratic pride to which nobility of soul is a conquest,
valuablein proportiontoitsdifficulty.” Theressamstobea
suggestion here that the latter kind of pride is misplaced.
In any case, for Yeats and Symons, it is the former kind
which providesamodel for the artist. Y eats has many poems
exalting monied leisure; the aristocracy find truth through
idleness.

De Plsle Adam also, like Pater, hated science—"the oldest
offspring of the chimeras'—and was opposed to "the mon-
strous paradox of progress.” Yeats agreed with him in both
respects and aso in thinking that knowledge is merely a
process of recognition. Y eatssdoctrine of the Great Memory
—aparallel to Plato's anamnesis—is an aristocratic doctrine
which dispenses with the services of Science, "thereligion of
thesuburbs." Truth, on this doctrine, cannot be reached by
induction (Yeats never forgave Locke for denying innate
ideas); we ourselves are a part of the Great Memory and the
truthrunsinour veinslikeblueblood. Tofind thistruthwe
need not work in alaboratory. We shall find it better when
the critical faculty is stilled, whether it be stilled by the
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supervening of trances or by the mere following of an aristo-
cratic routine—for example by "the discipline of the look-
ing-glass.” Itisinteresting that Y eats, like Plato, combined
hisdoctrine of anamnesiswith the doctrine of re-incarnation,
herein following another French Decadent, Gerard de
Nerval.

The Nineties poets, in Symonsswords, followed the Sym-
bolists in attempting a "revolt against exteriority, against
rhetoric, againstamaterialistictradition.” Their differentia
of the spiritual world, or of the internal life, was its mystery.
Rimbaud had written: " The poet should definethe quantity
of the unknown which awakesin histime." Yeats wrote in
1900: "The poet of essences and pure ideas (i.e. the poet par
excellence) must sk in the half-lights that glimmer from
symbol to symbol asif to the ends of the earth, all that the
epic and dramatic poet finds of mystery and shadow in the
accidental circumstances of life." Pater already, in urging
the artist to cherish sensations and impressions, had implied
~ that the stranger these sensations were, the better.

Yeatss essay on The Autumn of the Flesh (later renamed
The Autumn of the Bodly) is another exposition of the gospel of
Symbolism as preached by Symons. He once more pays
homage to de PIsle Adam as awriter who "created persons
from whom has fallen all even of personal characteristic ex-
cept athirst for that hour when all things shall passaway like
avapour, and apride like that of the Magi following their
star over many mountains.” And, praising Maeterlinck too, he
describes his own struggle against "that externality,” which
a"time of scientific and political thought has brought into
literature." The new poets, following amovement begunin
England by Rossetti, "speak out of some personal or spiritual
passion in words and types and metaphors that draw one's
imagination as far as possible from the complexities of
modern life and thought.” It was, Yeats goes on, "with
Ooethe and Wordsworth and Browning that poetry gave up
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theright to consider all thingsintheworld asadictionary of
types and symbols and began to call itself a critic of life and
aninterpreter of thingsasthey are." Itisagood comment on
the mentality of the Ninetiesthat it could think of poetslike
Homer or Chaucer or Villon as esoteric students poring over
adictionary of symbols.

Thenew poets, however, did not always practlsewhatthey
preached. And they did not always preach on the same text.
Thus Symons himself, in an essay on Modernity in Verse
(1897), utters what would have been anathema to Y eats,
"Tobemodernin poetry, to represent really oneself and one's
surroundings, the world asit is to-day, is, perhaps, the most
difficult, asitiscertainly the most interesting, of all artistic
achievements." He instances two artists, whom Y eats could
not appreciate, Manet and Degas, and speeks of "the finest
of modern subjects, the pageant of London." It is to be
noticed that for Symons, however, modern London is not
what Elizabethan London was for the Elizabethans—a huge,
multicellular organism; it is merely a pageant, an artist's
scrap-bbok.

| shall have more to say about the Nineties poetsin Chap-
ter iv. Thetwo to whom Y eats was closest were Johnson and
Dowson, poets who lived in the Ivory Tower and died be-
caueof it. The Tower at thistime had many brilliant apolo-
gists, in particular Oscar Wilde, who stated in 1891: "Art
never expresses anything but itself"; it was left to the Ab-
stractionist painters of twentieth-century France to refute
thisby areductio ad abaurdum Wilde—and here Y eatsfollowed
him—hated the idea that an artist should express his own
age: "So far from being the creation of its time, it [Art] is
usually indirect oppositiontoi t., . thetwo thingsthat every
artist should avoid are modernity of form and modernity of
subject matter." It is significant that Aubrey Beardsley,
while violently opposing (in 1897) "the Burne-Jones and
Morrisian mediaeval business,” should merely change one
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archaism for another, advocating the setting up of "awhole-
some seventeenth- and eighteenth-century standard of what
picture-making should be." The Victorian worship of facts
and belief in progress and democracy had brought about a
hatred of facts, a belief that art stands aloof from life, is
independent of history, and is caviare to the general. "The
master,” Whistler had said in 1885, in his famous lecture,
Ten O'Clock, "standsinno rel ation to themoment at which he
occurs—a monument of isolation—hinting at sadness—
having no part in the progress of his fellow men." Or, to
quote Wilde again: "The sphere of Art and the sphere of
Ethics are absolutely distinct and separate.”

In accepting these beliefs Y eats found himself amember of
apowerful cliquebut facing apowerful opposition. Hisanti-
Christ was Ibsen. "Art is art because it is not nature," he
kept repeating to himself—or so he says—as he watched his
first Ibsen play. " Astime passed, | bsen becamein my eyesthe
chosen author of very clever young journalists, who, con-
demned to their treadmill of abstraction, hated music and
style." This very perverse view finds a parallel nowadays
among those who dismiss Ibsen as a mere period piece, who
insist that Ibsen 'dates’ because the problem of A DolVs
Houseisonewhichin our society hasbeen moreor lesssolved.
They do not realize that the particular conflict of A DolVs
House is tragic not becauseitis particular but becauseitisa
conflict. Yeatssimilarly wasmisled by asurfaceview; hedis-
liked Ibsen because of the modernity of histhemes. The Greek
tragedians had taken modern themes and disguised them
inmythology. With Ibsenitis amost the other way round:
. he takes the archetypes and disguises themin Here and Now.

Pater had cried out for strange beauty; Yeats for a time
seemed almost to equate the strange with the beautiful.
Naturally helooked back to the Romantic Revival and par-
ticularly to Shelley. But where the Romantics had sowed
with the whole sack, Yeats tried to apply Pater's tenet that
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artisthe "removal of surplusage.” Shelley isfull of surplus-
age. Beddes the impurities in his content, Yeats must have
seen that Shelley was a cardess craftsman, verbose and facile,
sometimes vulgar in both diction and rhythm. Y eats began
by ignoring the Godwin and the Rousseau and the Plato in
Shelley; in his essay on the Philosophy of Shelley's Poetry
(1900) he spends his time discussing Shelley's symbols—
caves, underground rivers, towers, the morning star—and
attempts to build out of these a Shelleyan system (Hamlet, in
fact, without the Prince of Denmark). Shelley's influence—
or rather the influence of this pseudo-Shelley—was bad for
the youthful Yeats, as can be seen from The Wanderings of
Oisin. If you purge Shelley of his beliefs, you are left with a
mass of nonsense writing—

his scattered hair
Sered by the autumn of strange suffering
Sungdirgesinthewind...

[t will be seenin this book that Y eats steadily moved away
both from the doctrines of Pater and the Aesthetes and from
the Romantic model. Thiswas largely due to his orientation
towards Ireland, who was herself accepted for her romantic
and aesthetic possibilities, but who gave Yeats something
other than he was looking for. By 1906 he was able to write:
"What moves natural men in the arts is what moves them
in life"—and he dips in no aspersion on "natural men."
About the same time, writing on The Musician and the
Orator, he attacks Pater for having said that music is the
typeof all thearts: "I in my present mood am all for the man
who, with an average audience before him, uses all means of
persuasion... and but so much music as he can discover on
the wings of words." Thistardy recognition of both life and
rhetoric can be referred to Yeats's contacts with the theatre.
But why did he take to the theatre? His own explanation,
given in 1906, was. "To me drama . . . has been the search

D
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for more of manful energy, more of cheerful acceptance of
whatever arises out of the logic of events, and for clean out-
line, instead of those outlines of lyric poetry that are blurred
with desire and vagueregret.” That is, he now requires botl:
harder form and solider subject matter. The vision of Axe
isfading. "We should ascend,” he writes, "out of commor
interests, the thoughts of the newspapers, of the market-place
of men of science, but only sofar [italicsmine] aswecan carry
the normal, passionate, reasoning sdif, the personality as a
whole." And about the sametimehewrote: "Surely theidea
of culture expressed by Pater can only create feminine souls.’
In accordance with this change of heart his own writing
became more masculine and athletic and the personality
expressed init fuller and lessrarefied. Most of the poets of the
Nineties lost themselves in the sands. Y eats escaped because
he harnessed the aesthetic doctrine to a force outside itself
which hefound in his own country.



CHAPTERI I
THE IRISH BACKGROUND

The faculty of abstracting from the land
their eyes behold, another Ireland through
which they wandered in dream, has aways
“been a characteristic of the Irish poets—A.E.

RELAND meant to Yeats something very specialized.

[tis not Ireland as the ordinary person knowsiit, yetitis

something distilled from that Ireland. It may be largely
adream but it is truer than many conceptions of Ireland held
by both Irishmen and Englishmen—than the Ireland of the
popular stage and the popular song or than the Ireland of
mogt politicians, whose vision, as Yeats would have said, is
distorted by abstractions. Most Irish people cannot see
Ireland clearly because they are busy grinding axes. Many
English pebple cannot s her clearly because she gives them
a tear in the eye; only this year (1939) at a London per-
formance of The Playboy of the Western World | overheard
people in the audience saying to each other "Aren't the
i sh sweetl"

Yeats's own view of Ireland was not consistent throughout
his life and was itself, it must be admitted, sometimes dis-
torted or blurred by abstractions, by wishful thinking, by
sentimentality, by partisanship. In his early days he tried to
equate Ireland with a Celtic Utopia—a land of beautiful
dreams. (Even Thomas Davis had already uttered the
warning that 1rish does not necessarily mean Celtic.) During
this period his nationalism was orthodox and romantic. In
his middle years some experience of public life and politics
disillusioned him. The kind of nationalism which he ad-
mired, represented by John O'Leary, was in a decline. The
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nationalism dominant seemed to him to involve a shocking
waste of energy and to haveruined thelivesof anumber of his
friends. It was vulgar; A.E. no doubt was thinking of its
vulgarity when he said that Constance Markievicz ought to
have been born an American. Ireland now seemed the enemy
rather than the patroness of poetry—"the seeming needs of
my fool-driven land."

During his disillusionment, however, Yeats met Lady
Gregory and J. M. Synge, who restored to him the Ireland of
his childhood. Lady Gregory revived his admiration for the
Anglo-Irish landowners—for that Protestant Ascendancy
Ireland which Gaelic Leaguers deny is Irish at all. He had
always, as | have said, apartiality for blue blood; asachild
he was impressed by a great-aunt who had "alittle Jamesthe
First cream-jug with the Y eats motto and crest." With this
went a contempt for the middle dasses. Synge on the other
hand strengthened his old admiration for the Irish peasantry
but under anew aspect.Y eats had previously been fascinated
by the Irish peasant beCause he was a person who knew the
fairies. It was Synge whao brought home to him the value of
their brutevitality, of—inYeatsswords—"all that hasedge,
all that issalt in the mouth, all that isrough to the hand, all
that heightens the emotions by contest, all that stings into
life the sense of tragedy.” As| shall point out later, from the
time of meeting Synge Y eats's poetry shows far more recog-
nition of physical man.

Till the end of hislife Yeats found the two finest types of
Ireland in the peasant and the aristocrat. Thusin avery late
poem, The Municipal Gallery Re-Visited (published 1938) he
writes:

John Synge, |, and Augusta Gregory thought
Allthatwedid, all that we said or sang

Must comefrom contact with the soil, from that
Contact everything Antaeus-like grew strong.
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Wethree alonein modern times had brought
Everything downtothat soletest again,
Dream of the noble and the beggarman.

The Irish statesman whom he most admired was, inevit-
ably, Parnell, who carried around with him, even in com-
mittee rooms, an aristocratic solitude” Y eatsin his|ater days
exalted beside Parnell earlier Protestant champions of Ire-
land, Grattan and Swift—and even Bishop Berkeley. His
last prosewriting, Onthe Boiler, reveasthereactionary ideals
which he would have liked to sse embodied in his nation:
"Theformation of milifary families should be encouraged,"
for human violence must be embodied in our institutions.
And Ireland must have a caste system, taking warning from
modern democracies: "the new-formed democratic parli-
aments of Indiawill doubtless destroy, i f they can, the caste
system that has saved Indian intellect” [italics mine]. Yeatss
demands for caste within the nation and for national
sovereignty make an interesting contrast with the ideas
expressed by A .E. in The National Being.

Before, however, Yeats had arrived at his own elegant
brand of fascism, he had received from Ireland a violent
shock, at the same time horrifying and stimulating. (It is
probable that comparable shocks in his private life dso
served asstimuli tohispoetry.) After hisearly dayscampaign-
ing with Maud Gonne, he had come to feel that they were
poking a dead fire In 1913 he wrote a poem deploring the
lack of daring and imagination in contemporary Ireland, its
petty acquisitiveness and its petty piety—

What need you, being cometo sense,

But fumblein a greasy till

And add the halfpence to the pence

And prayer to shivering prayer, until

Y ou havedried the marrow from the bone;
For menwereborn to pray and save:
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Romanticlreland’'sdead and gone
It'swith O'Learyinthegrave.®

Thenin 1916 occurred the Easter Rising.

This risng was 0 unexpected and so unworldly that it
brought Romantic I reland back—but with adifference. The
leaders were not of the Parnell type. Oddly assorted with
each other, they were nearly all of them men with whom
Yeats could have little personal sympathy. Padraic Pearse
declared that bloodshed was a cleansng and sanctifying
thing. James Connolly, the practically-minded Labour
leader, shelved his differences with the nationalists to under-
take an adventurewhich he knew was foredoomed tofailure.
Apparently he reasoned that the failure would be fruitful.
Hewasright.

The Irish people, who had ignored or didiked the rebels,
swung over totheir sdein mass as soon as the English shot
the gxteen leaders. Yeats, however, ssms to have been
caught in two minds. The rebds were in the tradition of
Wolfe Tone—a tradition whose decline he had deplored—
but he could not be sure that their sacrifice was necessary—

Was it neadless death after all?

But, however hisjudgement may havevacillated, hewaspro-
foundly affected for therest of hislifeby theRisingand by the
violent events which succeeded it. Just asin On the Boiler he
demands that national ingitutions shall embody human
violence, so again and again in his later poetry he ssams to
-~ imply that individual violence is one of the rights of man.
Thus during the Civil War we find him actually envying
"violent men":

! Sephen MacK enna expressd similar fedings writing in
1908 about the backward bittepiess of present-day Ireland: 'we
arefor ever punchingtheair; no onewinsbecause no onefights,
only Ireland always loses'
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An affable Irregular,

A heavily-built Falstaffian man,

Comes crackingjokes of civil war
Asthough to die by gunshot were
Thefinest play under the sun.

| count those feathered balls of soot
The moor-hen guides upon the stream,
To silence the envy in my thought,
And turntowardsmy chamber, caught
In the cold snows of adream.

And he repeatedly recognizes the creativeness of violence
(s Blood and the Moon) and opposes it to the passivity of
merewisdom. In hisvery last poems heis still harping on this
theme:

Y ou that Mitchel's prayer have heard
"Send war in our time, O Lord!"
Know that when all words are said
And aman isfightingmad,
Something drops from eyes long blind,
He completes his partial mind . . .}

| shall discuss later Yeats's political development and the
various meanings which he attributed to Ireland. After this
very brief and approximateresumel must goback tolreland

1| have some difficulty in deciding why, if Rupert Brooke's
sonnets quoted in thefirst chapter were bad because of their senti-
ments, the above lines should be good—as | think they are. Per-
haps it is because Brooke is taking it upon himself to welcome a
vag mechanical war , which destroysindividuality, astheopening
of anew and better lifefor theindividual; whereasY eatsfrom his
observation of people who took part in quite a different kind of
war—a localized, irregular war which was governed by in-
dividualsinstead of gover ningthem—makesmer ely acomment (he
is not, like Brooke, uttering any dogans) on the effect such vio-
lence had upon thoseengaged in it.
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ashefound it—asit moulded hisfirst thoughtsand asit came
back upon him in fuller force after hisflirtationwith London
aestheticism. It is notoriously dangerous to generalize about
Ireland, but there are certain things which | can point out,
either because they are patent facts or because | myself have
experienced them. Like Yeats, | was brought up in an Irish
middle-class Protestant family. | allow for the difference that
he spent his childhood in the primitive west, whereas | spent
mineintheindustrial north.

Among the patent facts are the facts of size. Geographic-

-ally Ireland is considerably smaller than England; in respect
of population it is very much smaller indeed. And other
things within the country are smaller than their EngHsh
counterparts. Incomes are smaller, fields are smaller, cot-
tages are smaller. The large English meadow, like the large
English country meal, isararity inIreland. Thefarmersare
mainly small farmers; consequently thereisalesser proportion
of hired agricultural labourers. These characteristic small-
neses while uniting the country against England which is
regarded as essentially big, divide it against itself. As in
Spain, thereisvery intenselocal feeling; aman from the next
parishisaforeigner.

Other patent facts are the facts of landscape and climate.
Climate cannot be stressed too strongly. | sympathize with
Bernard Shaw who wrotein his Introduction to John BulVs
Other Island: "There isno Irish race any morethan thereis
an English race or aYankeerace. Thereisan Irish climate,
whichwill stamp animmigrant moredeeply and durably in
two years, apparently, than the English climatewill intwo
hundred." Thisclimate affects the landscape. An Irishland-
scape is capable of pantomimic transformation scenes, one
moment it will be desolate, dead, unrelieved monotone, the
nextitwill beanindescribably shifting pattern of prismatic
light. Thelight effects of | rel and make other landscapes seem
stodgy; on the other hand, few countries can produce any-
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thing more depressing than Ireland in her grey moments.
Y eats's best-known landscapes were Sligo and Galway and he
deliberately set out to match hisverse to them. | do not think
it fanciful to maintain that he succeeded, that thereis some-
thing palpably in common between the subtle colour and
movement of hisverse and that western landscape which isat
the same time delicate and strong.

It is harder to predicate characteristics of the Irish them-
svesthan of their country. | would risk the stock generaliza-
tion that the Irish are born partisans. Whatever they are sup-
porting, they support it violently and—usually—nbitterly.
Thisviolenceisascommoninthenorthasinthesouth. With
It there goes a vigour of speech and a colour of phrasing un-
common acrossthewater. Inreading Y eats's Autobiographies
| noticed an odd paradox: Yeats, as alittle boy in the west,
read Orange songs and fancied himself dying facing the
Fenians; |, asalittle boy among Orangemen, imagined my-
self arebel against England.

| would risk another generalization, namely that the Irish
are born puritans. This is too often overlooked and can be
related tothepreceding; Irishpoliticscould very plausibly be
explained assublimation. Most I rishwritersare conditioned
by this puritan background. Thus George Mooreis often the
naughty little boy salf-conscioudy breaking the rules; Synge
is the man whose respectable antecedents have given him a
taste for "all that is salt in the mouth." Y eats himself began
writing in the belief that the body corrupts and, converted
late in life to the opposite belief, began to parade his sen-
suality like areleased prisoner conscious of hisfreedom.

But, as| said, it is unsafe to generalize about Ireland or the
Irish. Their character could best be expressed in a st of
antinomies, which would require an anaysis that | cannot
givehere. Wecould say, for example: Thelrish are sentimental
(see any popular song book) but we could aso say: Thelrish
are unsentimental (see John Bull's Other Island). Or again: The
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Irish geniusis personal (see Y eats passm and the popular Eng-
lish conception of the Irishman as a 'character) and The
Irish genius is impersonal (see almost any translations of early
[rish poetry). Or again: The Irish are formal (witness the con-
ventions of the peasantry, the intricacies of Gaelic poetry, the
political technique of Mr De Valera) and The Irish are lap-
dash (witness the way they run their houses). Or again: Ire-
land is a land of Tradition (think of the Irishman's notorious
long memory) and Ireland suffersfrom lack of Tradition (see
Yeatss well-founded strictures in Dramatis Personae). Such
antinomies could easily be multiplied. Yeats himselfin an
essy on The Celtic Element in Literature (1902) shows that
he is conscious of this dialectic: "When an early Irish poet
calls the Irishman famous for much loving, and aproverb ...
talks of the lovelessness of the Irishman, they may say but the
same thing, for if your passionis great enough it leads you to a
country where there are many cloisters." The Irish dialectic
is best, perhaps, resolved by a paradox: Ireland, like other
countries, hasobviouslimitations; theselimitations, if rightly
treated, become assts. | would suggest therefore as a final
antinomy this: Itiseasytobelrish; itisdifficult tobelrish.

Itiseasy tobe Irish because, Ireland being asmall country,
the Irishman can trade upon the glamour of minorities. If he
isinlreland, all he need do is talk about the country as if it
were hisfamily estate; if heisin England, all heneed doistalk
about being Irish. (One need only, for proof of this, inspect
the behaviour of Irish children at English schools. Y eats was
no exception when he went to school in London.) An Eng-
lishman cannot make capital in the same way out of being
English. England isfar too over-populated and too complex.

On the other hand it is difficult to be Irish because the
traditional Irish aimistobespiritually self-supportingandin
the modernworld th|5|5a3|mpract|cable—for anindividual
or for a small country—as to Be materially self-supporting.
Yeats nominally accepted this aim but in following it prac-
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tised a good deal of sleight-of-hand. When he borrowed
something (say) from India, he would excuse himself by the
suppositionthat Indiais essentially Irish. And helacked the
logic of the Gaelic League, for all his Hfe he wrote in the
language of thealien.

When | read Y eats's account of his childhood I find many
things which are echoed in my own or in that of other Irish
people | know—in particular, the effects of loneliness, or a
primitive rural life; the clannish obsesson with one's own.
family: the combination of an anarchist individualismwith
puritanical taboos and inhibitions; the half-envious con-
tempt for England; the constant desire to show off; a senti-
mental attitude to Irish history; a callous indifference to
those outside the gates; an identification of Ireland with the
spirit and of England with crass materialism.

Even now many Englishmen are unaware of the Irish-
man's contempt for England. Although brought up in the
Unionist North, | found myself saturated in the belief that
the English are an inferior race. Soft, heavy, gullible, and
without any sense of humour. They had an ugly way of
speaking and they had covered the world with machines.
They were extraordinarily slow in the uptake. In my eyes
they were so much foreigners that when the Great War broke
outin 1914 (I wasthen nearly seven) it was some time before
I could make out whether it was the English or the Germans
who weretheenemy.

Y eats was always conscious that the English were foreig-
ners or, to put the emphasis more correctly, that he was a
foreigner among the English. Thushewrote at thetime of the
Boer War: "To transmute the anti-English passion into a
passion of hatred against the vulgarity and materialism
whereon England has founded her worst life and the whole
life that she sends us, has always been a dream of mine ..."
But in trying to avoid the materialism of the Saxon he for
some time misrepresented the genius of the Gael. Herein he
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followed Matthew Arnold who, athorough Englishman, had
been pleased to find in the Celts a "vehement reaction against
the despotism of fact." This is not borne out by early Irish
poetry. Thomas MacDonagh, who imputes to Standish
O'Grady, the founder of the Celtic renaissance, a misunder-
standing of the Celt, writes: "Nothing could be more clear,
more direct, more gem-like, hard and delicate and bright,
than the earlier lyric poetry..." And Mr Setn O'Faolainin
hisIntroductionto The Flowering Branch, writes of these same
lyricsthat many of them give "the homeliness and stability of
‘average' life," while their nature poetry, of which thereis a
great deal, is entirely free from the "English sentimental
attitude to nature"; far from being pantheistic it is elegantly
matter-of-fact. Y eats, though guilty himself of sentimentality
and twilight, recognized this fact as early as 1889; in an
article on Todhunter in The Providence Sunday Journal he
wrote of the Saxon: "Heisfull of self-brooding. Like hisown
Wordsworth, most English of poets, he finds his image in
every lake and puddle. He has to burden the skylark with his
cares before he can celebrate it. He is always a lens coloured
by sdf."”
After this attack on self-brooding it is odd to find the early

Yeats practising it himself:

Beloved, gaze in thine own heart,

The holy tree is growing there;

Fromjoy the holy branches start,

And all the tremblingflowersthey bear,

The changing colours of its fruit

Have dowered the stars with merry light;

The surety of its hidden root

Has planted quiet in the night;

The shaking of its leafy head

Has given the waves their melody,

And made my lips amusic wed,

Murmuring awizard song for thee .. .
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Such writing as this was accepted by most of his contem-
porariesin the Nineties, and is still accepted by some people
to-day, astypically Irish.

Theold Irish poetry, whose traditions he hoped to revive,
was very different, having affinitieswith Villon rather than
with Blake, Shelley, or Wordsworth. | quote from the ex-
cellent translations by Frank O'Connor:

Yes, and the teeth up here,
Up in the ancient skull,

Cracked the yellow nuts,
Tore the haunch of the bull.

Savage and sharp and huge,

They crunched the naked bone.
Andevery tittleand joint

Was mince €er the meal was done.

Similarly when in one of these poems a hermit, praises his
life, his praises are ail materialistic—what he has to eat and
drink, what he ss and hears around him in the country.
This poetry hasits hyperboles but it is hard. Anditshumour,
likethelrishhumourinall periods, isoften cruel:

Three things ssk my death,
Hard at my heds they run—
Hang them, sweet Christ, all three—
Devil, maggot and son.

Thishardness lasted into the English ballad poetry writtenin
Ireland in the eighteenth century, is found, for example, in
the magnificent war ballad so admired by Yeats himself,
Johnny, | hardly knew ye, which represents | reland moretruly
than all the songs of Moore.

Yeats did Ireland an injustice when heM ried to foist on to
her theosophy on the one hand and Nineties aestheticism on
the other. But it was Ireland that saved him from becoming
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the dave of these things. For alittle time Yeats, like Lionel
Johnson, treated Ireland as the symbol of an aesthetes
Weltsckmer z, sse Johnson's poem which befngs

Thy sorrow, and the sorrow of the sea,
Aregsges ..

But the tougher Ireland, rediscovered by Synge, dominated
in the end and was to receive Yeatss homage in one of his
very last poems

Sing the peasantry and then
Hard-riding country gentlemen,
The hadliness of monks, and after
Porter-drinkers randy laughter. ..

Before Yeatsthe best English poetry written by Irishmen
had been anonymous. The sreet-ballads and broadsheets
have, in the words of Thomas M acDonagh (echoing Synge)
"the timber and the sap of true poetry,” and often, in the
wor dsof Padraic Colum, the" har sh zest of life of peoplewho
arebelow decorum," for example TheNight beforeLarrywas
Stretched. Sometimes, however, they attain a high romantic
beauty—

"But | will climb ahigh, high tree,
And rob awild bird'snest,
And|I'llbringback whatever | dofind
Tothearms| lovethebes," she said,

"Tothearms| lovethe bes."

This anonymous poetry was one of Yeatss sources and
balanced the hot-house products of late Victorian England.
The more sf-constious nineteenth-century Irish poes
writing in English were also more vulgar. Thus we get the
pineapple sveetness of M oor e and the thump and swags
and syrupy sdf-pity of Mangan. Mangan was a typ
figure, the son of a grocer, a down-and-out eccenti.
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fessing to know many languages and a connoisseur of the
exotic but a man who.had never been abroad, trying with
opium and brandy to deaden his sorrows or maybe the sor-
rows of Ireland. After these there came the professedly
political poets of 'Young Ireland," who used, in Yeats's
words, "amethod of writing that took its poetical stylefrom
Campbell, Scott, Macaulay, and Beranger," and who were
led by the powerful personality of Thomas Davis. Davisin
1845 demanded from Irish poets "bounding animal spirits”
and these are indeed the characteristic of his school—

In her sun, in her soil, in her station thrice blest,
Wi ith her back towards Britain, her face to the West.

Y eats was lent the patriotic verses of Young Ireland by the
Fenian leader, John O'Leary, and they had an enormous
effect on him. He writes: "From these debates [of a young
Ireland Society], from O'Leary's conversation, and from the
Irish books he lent or gave me has come all | have set my
hand tosince ..." Thisis astartling admission; there can be
few great poetswhoin their adult years wereinspired by such
bad poetry. But, though bad, it sprang from impulses akinto
his own and so moved him far more than much of the
genuine poetry of England. He did not, however, lose his
critical faculty andwould certainly have agreedwith Lionel
Johnson's strictures on the descendants of Young Ireland:
"An attention to form and style is apparently an English
vice. . . An Irish poet of to-day may lack a thousand Irish
virtues: but if he give a devoted care to the perfecting of his
art, he will have at least one Celtic note, one characteristic
Irish virtue... Passionate impulse and patient pains are not
incompatible.. ."Johnson goes on to ask: "Is Ireland to be
the only nation which influences from without are bound to

iu and unnationalize: the only nation incapable of as
her gating to herself, of nationalizing and naturalizing, the
the other of art and learning, left by other nations?" In the
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same article Johnson criticizes the usijia metric of modern
Anglo-Irish verse, those swinging anapaests and dactyls
which, while possibly borrowed from the Gaelic, have avery
different and much coarser effect in English. With all this
Yeats would have agreed. He welcomed the energy of Y oung
Ireland but he recognized that it was running to seed. "Ire-
land," he wrote, "cannot put from her the habits learned
from her old military civilization and from a church that
prays in Latin. Those popular poets have not touched her
heart, her poetry when it comes will be distinguished and
lonely." '

Yeats, armed with the canons he had taken from the
aesthetes, set himself to reorganize Irish poetry, to make it
distinguished and lonely. As A .E. says of him, "He ipay be
regarded as the pivot around which Irish literature turned
frominstinctiveto consciousart.” Inreviving Irishliterature
he revived himself, was saved from spending his time in the
adulteration of foreign wines. He may at times have distorted
the meaning of Ireland but it was Ireland that gave body to
~ his poetry. His escgoe from England coincided with his
escape from adolescence. His adolescent poetry is his English
poetry. His early poems still show the undue influence of
Keats, Shelley, and Morris. There are worse influences in
poems which he suppressed, for instance that of Swinburne
whose sensuality isthe sensuality of the Englishman trying to
be latin. | quote the following, not out of spite to Yeatss
memory but to give the measure of his rapid progress in his
earliest period of writing and as an encouragement to young
pOets:

Afar from our lawn and our levee,
O gger of sorrowful gaze!
Where the roses in scarlet are heavy
And dream of the end of their days,
Y ou move in another dominion
And hang o'er the historied stone;
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Unpruned is your beautiful pinion,
Who wander and whisper alone.

He himself said that Innisfree was his first properly-Irish

em. It is a poeni which owing to its popularity is often

Wadays unfairly despised. Thus Mr Stephen Spender

itesof it very contemptuously in The Destructive Element asa

em which "calls up the image of ayoung man reclining on

‘ellow satin sofa" Mr Spender can write this because he

ws that when Yeats wrote Innisfree, he was consorting

the indolent aesthetes of London's fin de siécle. But

\e actually was a protest against London. | se no

to disbelieve Yeatss own statement that at the time

e wrote it, he was longing for County Sligo. And

Sligo is not a Never-Never Land. The poem is a

.nnered poem and, in a sense, escapist, but the escape

which Yeats here hankers for is not merely a whimsical fic-

tion; itisan excgpe to areal placein Ireland which represent-
edtohimecertainIrishrealities.

Anearlier poem, The Wanderingsof Oisin, hisfirstlong poem
on an Irish subject, had beenin manner and atmosphere still
traditionally English. He soon became dissatisfied with it—
"withall that over-charged colour inherited from the roman-
tic movement, | deliberately re-shaped my style, deliber-
ately sought out an impression as of cold light and tumbling
clouds." There came a change over both his material and the
movement of his verse; these changes | shall discuss later.
Mangan had been fulsome, Allinghaminsipid, though both
reflected truly on occasions certain aspects of Ireland; Yeats
had found in Allingham's verse, which was regional without
being nationalist, a good foil to the Young Ireland poets. It
was left to Yeats himself to fuse those elements which had
previously only been found in isolation and to do something
like justice to his country's rich and delicate complexity.
Al\llgvaysaself-conscious artist he owed much of hisoriginality
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to the deliberate attempt to belrish, just as other poets ha
owed it to the deliberate attempt to be modern. In his ov
words: " |t was years before | could rid myself of Shelle)
[talian light; but now | think my styleismyself | might ha
found more of Ireland if I had written in Irish, but | ha
found alittle, and | havefound all myself"



CHAPTER IV
THE EARLY POEMS

Therefore, dear sir, love your solitude . . .
RILKE

EA TSwrotein 1925 that when he had been young,

his Muse had been ol d; as he himself grew older, his

Muse grew younger. With this estimate | agree; a
study of hisdevelopment isastudy in rejuvenation. Hisfirst
two important books of poems—The Wanderings of Qisin
(1889) and The Countess Cathleen (1892) show the languor of
late Victorian old age. Kipling's Barrack Room Ballads was
also published in 1892; Lionel Johnson reviewed it favour-
ably, but Yeats, who perceived the vigour of the ballads,
denied that they were serious poetry. One of hisidols at this
periodwasWilliamMorris, under whoseinfluencehewished
to put the clock back. V ery soon he was gearing pre-Raphael -
ite mediaevalism with the mediaevalism of Ireland, as was
indicated in the last chapter. In his own words, written in
1907: "New from the influence, mainly the personal in-
fluence of William Morris, | dreamed of enlarging Irish hate,
till we had come to hate with a passion of patriotism what
Morrisand Ruskinhated."

TheRomantic Revival and the pre-Raphaelite movement
were for Y eats supplemented by theosophy. In his 'teens he
had, under his father's influence, been interested in contem-
porary science; his father "had been a follower of John
Stuart Mill and so had never shared Rossetti's conviction
that it mattered to nobody whether the sun went round the
earth or the earth went round the sun." Yeats's affections
were soon alienated from science by the Odic Forcewhich he
discovered in Sinnett's Esoterc Buddhism.Having become an
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esoteric Buddhist he went on to agree with Blake—and
incidentally with Nietzsche—that Science is the tree of
Death; later he called it the religion of the Suburbs. True
religion was opposed both to the narrow-mindedness of the
churches and to the nicely calculated less and more of the
scientist; it was something reveal ed to theosophistsand also to
poets. He proposed to the Hermetic Society in Dublin "that
whatever the great poets had affirmed in their finest moments
was the nearest we could come to an authoritative religion,
and that their mythology, their spirits of water and wind were
but literal truth." He st out accordingly to find literal
religious truths in the poetry of Shelley. But these "literal”
truths, asso oftenwith Y eats, continual ly lapseinto symboals.
Again, hewishes such symbolsto berigid, but their outlines
are continually melting. Itis difficult for us, as it was difficult
for him, to decide what degree of existence to attribute to
such entities. People often discuss how far Yeats believed
certainthings he said, how far he meant certain statements to
betakenliterally. Itissignificant thatinlater life he explain-
gdl that what A .E. took literally, he himself took symbolic-

y.

In the same period, as was related in the last chapter, he
wasintroduced by John O'L eary to the movement of Y oung
Ireland. Under O'Leary's influence he dreamed of bringing
together the two halves of Ireland, Catholic and Protestant,
and decided that for himself personal utterance in poetry
depended upon hisremembering hisIrish background. Being
moved by the bad verse of Irish poetasters (see his articles for
the Boston Pilot and the Providence Sunday Journal, 1887-92) he
concluded that "they had moved me because they contained
the actual thoughts of aman at a passionate moment of life."
For Yeats, hitherto governecl by Morris, thiswas avery im-
portant discovery: "Weshould write out our own thoughts,"
heexplains, "inasnearly as possible thelanguage we thought
themin, asthoughinaletter to'anintimatefriend. We should
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not disguise them in any way; for our lives give them force as
the lives of peoplein plays give force to their words."

This discovery marked a divergence from the doctrine of
the aesthetes—of Art for Art's Sake. The doctrine of the
aesthetes however, really movedinacircle: Artistheimpor-
tant thing; you must make your life awork of art; if you live
likeanartist, your lifewill giveyoumatter for your writing. |
sugpect that poets like Dowson may have chosen to livein a
certain way because that was the poetic way to live; Pater had
demanded passion. But the great poets of passion, itissfeto
sy, poets like Catullus and Burns, had et their life ook after
itself and their art flow out of it naturally.

Yeatss early poems, in any case, do not present his
thoughts "as though in an intimate letter to a friend." He
was writing in the artificial tradition of Rossetti who could
write simply but whose simplicity was obviously posed. In
his early twenties he had moved with his parentsfrom Dublin
to London, being then "in all things pre-Raphaelite." He
now met two women—Florence Farr (George Moore's lady
with the psaltery; se the malicious account of her in Ave)
who, in Yeatss words, could only express her genius
"through an unfashionable art," and Maud Gonne who
could only express hers through a cult of physical violence.
Yedss attitude to Maud Gonne ssems aways to have had
something about it of Odi atgue amo. He could never quitefor-
give her her diehard opinions and her violence; at the same
time her influence saved him from being merely a poet of the
&on or the psaltery.

Intellectual London was dominated by Oscar Wilde who
in hisessay on The Decay of Lying, publishedin 1891, gave a

light-hearted epigrammatic exposition of the doctrines of
Pater: "We have sold our birthright for amess of facts... Art
never expresses anything but itself. . . So far from being the
creation of itstime, itisusually indirect oppositiontoi t. ..
thetwothingsthat every artist should avoid are modernity of
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form and modernity of subject matter”; and again: " Start
with thewor ship of form, and thereisnosecret in art that will
not berevealed toyou... the sphere of Art and the sphere of
Ethicsareabsolutdy distinct and separ ate." '
Yeats, accordingly, started with the worship of form,
worried though he was by his own specuiativeness, his habit
of generalization. The Aesthetes appear inconsgtent in their
limitation of the concept 'form>. None of these English poets
went nearly sofar as Mallarmein attempting to divorce art
from life, to make of poetry something as abstract, as purely
pattern, as musc or higher mathematics. Even Mallarme
had not succeeded in this attempt; his poetry, in spite of his
theories, is valuable for the peculiar information which it
conveys. The English poets recognized—quite rightly—that
they had to put something into their poems. So, following
Pater, they proceeded to remove the surplusage, to put into
their poetry only those dements from life which they con-
Sdered poetic to start with. This procedure was governed by
a fallacy, encouraged by a natural reaction againg their
Victorian predecessors. If Art expressss only itsdlf, no de-
mentsin life are poetic to start with. Whereas, if it isgranted
that any dements in life are poetic to start with, it will be
found impossible to draw a line in the sphere of life between
the poetic and the unpoetic. The Aeshetes decided that an
object or experience was poetic if it were ether intense or
srange. Thus they were largely occupied in treating ether
their own passonate experience (carefully sdected and ex-
purgated and made intense or strange to recipe) or carefully
“sdected material from pag history or myth or very carefully
sdected pieces from the contemporary world, bijou bric-a-
brac admirable for its colour, its oddity, its usdHesness its
flavour of luxury, vice, or decay. Both their diction and ther
metric were desgned to preserve the effect of remoteness, of
dreaminess. Dreams themsdves are matter from life but they
seemed more malleable than the matter of the newspaper
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and the breakfast table. And these were the days before
Freud.

Yeatss early poems are in the Victorian tradition which
itself wasadevel opment from the Romantic Revival. Tenny-
son would not have comeinto being without Keats. Rossetti
would not have come into being without Tennyson. Y eats
would not have comeinto being without Rossetti. One of the
chief characteristics of this line of poets—in their better
poems—is an autumnal, almost a morbid, languor. The Isle
of the Lotus Eaters. Keats, Tennyson, Rossetti, each of them
had a remarkable eye and an ear for verbal music, but they
looked at the world through glasses coloured with self-pity
and their music is sultry, overcharged with the emotions ac-
cumulated during the summer and waiting for some thun-
derstorm to freshen them or clear them away. Rossetti is a
decadent poet but the seads of his decadence are to be found
in Tennyson and, before that, in Keats. Consider the attitude
of these three poets tQjove. Love, in each case, was perhaps
the most important experience of the poet's life; many of
their best poems are inspired by it or at least by the idea of
woman. Thislove of theirsis at the same time idealized and
sensual—but not with the clear-cut sensuality of Catullus. It
isabrooding, self-mortifyinglove; the poetsseemto enjoy the
mortification. They like to dwell upon love frustrated—
Mariana in the Moated Grange. The lady herself must be
more or less unattainable, her setting a mysterious, ominous
twilight. Hereisno Cynthiaclatterihg on the road to Baiae.
So Rossetti, harping on"thesick burthen of my love":

But when that hour my soul won strength
For words whose silence wastes and kills,

Dull raindrops smote us, and at length
Thundered the heat within the hills.

That eve | spoke those words again

Beside the pelted window pane;
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And there she hearkened what | said,
With under-glances that surveyed
The empty pagtures blind with rain.

Every word hereischosen tokeep thedream of delight just on
theedgeof nightmare.

Yeats, falling under the spell of this morbid magnificence,
began by writing poems which were similarly dreamy, lan-
guid, shot through with Weltschmerz and nostalgia. And his
life gave him on a plate the theme of love frustrated. These
early poemsshow not only aVictorian individualism (hehad
notruck, naturally, with the public poetry of the Victorians)
but that Victorian manner which can betraced back toK eats.
Always a deliberate craftsman, he avoided on the whole
K eats sadolescent blunder s, such linesasthosein Lamia—

Her throat was serpent, but the words she spake
Came, as through bubbling honey, for Love's sake—

but hisbetter lineshavethesameappeal asthose of theK eats
who wrote:

Wher e nested was an arbour, overwove
By many a summer's silent fingering . . .

or moretraditionally:

Thisgtill alarm,
This degpy music, forced him walk tiptoe:
For it came more softly than the east could blow
Arion's magic to the Atlantic Ides . . .

Themusicof theearly Y eatsisgenerally deepy too:

Although our love is waning, let us stand

By the lone border of the lake once more,
Together in that hour of gentleness

When the poor tired child, Passon, falls adeep:
How far away the garssgem, and how far

I's our first kiss, and ah, how old my heart.
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This personification of Passon was amost a Romantic
cliche. Compare the "man whom Sorrow named his friend"
and Yeatss favourite epithets at this time—"odorous twi-
light,” "Dim powers of drowsy thought." Compare dso his
facile grammatical inversions. In later life, when revising
these poems, he removed the inversions, purged the epithets,
and modified the Keatsian languor. Thus in the fine poem,
TheManwho Dreamed of Fairyland, for thelines—

Told where—ah, little, all-unneeded voicel —
Old Silence bids alonely folk rejoice
And chaplet their calm brows with lesfagedim . . .

the later Y eats substituted:

Sang where—unnecessary cruel voice—
Old silence bids its chosen folk rejoice
Whatever ravelled waters rise and fall
Or stormy silver fret the gold of day . . .

The later version is harder, less 'poetic® in the Romantic
sensg, lesssentimental. Whether the changes are successful is
more doubtful, for it is a sentimental poem and the new
appearance of a prose manne—"unnecessary cruel voice'—
combined with agrand manner (see the last two lines) ssems
to metodisrupt the earlier unity.

Hisfirst book of poems, The Wanderings of Qisin, contains
no political implications; the Irish poemsinit, according to
the later Yeats himself, are not truly Irish—not much more
Irish than-the I ndian poems are Indian. Down by the Salley

ensisan exception, being merely atrimmed version of an
-song. And the fairies which appear in certain
later suppressed, are trumpery little English

ate descendants of Oberon and Titania.

~ ballads in this collection are, like some of

“ti and Swinburne, the copybook exer-
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But Father John went up,

And Father John went down;

And he wore small holesin his shoes,
And hewore large holesin his gown.

The naive simplicity of thisis no more vital nor true to the
poet's personality than the simplicity of Rossetti's Stratton
Water.

As for the long narrative title poem, The Wanderings of
Oisinitself, it isvery derivative (he later considered it to be
full of the Italian colour of Shelley) and no more Irish than
Tennyson's Voyage of Maeldune. The epithets are often
cliches and the rhythms are sometimes the more vulgar
rhythms of the Romantics, sometimes feeble—especialy
when heisusing the rhyming couplets of Morris. Morris'sin-
fluence can be seen everywhere in these early poems; in
passages which are good Morris, if not good Y eats—

When such gray clouds of incense rose

That only the gods' eyes did not close:

For that pale breast and lingering hand

Came from a more dream-heavy land,

A more dream-heavy hour than this. . .
(TheWind among the Reeds, 1899)

and in passages which are bad by any standards—

.. . her eyes like funeral tapers.

Her face seemed fashioned all of moonlit vapours,
So pale! And sounds of wonder her lips uttered,
Aslike aruddy moth they waved and fluttered.
To eagles twain that, full of ancient pride,

Stood lonely, with dim eyeballs on each sc*

... on their wings the hundredth year

Scarce left a whitening feather, grey -

This recalls the recurring instances of
Keats and Shelley often, even Tennysc
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lack of savoir-faire which approximates to bad taste. Yeats,
who received the Romantic inspiration largely through the
more enervated verse of Morris, ran therisk of being emas
culated and crude smultaneoudy. How dangerous was the
influence of Morris is shown by Gilbert Murray's verse
trandations of Greek tragedy which have made something
evadve, languid, and feminine out of an original that was
masculine, hard, and direct. Morris, on receiving The Wan-
deringsof Oisin, said toYeats," You writemy sort of poetry."
| would not depreciate Morris. Yeatss favourite poem for a
period had been TheMan who Never Laughed Again. Although
his own temperament was both speculative and passonate
and Morris's poetry was neither, he was attracted by it be-
cause it wasthe abnegation of rhetoric." My masters” Mor -
ris said, " have been Keats and Chaucer, for they make pic-
tures" Rhetoric was the bogey of mogt English poets about
1890; they acknowledged Verlaine. It was to be along time
before Yeats stopped throttling the rhetorician insde him-
df. In Autobiographiesheexplainswhat remor sewas caused
him in his youth by his own supposedly vicious habit of
generalizing. And he admits: " My very remorse helped to
ol my early poetry, giving it an element of sentimentality
through my refusal to giveit any share of an intellect which |
conddered impure. Even in practical life | only very gradual-
ly began to use generalizations, that have snce become the
foundation of all | have done, or shall do, inIreland.” In his
middle period he relaxed his guard againg rhetoric and’
wheretherehad been " Celtic" whisperingsor lateVictorian
90hs therecameforth an utterance bronzeand Roman—

How should the world be luckier if this house,
Wher e passon and precison have been one
Time out of mind, became too ruinous

To breed the lidless eye that loves the un?

For thetime being he was content with the making of pic-
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tures and music. Picture-making had reached its height in
Tennyson who had, however, in the eyes of the Aesthetes, com-
promised his gift. Let us condgder the pictures of the early
Y eats. For example:

And he, of hishigh kinsman Sorrow dreaming,

Went walking with dow geps along the gleaming

And humming sands, where windy surgeswend ...
or:

See how the sacred old flamingoes come,

Painting with shadow all the marble geps . .
or: :

And now | wander in the woods
Where summer gluts the golden bess,
Or in autumnal solitudes
Arisetheleopard-coloured trees. . .

These pictures have the atmosphere but not the precison of
Tennyson or Rossetti. WitnessTennyson's

All day within thedreamy house,
Thedoorsupon their hinges creak'd;

Thebluefly sung in the pane; the mouse
Behind the mouldering wainscot shriek'd. ..

and Rosstti's

When theleaf shadows at a breath
Shrink in theroad...

Onefedsthat Tennyson saw the house and Rossetti saw the
road agood deal moreclearly than Y eatssaw any of hisland-
scapes.

Y eatswasa maker but not, to any unusual extent, an ob-
server. Visual objectswer e accepted material for poetry but
he uses them just enough to suggest the mood required; he
sedts his phrases primarily for their music or traditional
assodations—or sometimes, in later life, for their lack of tra-
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ditional associations. Thuswhen, inthe poem already quoted
he jettisoned "leafage dim" and introduced "ravelled
waters," hecertainly givesusanew pictureand "ravelled" is
acorrect epithet for ariver in spate. Yeats knew it was a cor-
rect epithet but he chose it, | suspect, because it is a good
hard word which soundswell, aword without associationsin
this context from earlier poets and with no sentimental aura,
aword finally which surprises. His later method was to use
straightforward, almost everyday diction, and every so often
hit the reader hard with a carefully poised word that is
neither the ordinary word nor the 'poetic' word but aword
that is both apt and unexpected. His earlier method was to
diffuse a poetic atmosphere through a close sequence of
poetic touches. In later life, revising these early poems, here-
duced the number of epithets by about half.

His second book of lyrics, published in 1892 in one volume
with The Countess Cathleen, shows an advance—bothin co
petence and integrity. The Hindu themes have gone,
planted by the ancient Irish heroes—Cuchulain,
Diarmuid, and Grania. Thereismore passon and
manner—

Who dreamed that beauty pesss like a dream.
For thesered lips, with all their mournfdl pride,
Mournful that no new wonder may betide,
Troy passed away in one high funeral gleam,
And Usnas children died. '

His mystical feelings have now become orientated toward
Ireland, the Irishideal fusing .th Shelley'sideal of Intel-
lectual Beauty—

Rose of all Roses, Rose all the World!

Rose, in Yeats's words was "a symbol of spiritual love
preme beauty"—th ame (and thisis typical of his
that was eaten by the Golden
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Ass of Apuleiusin order to regain his human shape; it grows
on the Tree of Life which is the pole of heaven and is dse
where equated by Yeats with the hazel-tree of ancient Irish
poetry. In 1892 Maud Gonne was agitating in Paris against
the British Empire. Yeatss love poems were nostalgic and
autumnal, withaheavy lateVictorian odour.

Yeatss third book of lyrics, The Wind Among the Reeds
(1899), is the culmination of his early manner; after this
there was an obvious change in his poetry. Conveniently for
literary historians, he ceasad to be 'ninetyish’ with the Nine-
ties. How saturated with 'Ninetyism' he had been can be
seen by comparing him with certain other poets of the period
—Symons, Johnson, Dowson. Undeniably they belong to the
same school. They have the same properties, the same lan-
guid, lingering, or wavering rhythms, the same exclusion of
‘unpoetic' material. The Alexandrine was now a popular

measure, no doubt under French influence. The Alexan-
-e as used by these poets, for instance by Dowson, is the
re of some one hal f adeep—

ficient for the day are the day's evil things.

on,w'ith his classical antecedents, could get a sumptu-
plendour out of i t—

Alone with Christ, desolate e, left by mankind—
e whichis sfropg because of the shifting of the sresses,
ts aso achieves a Splendour—overripe—in his Alexan-

.nes, saving them from monotony by the frequent inclusion
of additional short syllab

O heart thewinds have - ken, the unappeasable host
Is comelier than candle, at Mother Mary's fest.

He, too, is very free with the st gss—

Beloved, let your eyeshal  lose, and your heart.
Over my heart, and your
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There was something hieratic about the Alexandrine of the
Nineties, appropriate both to Dowson and Johnson as
admirers of the Church’of Rome, and to Yeats as a Roman
Catholic manqué.

John Davidson mentioned telegraph wires in a poem, but
most of these poets studiously avoided anything so contam-
inating. Their epithets make clear their code of values. Only
the beautiful! And beauty for them, as for Pater, ssems to
imply something in decline, something tired, something—
like the hero of Axél—too good for this world, something
"wan" in Morris's favourite phrase, something older than
the rocks among which it sts. The world-weary epithets
recur again and again, as in a forgotten poetess, Olive
Custance—

Pale little princess passionate and shy
With delicate small hands and heavy hair , ..

Yesdts, as | have said, wrote in his old age that when he was
young hispoetry wasol d.

His subsequent revisions of these early volumes show his
change of attitude. He did what he could to rejuvenatethem.
Some poems he dismissed entirely but these are those adoles-
cent poems which are obviously derivative, hardly Y eats at
all; sometimesthe voice was the voice of decaying Tennyson:

Gone the stars and gone the white moon, gone and puffed
away and dead.
Never storm arose so swiftly; scarce the children werein
baji
* Scarce the old and wizen houses had their doors and
windows shut.
Ah! it dwelt within the tW|I|ght as the worm within the nut.

| have picked this grotesque example out of oblivion both
because it is so untypical of Yeats and because it points the
truth that a poet may be born but must aso be made. Y eats
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was no exception to the rule that a man's early poetry is
hampered by the poetry he has read. Hisfirst sep forward
wasto abandon thosevulgar rhythms™asof aman running,”
in hisown words, exemplified in the last quotation. With the
exception of these suppressed poems, none of his work from
now on lacked dignity—whatever dseit may havelacked.

To the later Yeats, however, mog of the early poems
which he preserved ssemed unsatisfactory; they had dignity
but they lacked strength and precision. In revisng them he
tried to endow them with these qualities. Sometimes the
result of thisrevison was a hybrid. He was anxious to purge
his verse of poeticisms but his earlier sdf had used these
poeticisms structurally just as A. E. Housman used his
cliches structurally. Housman, without his clichés, might
havewritten a higher kind of poetry, but it would have been
fatal torevise The ShropshireLad merely by removing them.
Usually there is no harm done when Yeats merely makes
minor changes to bring the language nearer to ordinary
speech, when, for instance,

Y e waves, though ye dance 'fore my feet like children at
play

is changed to

Y ou waves, though you dance by my feet like children at
play.

Sometimes, however, even these minor changes lose more

than they gain. When thetwo lines—

While dowly answered he whose hand held hers—
" Often has passon worn our wander |ng hearts."

become

While dowly he whose haind held hersreplied:
"Passon has often worn our wandering hearts."

thefirst linelosssin sound valueand alsoin appr opriateness
("replied" tomy ear istoo snappy aword at the end of the
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line and conflicts with "slowly"; "answer" is a richer and
slower word) whileinthe second linethe grammatical inver-
sion, given the emotional premises of the poem, was perfectly
in:keeping; by removing the inversion Y eats does not bring
the poem any nearer life because the sort of life that he was
heretreatingisalifewheregrammatical inversionsfloat inthe
air. Later hepreferredtotreat adifferent kind of life—inmy
opinion amore vital kind. But the old poems could not be
- successfully wrenched from their ol d allegiance.

When in revising Yeats merely omits, his omissons are
usually justifiable. Thelndianto hisLoveissbetter poemsince
hedropped theinept verse of Keatsian allegory:

Theredreamy Time letsfall hissickle
And Lifethe sandas of her fleetness,
And deek young Joy isno morefickle,
And Loveiskindly and deceitless,
And all isover save the murmur and the sweetness.

But thisverseimpaired the unity of the poem even according
to his standards at the time of writing; he was then a sworn
enemy of rhetoric and mistrusted allegory. When however he
does not merely omit or make minor grammatical changes
but triesto force anew attitude on to the old poem, the result
istoo often unsatisfactory. Some of these poems are practical -
ly re-written. | feel that he would have done better to have
left the original poem aloneand havewritten anew poem not
on the same theme but on what he now thought was the
sametheme.

It is worth while taking an instance of his revision in
detail. Hereisthe original version of The Sorrow of Love, a
poemin the Countess Cathleen selection:

The quarrel of the sparrows in the eaves,
The full round moon and the star-laden sky,
And the loud song of the ever-singing leaves
Had hid away earth's old and weary cry.



70 THE POETRY OF YEATS

And then you came with thosé red mournful lips,
Andwith you came the whole of the world's tears,
And all the sorrows of her labouring ships,
And all the burden of her myriad years.

And now the sparrows warring in the eaves,

The crumbling moon, the white starsin the sky,
And the loud chanting of the unquiet leaves,

Are shaken with earth's old and weary cry.

Thatisavery attractivepoem of itskind, inthelanguid, sdf-
pitying, late Victorian manner. The epithets are'poetic'—
"star-laden," "ever-singing." The mood is piled up with
hyperboles (poetic cliches)—"the whole of the world's tears,”
"all the sorrows," "all the burden," "myriad years." The last
verseisclinched with afine Romantic piece of decor—"The
crumblingmoon, thewhitestarsinthesky." Finally, the poem
isall of apiece. Itisclear what it is about—Nature s&t over
against the troubles of humanity. In thefirst verse the poet
ecapes to nature and forgets humanity; in the second verse he
falsinlove, the beloved, according to late Romantic precepts,
being essentially alady of sorrows; inthe third verse this con-
tact brings him violently back to humanity and human
troublesinfest that world of naturewhich just now had seem-
edimmunefromthem.

The later Yeats came back to this poem with a different
view of poetry, being now lessfond of chiaroscuro, less opposed
to rhetoric, less obsessed with self-pity, more interested in
hard statement. And so here-wroteit:

The brawling of a sparrow in the eaves,
The brilliant moon and all the milky sky,
And all that famous harmony of leaves,
Had blotted out man's image and his cry.

A girl arose that had red mournful lips
.And seemed the greatness of the world in tears,
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Doomed like Odysseus and the labouring ships
And proud as Priam murdered with his peers;

Arose, and on the instant clamorous eaves,
A climbing moon upon an empty sky,

And all that lamentation of the leaves,
Gould but compose man's image and his cry.

The new version is certainly—even in the indentation—Iess,
'poetic’. The epithets have been cut down from seventeen to
nine. The verse has been stiffened, partly in respect of sheer
sound, partly through a balanced alliteration—"brawling"
and"brilliant,” "clamorous" and "climbing." Every hint of
sloppiness has been removed. The new lines are sonorous and
bell-like. The new words accumulate strength and glitter—
brawling, brilliant, harmony, doomed, murdered, clamor-
ous, lamentation. The over-running into the last verse,
- "Arose, andontheinstant...",isinitself very effective. And
the poemisno longer languid.

But perhaps this poem ought to be languid. There is no
law which demands that all poems should be close-knit or
vigorous or virile. The poem is no longer languid but it no
longer rings true. Yeats, with adifferent poem in his mind's
eye, has distorted it. It has become neither one thing nor the
other. Mantegna may be a higher kind of painter than
Giorgione but Mantegna must not tamper with Giorgione's
canvases. The new version as awholeis bothill-digested and
obscure. For example, in the last line the word "compose"
appears ambiguous; at first sight it might mean the exact
opposite—i.e. might mean "lay to rest." Theintroduction of
Odysseus and Priam is high falutin, disrupting the original
simplicity. The substitution of "A girl arose" for the second
person, "And then you came," dissipates the lyrical feeling
and introduces a pompous note which is here discordant.
Considering the fate of this poem | agree with A. E. who
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wrote: "I feel alittle sad sometimes that the later sefcon-
scious artist could not let the earlier halfconscious artist be.”

In the last chapter | discussed Yeatss Irish background.
The Irish element, hardly stressed in hisfirst book of lyrics,
comes to preponderate in its successors. He tells us in Auto-
biographiesthat during the years 1887-91 he was keeping his
mind on Ireland; during those same years he was writing
articles "from your Celt in London" for two American
papers, the Boston Pilot and the Providence Sunday Journal. In
these articles he made painstaking efforts to discover talent,
if not genius, in contemporary Irish writers such as Ellen
O'Leary and Rose Kavanagh. He could even bring himself
to admire apoem by the former which ends—

And oh, my darling, | am true
To God—to Ireland—and to you.

Again he laments that T. W. Rolleston would not candize
hiswritingintonational channels: "Heisafine Greek scholar
and quite the handsomest man in Ireland, but | wish he
would devote his imagination to some national purpose.
Cosmopolitanliteratureis, at best, but apoor bubble, though
abigone. Creativework hasalwaysafatherland." Inanother
article, writtenin 1888, hepraises Allingham as being exempt
from the "bubble thoughts" typical of the nineteenth cen
tury: "To the greater poets everything they se hasits rda
tiontothenational life, and through that to the universal ad
divinelife... Y oucannomorehavethegreater poetry with-
out a nation than religion without symbols. One can -only
reach out to the universe with a gloved hand—that glove
[sic] is on€e's nation, the only thing that one knows even a
littleof." Inlrelanditisacustomtowriteonwalls "Up S
and-So!" "Down So-and-So!" "To Hell with So-and-So!"
Y eats shared thisinclination. Down Huxley! Down Ibsen!
Down French realism! Down internationalism of all sorts!



THE EARLY POEMS 73

One of the most directly patriotic of hisearly poemsis his
dedication to a Book of Irish Tales. This poem he later re-
wrote and the alterations are significant of a change in his
attitude to Ireland. Heiswriting of the "bell-branch" held
by thereciting bardic poet to cast aspell upon his hearer. The
last three verses of the early version runthus:

| tore it from green boughs winds tossed and hurled,
Green boughs of tossing always, weary, weary,
| toreit from the green boughs of old Eri,

The willow of the many-sorrowed world.

Ah, Exiles, wandering over many lands,
My bell-branch murmurs: the gay bells bring laughter,
L eaping to shake a cobweb from the rafter;

The sad bells bow the forehead on the hands.

A honied ringing, under the new skies
They bring you memories of old village faces,
Cabins gone now, old well-sides, old dear places,
And men who loved the cause that never dies.

Herewefind thetraditional dirgefor the Irish emigrant, the
traditional sentimental conception of Mother Ireland, the
traditional, almost fulsome, patriotism—"the cause that
never dies.®® There-writ ten version hasavery different tone:

| tore it from green boughs winds tore and tossed
until the sap of summer had grown weary!

| tore it from the barren boughs of Eire,

That country where a man can be so crossed;

Can be so battered, badgered, and destroyed
That he's a loveless man: gay bells bring laughter
That shakes a mouldering cobweb from the rafter;
And yet the saddest chimes are best enjoyed.
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Gay bells or sad, they bring you memories
Of half-forgotten innocent old places:

We and our bitterness have left no traces
On Munster grass and Connemara skies.

It would be superfluous to note the changes here in detail.

More often in the early poems Y eats's nationalism was not
expressed directly but indirectly through the new themes of
Gaelic mythology. Later generations of Irish nationalists
may have found this mixture too diluted; we might compare
the ldylls of the King which were intended as an epic expres-
sion of English virtues but which will survive, if they do sur-
vive, for their elegance as tapestry and for the opportunities
they give their reader of escaping to an unreal world. This
comparison, however, is unfair to Yeats. He wrote to the
Boston Pilot that it is necessary to "really know the imagina-
tive periods of Irish history." Now theseimaginative periods,
to which the ordinary man had been introduced by Standish
O'Grady, are not in fact separated from modern Ireland by
the same great gulf that separates modern England from the
Round Table. Ireland has remained a far more primitive
country in which the primitive saga-virtues still awake
echoes among the people at large. It is not a mere affectation
that a statue of Cuchulain stands in the Dublin Post Office as
amemorial to the 1916 rebels.

Yeats, however, failed to do justice to "the imaginative
periods of Irish history" because he emasculated them, just
as Tennyson had emasculated Lancelot and Gawaine. The
Irish sagas, though highly fantastic, have a hard matter- d-
factness, which is aso, as | have said, characteristic of the
early Irishlyric. Eventhefairy Midir gave avery earthy in-
vitation to the hero whom she was trying to seduce. Yests
himself, in his old age, spesks in a poem of one of his early
heroines as "great bladdered Emer" and explains in a note
that this conception (so very uh-twilight) is derived "from
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some early version of The Courting of Emer. Emer is chosen for
the strength and volume of her bladder. This strength and
volume were certainly considered signs of vigour. A woman
of divine origin was murdered by jealous rivals because she
made the deepest holein the snow with her urine."

Thisrecognition of brute physical energy was alien to the
early Yeats, the poet who "remembers Forgotten Beauty";
he expurgated the Celtic world accordingly. The legends
which he selected in his early days were those which present-
ed excgpefromtheancient heroicworl ditself—-

Niamh calling, Away, come away:
Empty your heart of itsmortal dream.

Niamh, the heroine of The Wanderings of Qisin, was no flesh
and blood virago like Maeve but asupernatural being with
whom Qisin eloped into fairy countries—

A pearl-pale, high-born lady, who rode
Onahorsewith bridleof findrinny.

Se has affinities with the Witch of Atlas and the Lady of
Shalott, aso with the fairy child in The Land of Heart's
Desire. A similar figureis Fand—

wal king among flaming dew
By agrey shore where the wind never blew.

The wife of the ssa god Mannannan MacLir, she took
Cuchulain for her lover in the country of the gods. These
love affairs between human and superhuman aways had a
grong symbolic value for Yeats; in later life his favourite
figureof the sort wasL eda. Among the men the most typi cal
persona perhapsintheearly periodisthat of Ferguswho sold
hisbirthright for amist of dreams—

| & my life go dripping like a stream
From change to change; | have been many things—
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A green drop in the surge, a gleam of light
Upon a sword, a fir-tree on a hill,

Anold dave grinding at a heavy quern,

A king sitting upon achair of gold,

And all these things were wonderful and great;
But now | have grown nothing, being all.

Thisnostalgiafor another world, for adream-worldwhichis
all knowledge and no action, reached its culminationin The
Shadowy Waters, published in 1900. _

Why did Y eats take to these legends? It was partly because
under the influence of the Romantic poets ("Shelley," he
wrotein 1900, "had re-awakened in himself the age of faith")
he craved for amythology which would be for him what the
Virgin Mary and Veronica with her napkin are for the
Catholic Irish peasantry.} It was partly because under thein-
fluence of the school of Pater he had a passionate desire to
find a style and astyle for him implied amythology JIt was
partly because under the influence of John O'Leary he wish-
ed to emulate the passion of the Y oung Ireland poets while
avoiding their pamphleteering vulgarity. It was partly
because under the influence of A .E. he began to believe, or to
wish to believe, that the pagan I rish pantheon was something
still existing. (What its "existence" meant to Yeatsitis hard
to decide; A.E. seamnsto have taken it aimost literally.)

Al these motives were fused together. Celtic legend be-
came a panacea for the poet who could not face Kipling's
worldof Tommiesor Henley'sworld of chloroform and han-
soms, Henley had written in London Voluntaries "The ges
burns lank and jaded in its glass,” but for Y eats, as for some
of hisfollowersinIreland to thisday, thelndustrial Revolu-
tion was something which must not be recognized; every-
thing connected with it was lank and jaded and that which
was lank and jaded had no place in poetry. He found in Cél-
tic legend what Johnson and Dowson found in Catholic
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ritual; Celtic legend had the advantage of not having been
recently exploited. | have already quoted Y eats on his own
search for areligion—a highly ritualistic one. In pursuing
this search he gave to Shelley's underground rivers the same
sort of significance that the believing Christian findsin the
dar of theM agi . Being eclectic on principle, holdingthat all
Imaginative thinkers can tap the same sources of faith, he was
able to equate the caves of Shelley's poetry with Plato's cave
inthe Republic and Porphyry's Cave of the Nymphs.

What seems curious to us to-day isthat in building up this
esoteric world Y eats thought he was approaching a " popul ar
poetry"—adisloyal thought for he still accepted thedoctrine
of the Aesthetes, still agreed with hisfather that " poetry isthe
voice of the Solitary Spirit." It must be remembered, how-
ever, that when Yeats says "popular” here, he has a very
specid conception of "the people,” based on an idealized
[rish peasantry. In an esssy written in 1901 he once more
pays atribute to the poets of Y oung Ireland who had moved
him more than Shelley or Spenser. But, he goeson, " | f they
had something else to write about besides political opinions,
if more of them would write about the beliefs of the people
like Allingham, or about old legends like Ferguson, they
would find it easier to get a gyle" (italics mine). He then
admitsthat he himself began with the fallacy of spontaneity:
"I thought that one must write without care, for that was of
the coteries, but with a gusty energy that would put all
straight if it came out of the right heart." Thisillusion soon
disappeared for he found, like researchers in other spheres,
that to be primitive does not mean to be artless. "I learned
from the people themselves, before| learned it from any book,
that they cannot separate the idea of an art or acraft from the
ideaof acult withancient technicalitiesand mystery." Sothe
whed came full circle; the poet who tried going back to the
people found himself back in the company of the Symbolists
for whom beauty connotes an obscurity.
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In his Introduction to the Oxford Book of Modern Verse
Y eats mentions the efflorescence in the Nineties of something
like folksong and shows that he recognizes its dangers. He
himself preferred as poets both Ferguson and Allingham to
the poets of Young Ireland. He often praises Allingham's
local feelingwhichisnot, inany direct sense, patriotic. Inhis
earliest books he shows a tendency to follow Allingham and
treat directly the simple themes of the modern I rish country-
side. Eventually it was Ferguson whom he followed into the
gphere of Irish legend. Yeatss approximation to folk-song
was, however, very significant and in this context it isinter-
esting to compare him with the one poet of thetimewho fol-
lowed—at least nominally—thefolk road without falling, as
the Georgians did later, into insipidity and ineptitude. |
meanA. E. Housman.

Housman, in my opinion, was an excellent poet but his
range was narrow, as narrow asthat of the early Y eats. Much
nonsense has been talked about his classicism. Housman is
neither classicist nor realist. His realism is mainly bluff, his
Shropshire a mythological country, his folk characters dis-
ingenuous projections of his sophisticated sdf. He is the Eng-
lish Romantic masochistically practising heroics in the last
ditch. If the early Yeats was escapist, the Housman of A
Shropshire Lad is escapist too. The hyperboles of Yeatss love
poems—

Y ou need but lift a pearl-pale hand,
And bind up your long hair and sigh,
And all men's hearts must burn and beat. . .

are no more fadse and no more true than Housman's gush
about soldiers—

Leave your home behind you,
Your friends by field and town:

Oh, town and field will mind you
Till Ludlow tower is down.
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Up, lad: thews that lie and cumber
Sunlit pallets never thrive—

iscertainly not in any ssnse morerealisticthan Yeats's

| dreamed that one had died in a strange place
Near no accustomed hand. . .

Thebeat and glitter of Housman'sverse, partly derived from
Heine and the Border Ballads, partly, | suspect, inspired by
Latin rhetoric, is no less artificial a product than the grey
sheens and wavering rhythmsof the early Y eats.

Asfor the content of the two poets, | cannot see that Hous-
man's folk-spun wor ld of romantic yokels, romantic boozers,
romanticjail-birds, romantic redcoats, this world of hang-
man's nooses and nettles growing on graves and drums and
golden lads, is, as some of his admirers would contend, any
truer to lifethan Yeats'sworld of the Sidhe and curlews and
dockleaves growing on graves. Neither Yeats nor Housman
came very near to real folk-song but, to indicate the parallel
and the difference between the two poets, | would recom-
mend readersto compar e Down by the Salley Gardens (which, it
must be admitted, isacrib from folksong proper) with Hous-
man's poem beginning When | was one-and-twenty. Housman's
poem is slicker, heavier, morerhetorical, morestrummingin
its rhythms, and—one might say—more English. It is suc-
cessful but it lacks Yeats's delicacy. Housman, a highly soph-
isticated poet using a genre which relies on apparent naivet6,
was often in danger from his own facility. Yeats was never
facile but he too was sophisticated; he was wise, as he went on
writing, to moveaway from folk-song.

Yeats set out from the beginning to write a traditional kind
of poetry; theresult, he admitted later, was not what he had
intended. Thetraditional formswereto bethevehicle of pas-
sion. A Poetry and sculpture,” he used to say as a young man
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at the Art School in Dublin, "exist to keep our passons
alive." It might be argued in return that for some of the
Nineties poets passions existed in order to keep poetry alive.
Yeats in his early twenties "wanted the strongest passions,
passionsthat had nothing to do with observation (italicsmine), and
metrical forms that seemed old enough to have been sung-by
men half adeep or riding upon ajourney." Passon, for him,
was something incompatiblewith either rhetoric or modern-
ity; hencehedisliked Henley'sverslibre. Hispoem, Innisfree,
was inspired by the sight of a L ondon shop-window where a
little ball was dancing on ajet of water. A poet like W. H.
Auden (and, maybe, Shakespeare too) would most prob-
ably haveincluded thelittleball in thefirst verse of the poem,
which would not necessarily have been either better or worse
for it but which would then have become a different poem.
But Yeatss assumption that it would then have been a less
passionate poem is incorrect. Neither observation nor cere-
bration is necessarily inimical to passion. Witness John
Donne. :

Y eatsin after-lifecriticized Innisfreg, but only on technical
grounds. He sgysthat it was"my first lyric with anythingin
its rhythm of my own music. | had begun to loosen rhythm
as an ecape from rhetoric and from that emotion of the
crowd that rhetoric brings, but | only understood vaguely
and occasionally that | must for my specia purpose use no-
thing but the common syntax. A coupleof yearslater | would
not have written that first [inewithits conventional archaism
—'Arise and go'—nor the inversion in the last stanza."
Yeats for his special purpose, that is, meant to meet the man
in the street halfway, to break the barrier between poetic and
common syntax. There was perhaps no need for him, being
who he was, to do more. He failed to recognize, however,
that other poets might have equally good reasons for meeting
the man in the street three-quarters way, for breaking the
barrier between poetic and common material.
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For the poets of the Nineties there was too much that was
common and unclean; they drew in their robes so much from
vulgar contacts that they walked around hobbled. " Then in
1900," Yeats wrote, "everybody got down off his stilts." [t
was not of course quite so sudden as that. He himself during
the last decade had been making his earthy contacts—para-
doxically under the influence of women whom he insisted on
regarding as ethereal. Maud Gonne led him into Irish
politics, Lady Gregory a little later propelled him into the
theatre. Lady Gregory's influence to some extent cancelled *
Maud Gonne's but both came trailing clouds of anxiety and
practical problems; from now on it was difficult for Yeatsto
be the Solitary Spirit incarnate. He had to have truck with
humanity. In 1897 hetook part with M aud Gonneand Con-
nolly in the anti-Jubilee demonstrations in Dublin. Shortly
afterwards he had become a social figure at Goole; on which
Maud Gonne comments bitterly: "But when these writers
came back from Coole they seemed to me less passionately
interested in the National struggle and more worried about
their own lack of money." But whether it was national prob-
lems or money problems, he was now having to grapplewith
the outside world. And this necessity, as we shall see, affected
hispoetry.

During the Nineties decade M aud Gonne was the domin-
ating figurein his life. Fascinated by her beauty and her pas-
sion, he also found in her a rather crude mystical belief akin
to his own (she, too, dabbled in psychical experiences). She
writesin her Autobiography, after explaining why in 1897 she
joined the Church of Rome: " | believe every political move-
ment on earth has its counterpart in the spirit world and the
battles we fight her e have perhaps been alr eady fought out on
another plane and great leaders draw their often unexplain-
ed power from this." This shows clear affinities with Yeats's
favourite doctrines, if not his direct influence. He himself
could never quiteattain to Maud Gonne's one-mindedness—
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any more than he could have turned Roman Catholic. There
was always a sceptic in Y eats; even at the height of his enthus-
iasm for Young Ireland he confesses that "one part of me
looked on, mischievous and mocking." He aso, as against
Maud Gonne, agreed with John O'Leary that "There are
things a man must not do to save a nation." So while his
devotion to Maud Gonne as a woman remained intense he
was equivocal in his allegiance to her as a public figure. And
ghe, in her turn, was impatient with the Celtic Twilight. |
suspect that he had an unconscious revenge in throwing the
twilight on her in hislove poems. In his "whitewoman with
numberless dreams" it is a little difficult to recognize the
notorious political agitator who thought that Parnell "had
failed when he repudiated acts of violence" and who plotted
with aBelgian to blow up British troop ships during the Boer
War.

Y et, asthewoman could not bedivorced from thepolitical
agitator, so Yeats could not sort out what he admired in her
from what he deplored. He explained her to himself as a
figure from another world, falling back once more on Pater's
doctrine of the Body Beautiful: "1 was sedentary and thought-
ful, but Maud Gonne was not sedentary, and | noticed that
before some great event she did not think but became exceed-
ingly superstitious. Are not such as she aware, at moments of
great crisis, of some power beyond their own minds? . . Her
power over crowds was at its height, and some portion of the
power came because she could still, even when pushing an
abstract principle to what seemed to me an absurdity, keep
her own mind free, and so when men and women did her
bidding they did it not only because she was beautiful, but
because that beauty suggested joy and freedom... she looked
asthough shelived in anancient civilization where all super-
ioritieswhether of the body or the mind were part of apublic
ceremonial. . . her face, like the face of some Greek statue,
showed littlethought, her whole body seemed a master work
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of longlabouringthought..." Theanomaly of hisrelations
with Maud Gonne created abitter loyalty in him. Themere
fact that she was unattai nable put her on aplanewith theold
masters but, as the years went on, his |oyalty—at least to her
ideals—fell away and his bitterness increased in proportion.
Hewrotelong afterwardsin Dramatis Personae: " My devotion
might as well have been offered to an image in amilliner's
window, or to a statue in a museum, but romantic doctrine
had reached its extreme development.” The truth probably
wes that in the Nineties Yeats admired datues in
museums.

Lady Gregory, catching himwhenhewasill, swept him
away from theworld of political chimerasand shrill voices,
restored his interest in the solid traditions of peasantry and
aristocracy, and encouraged him to take to the theatre. The
creation of an Irish theatre canalized his ambitions anew.
Some years later Synge, an Irishman without politics, came
asapowerful reinforcement to Lady Gregory'snon-political
creed; he made explicit and concrete those elements in John
O'Leary's nationalism which had especialy appealed to
Yeats. Yeatswritesof O'Leary that he"cared nothing for his
country'sglory, itsindividuality alone seemed importantin
his eyes’ and quotes him as saying "No gentleman can be a
socialist... he might be an anarchist." Coole Park strength-
ened Yeatss faith in the gentleman; Synge enforced the les-
son of an individuality which sometimes verged on anarch-
ism.

By 1909, after much intimacy with Synge, we find Y eats
turning his back on platform glory and comparing Thomas
Davisunfavourably with Allingham because Daviswas con-
cerned "with conscious patriotism. His Ireland [like Maud
Gonne's?] was artificial, an idea built up in a couple of
generations by afew commonplace men. Thisartificial idea
has done me as much harm as the other [i.e. Allingham's
genius loci] has helped me. . . One cannot sum up a nation
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intellectually, and when the summing up is made by half-
educated mentheideafillsmewithalarm.”

This chapter, it will have been noticed, gathers up the
threads indicated in Chapters Il and I11: Aestheticism and
Ireland. During the whole of this decade Pater's influence is
very perceptiblein Yeats, both in his doctrine and his man-
ner. Thus in a fantastic story, Rosa Alchemica, published in
1896, Yeats, through a puppet figure, Michael Robartes,
spesks of "beings who were, | understood, in some way more
certain than thought, each wrapped in his eternal moment,
in the perfect lifting of an arm, in alittle circlet of rhythmical
words, in dreaming with dim eyes and half-closed eyelids."
Marius is still among us. In the same story he mentions
writers "who were alittle weary of life asindeed the greatest
have been everywhere." | have aready quoted Joyce's
Pateresque esssy on Mangan, writtenin 1902, which must, |
think, have aso been influenced by Yeats: for instance,
Joyce writes: "in that great memory which is greater and
more generous than our memory, no life, no moment of exal-
tationislost." Joyce broke away from Pater's closed circle of
exalted moments and wrote Dubliners. Y eats aso broke away,
though less blatantly. In the next chapter we can watch the
break beginning.



CHAPTER V
TRANSITION

Thushavel had thee, asadream doth flatter,
In degp a king, but waking no such matter.
SHAKESPEARE

H AV E already quoted Yeats's 1906 preface to a collec-

lectioijt of his poemsin which he attributes hisrecent pre-

occupation with dramato " the search for mor e of manful
energy, mor e of cheerful acceptance of whatever arises out of
the logic of events, and for clear outline, instead of those out-
lines of lyric poetry that are blurred with desire and vague
regret." His experience of drama, in its turn, affected his
writing of lyricsand the false assumption that the outlines of a
lyric must be blurred was gradually disproved by his prac-
tice. Hewastiringof Pateresquefemininity, wished hiswork to
be athletic. Thusin 1904 he wroteto A.E., renouncing his
early play, The Land of Heart's Desire: " W e possess nothing but
the will and we must never let the children of vague desires
breathe upon it nor the waters of sentiment rust the terrible
mirror of itsblade. . . L et us have no emotions, however ab-
stract, in which thereisnot an athleticjoy."

His new interest both in the will and in clear outline was
enhanced by his friendship with Lady Gregory. Hefound in
the aristocracy the great exponents both of will and cere-
monial; they had forced their way on top and they maintain-
ed themselvestherein an elegant routine. It wasarelief from
the vulgarities of nationalist committee rooms and the
travesty of will displayed by politicians.

In paying homage to the Big House, Yeats was accepting
the values of hisfather, who wrote of a" mediaeval" country

housein Go. Wicklow that it " stirred the historical sense and
G .
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made you think of some golden age when no one was in a
hurry and so all had time to enjoy themselves, and for the
sake of enjoyment to be courteous and witty and pleasant..."
This snob idyllicism Yeats and his followers chose to refer to
Ireland's mediaevalism. Thushewritesthat L ady Gregory's
"point of view was founded, not on narrow modern habit,
but upon her sense of great literature, upon her own strange
feudal, almost mediaeval youth." Stephen M acK ennaagrees,
though less enthusiastically, that " Ireland is still mediaeval,
beautifully and dismally mediaeval." Present-day Irish
poets, disciples of Yeats, argue that Ireland ha$ greater
capacity for poetry than England because she never felt the
Renaissance, much less the Industrial Revolution. It was on
this double assumption: that Ireland is mediaeval and
mediaevalism is good, that Yeats worked when he began
writing plays. He jettisoned the whole Elizabethan legacy of
character study.

During the first decade of the twentieth century Yeats
appears disillusioned and dissatisfied. He was equally ready
to take refugein Goole Park and in the more prosaic busness
of managing the Abbey; thereis no spiritual narcotic like a
balance sheet. His plays themselves were naturally an escape
from the world which harassed him—the world of political
agitation and intrigue, thewor|d wherepeople hurry and get
nowhere. But the fact that his chief motive was escape made
his plays un-dramatic. In reaction from contemporary con-
flicts and moral problems, he eliminated, so far as possible,
morality and conflict from the Heroic world of his drama.
Aristotlewould not have considered them plays at all.* They
are pieces of tapestry. Yeats's blank verse is not dramatic
verse. The diction is simple but it lacks suppleness and life.
The movement is almost that of the Idylls of the King or the

! The only one of the early plays which is really a play is
Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902), afine pieceof I rish propaganda. But
itisin prose



TRANSITION 87

narrative poems of Morris—the slow circulation behind glass
of elegant fairy story fishes. Yet, for all that, Y eats's exercises
in drama had a purifying and strengthening effect upon his
poetry.

Hisdoctrine of tragedy was founded on an admitted hatred
for "thereal world." Tragedy, hesaid, waslikelove; inboth
"we try to exclude character" (a view which throws some
light on Yeats as a love-poet). Consequently he refused to
admit Ibsen a true tragedian for Ibsen's themes are contem-
porary and his characters characters. Tragedy had no room
for psychology. Even Shakespeare was only awriter of tragi-
comedy, for "tragedy must always be a drowning and break-
ing of the dykes that separate man from man, and ... itis
upon these dykes comedy keeps house." Here he has fastened
upon a half truth. Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy argued
that Greek tragedy isablend of what he calls the Apollonian
and Dionysian elements, Apollotending to sressdistinctions,
Dionysus to obliterate them. This isnot the place to criticize
Nietzsche's topsy-turvy application of this doctrine; what is
pertinent is his recognition of Apollo—of the rational
genius. At the apex of atragic story thereis perhapsamoment
when distinctions are submerged and we are left in the high
air with nothing but lacrimae rerum. No tragedy, however, is
merely an apex; it must be the whole pyramid. Yeats mis-
takenly wished to dispense with the base.

Shakespeare took themes from Plutarch but transl ated
them into Elizabethan, so that ordinary people could believe
inthem. Y eats, taking his themesfrom Celtic legend, deliber-
ately kept them caviare to the general. There was an inter-
esting controversy on this subject in the Dublin Daily Express
asearly as 1899, when thelrish theatrewasstill initsinfancy.
John Eglinton, alonely rationalist, wrote attacking'Y eats's
view of the "poet as passive to elect influences and endowing
old material with new form." He saw in this doctrine a bias
"toward theory, diffuseness, insincerity." "The poet,” he
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argued, "lookstoo much away from himself and from hisage,
does not fed the facts of life enough, but seeksin art an escape
fromthem."

~ Yeats answered that art is not for the crowd and praises
‘Wagner for having gone back to the world of legend. Wag-
ner, he admits, became popular, but it is not his popularity
that matters but his influence on "the best intellects of our
day"; asfor instance Villiersde I'lsle Adam. | will quote
once more the rest of this passage! "I believe," he writes,
"that the renewal of belief which is the great movement of
our time [where had he discovered it?], will more and more
liberate the arts from 'their age', and from life, and leave
them more and more free to lose themselves [notice the word
lose] in beauty, and to busy themselves, like all the great
poetry of the past and like religions of all times [he seemsto
ignore most evangelical religion as well as poets like Euri-
pides, Villon, Chaucer, Wordsworth], with 'old faiths,
myths, dreams,’ the accumulated beauty of the age. | believe
that all men will more and more regject the opinion that
poetry isa'criticismof life," and be moreand more convinced
thatitisarevelation of ahiddenlife, and that they may even
come to think 'painting, poetry, and music' 'the only means
of conversing with eternity left to man on earth." There are
two amusing inconsistencies here. First, having just declared
himself an enemy of popular literature, he ssems oddly inter-
ested inthe opinionswhich "all men" are going to accept or
reject. Secondly, while implicidy attacking Matthew Ar-
nold, heis at the same time accepting Arnold's view of the
arts as man's only means of communication with eternity.
When Arnoldused theterm "criticismof life" he meant not
surface comment but the demonstration of the Universals
which lie beneath the particular. Yeats on the contrary
writes here as if the Universals were cut off from usin some
transcendent world of their own, like the gods of Epicurus.

'S page 31.
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Eglinton, in replying to this, fastened once more on
Yeatss subject matter, arguing, to use the terms of the
Romantic Revival, that it belonged to Fancy rather than to
Imagination. A poemlike Milton's Samson, he claims, isnot
divorced from life, whereas a work like Morris's Sgurd or
Ferguson's Congal is "not in the same way an original poem
or the utterance of the author's age, as the highest poetry
awaysis." Hegoeson to exalt Wordsworth as the type of the
great poet: "The poetry of thought in this century—the
poetry of Wordsworth, Tennyson, Browning [we might ob-
ject that Tennyson, at least, is at his best when not thinking]
—ismore important than the poetry of art and artifice—the
poetry of Coleridge, Rossetti, Swinburne—because of its
higher seriousness and more universal appeal..." Eglinton
then criticizes the idols of the Aesthetes, Verlaineand Vil -
liersde Plsle Adam, and concludes his Arnold-like discourse
by asserting the primary importance of the "normal human
consciousness.”

At this point A.E. entered the controversy as a peace-
makef, blandly explaining that Yeatsis not really divorcing
artfromlife but only fromthat lessreal lifewhich themanin
the street wrongly calls life or reality. It is, A.E. argues,
mainly a question of words: "To liberate art from life is
simply to absolve it from the duty laid upon it by academic
critics of representing only what is seen, what is heard, what
isfelt, what is thought by manin hisnormal—that is, hisless
exalted, less spiritual moments, when heis least truly him-
self." This argument ignores the possibility that certain
things seen or felt in normal moments can serve—as has often
been proved—as symbols for spiritual truths; it aso, in its
generalized form, does not answer the opposition's probable
contention that Yeatss cat-headed figures or hounds with
one red ear are no more spiritual than the everyday figuresor
objects met with in the Greek Anthology or in Burns or
Wordsworth. A.E., however, follows Yeatsloyally inbringing



90 THE POETRY OF YEATS

out Godinamachine." Tosumitall up,” heconcludes, "M r
Y eats, in common with other literary men, istrying to en-
nobleliteratureby makingitreligiousrather than secular, by
using his art for the revelation of another world rather than
to depict this one." Jin answer to thisit might be argued that
much of the highest art (witness Shakespeare) has been a
kind of bluff—presenting God by writing about men, paying
homage to the spirit under the guise of created objects. The
later Y eats seems to have realized thisin his admiration for
Balzac.

The next articlein the seriesis by the poet, William Lar-
minie, who sheds some common sense on "Legends as
Material for Literature." Criticizing the Idylls of the King, he
aso criticizes the aestheticism of Morris, Swinburne, and
Rossetti. Poetry, he contends (it woul d have been safer to say
great poetry), "is seldom written with successif there are no
great animating ideas stimulating the whole community.
There are no such ideas now." (Larminie evidently did not
believein Yeatss"great renewal of belief.") Poets nowadays,
as aresult of this, "naturally attribute extravagant impor-
tanceto form." Larminieregrets the influence of the French
poets and expresses a dislike for Symons's translations from
Mallarme. He would agree with A .E. that poetry isin a
sense aspiritual activity but adds the qualification: "When,
however, we have agreed that transcendental faith or senti-
ment is a necessary condition for the health of the soul, we
have by no means settled that the substance of art should be
transcendentalism, pure and simple. We are living on the
physical plane; we are embodied spirits, and we must accept
the conditions.” If and when, heinfers, the barriers between
visible and invisible are broken down, art will probably
cease to be necessary.

Y eats began the next article, entitled The Autumn of the
Flesh, not with an argument but, as was often hisway, with a
grandiose flourish: "Our thoughts and emotions are often



TRANSITION 91

but spray flung up from hidden tides that follow a moon no
gye can see.” When hewrotefirst, he explains, he wanted "to
describe outward thingsasvividly aspossible. . . And then,
quite suddenly, | lost the desire of describing outward things,
and found that | took little pleasure in a book unless it was
spiritual and unemphatic." (Notice the odd conjunction of
epithets.) Heisstruggling, he says, against "that 'externality’
which atime of scientific and political thought has brought
into literature." But hefailsto distinguish the "externality"”
of the scientist or politician from that of the ordinary man
who s=s and feds. Oftenin his criticism he suffersin thisway
from the use of facile and exclusive categories.
Inthesamearticle, whichiswrittenthroughout withtypical
arrogance and which some four years later, tojudge from a
letter to A.E., heregretted, he once more tries to overpower
his readers with a bible, instancing de I'lsle Adam and
Maeterlinck.* In England too, he maintains, "anew poetry,
whichisaways contracting its limits [and rightly, itisim-
plied] has grown up under the shadow of the old." First in-
troduced by Rossetti, it is now being tended by Robert
Bridgeswho "elaborated arhythm too delicate for any but an
almost bodiless emotion, and repeated over and over the
most ancient notes of poetry, and none but these." Bridges, in
fact, was a more thorough-going adherent of the Aesthetes
than Yeats himself. 1t was not till long afterwards that he
compromised hispoetry by writing The Testament of Beauty, a
work which by aesthetic standards is impure because it is
didactic.
not serious, and conveniently forgetting Housman and
Hardy, "speak out of some persona or spiritual passion in
words and types and metaphors that draw one's imagination
as far as possible from the complexities of modern life and
thought.” He then gives that astonishing résume of the his-
! Seethe passage already quoted, page 34.
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tory of the world's poetry from which | have already quoted
his aspersion on Goethe, Wordsworth, and Browning. But it
isnot only they who are culpable; Homer, Virgil, Dante, and
Shakespeare were successively descending the stair, betray-
ing the golden age, the purity of the primitive priest-poet. He
then turns upon Larminie to defend Symons and Mallarmé
—Mallarmé who wanted "the horror of the forest or the
silent thunder in the leaves, not the intrinsic dense wood of
the trees” We may sympathize with Mallarme's preference
but it does not prove Yeatss point. The horror of the forest
may be more spiritual than the intrinsic dense wood of the
treesbutitisalso morephysical; thatis, our physical, aswell as
our spiritual, reaction to it is stronger than our physical re-
action to the intrinsic dense wood. Yeats at this period
habitually assumed a false separation between spiritual and
physical; hedid not s that in that between-world, whichis
the world both of poetry and normal life, they are as closely
related as convex to concave. In later years he escaped from
this fallacy of chorismos, to use the Greek word for therigid
Separation of two spheres.

This arid newspaper controversy took place, as | said, in
1899. My generation to-day would probably take sdes with
Eglinton, the orthodox follower of Arnold. But even if we
think that Eglinton'stheory ison the wholetruer of poetry in
general, that does not prove that at that date Y eats was in the
wrong and Eglinton in the right—al ways supposing that both
parties meant what they said or said what they meant. What
isgood generally, as Aristotle said, may not be good for us. A
comparatively fase theory of art may in certain circum-
gtances be more stimulating to creation than acomparatively
trueone. "By their worksye shall know them.>® Arnold, who
took his standards from the Greeks and desired normality
and "high seriousness" wrote poetry which was morbid and
sentimental. More morbid, | would say, than the poetry of
Baudelaire who took his cues from vice and disesase. More
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sentimental than the poetry of the Symbolists who did not
believe in "high seriousness’ and whose last wish was to be
normal. One might argue that in the Nineties abnormality
was the norm; it was a phase which had to be worked
through. Eglinton in that case was wrong to try to tamper
with history. There is no absolute recipe for poetry. One
recipe may give aricher or higher kind of poetry than an-
other but recipes are usdess unless you have the ingredients.
Therecipesof fifth-century Athenswereusdessto Alexandria.
The year 1899 saw thefirst performance in Dublin of The
Heather Field by Edward M arty nand The Countess Cathleen by
Yeats. Yeats was now embarked on that extraordinary ad-
venture described—maliciously, of course—by George
Moorein Ave, and was trying to collaborate with people most
unlike himself. His partnership with Mooreissignificant of
the period. They were temperamentally antipathetic to each
other but they were united in many of their dislikes and in
some of their likes. Both of them, for instance, regarded
Marius the Epicurean as the greatest English prose. Moore,
again, who held that "The philanthropist is the Nero of
modern times" was at onewith Yeatswhoinanessay onlre-
land and the Arts, writtenin 1901, uttered another warning
against the "Englishman with his belief in progress.” They
were alike in despising the middle dasses and in preaching
the all-importance of style (though Moore, in Yeatss eyes,
had neither style nor "class.") In answer to Moore's malice
inAveY eatslong afterwardsretaliated in Dramatis Personae,
the wittiest of hisprosewritings. His picture of Moore throws
a good deal of light on himself: "He had gone to Paris
straight from his father's racing stables, from a house where
there was no culture, as Symons and | understood the word,
acquired copious inaccurate French, sat among art students,
young writers about to become famous, in some café; a man
carved out of aturnip, looking out of astonished eyes.. . He
spoke badly and much in aforeign tongue, read nothing, and
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was never to attain the discipline of style... A revolutionary
inrevolt against the ignorant Catholicism of Mayo, he chose
for master Zola as another might have chosen Karl Marx."
Y eats also at this period objected to his amours. "A romantic,
when romanticism was in its final extravagance," he wrote,
long after he had abandoned this opinion, "I thought one
woman, whether wife, mistressor incitement to platonic love
enough for a lifetime. . ." It would require a professional
psychologist to asess the effect on Yeatss theory and prac-
tice of hisunusually long virginity, which, according to his
friends, lasted until he was forty. In any cae it is afact that
after he was forty (and it is the reverse with many poets) his
poetry became stronger and more decided.

For Yeats's antipathy to Moore there was also, | suspect, a
deeper, if less conscious, reason. Moore, for all the realism of
hisearly novels, was essentially achild of the Aesthetic move-
ment. Followingitstenetsmorelogically thanY eatshewasa
walking example of its ultimate sterility. Plumping for
"beauty" without regard to other criteria he was, quite
logically, an eclectic diletante, aflaneur, aproof of the para-
dox that those who follow beauty alone shall miss her; D. H.
Lawrence, cumbered with theory and message, and hit-or-
miss in his methods, achieved far more of beauty—and even
of style—by the way. Moore was—what was to Yedas
anathema though it was the logical outcome of aestheticism
—amanwithout roots. In so far as he had any consistent out-
look, it was dictated by snobbery and by dislikes, for example
dislike of Christianity. The paganism he exalted against
Christianity wasaschimerical asthe paganism of Swinburne.
Witnessin hisvery early Confessions of a Young Man the attack
on the "pale socialist of Galilee" and the panegyric to "in-
justice": "M anwould not be man but for injustice.. / What
care | that some millions of wretched Israelites died under
Pharaoh's lash or Egypt's sun? It was well that they died that
| might have the pyramids to look on, or to fill amusing hour
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with wonderment.. What care | that the virtue of some six-
teen-year old maiden was the price paid for Ingres's La
Source? That the model died of drink and disease in the hos-
pital, is nothing when compared with the essential that |
should have La Source, that exquisite dream of innocence, to
think of till my soul is sick with delight of the painter's holy
vision." Moore of courseiswriting like a naughty boy pour
épater les bourgeois; histhesisis an affectation. But thefact was
that Moore had no creed which was not affectation and
Y eats perceived this. Being in danger from affectation, him-
sdlf, he disliked having the lesson of it pointed to him so
obviously.

InYeats'slife Moore can beregarded as afoil to Synge (of
whom, incidentally, Moore wasjeal ous). Synge had thevir-
tues which Moore conspicuously lacked; if Mooreis an ex-
ample of what Yeats might have become, Synge is an ex-
ample of what hewould have liked to become. But Y eats was '
too much set upon his own strange path to become either.
And it must be remembered that Synge, in a sense, was his
own creation. Yeats had found him in Parislosing himself in
the quicksands of French Symbolism and brought him back
to Ireland—which had very different results from bringing
Moorebacktolreland. Moorereturned to hisnativecountry
not to re-discover a lost continuity but to try to impose the
Parisian salon upon Dublin. Irish material for hi m was copy
—and nothing more. He professed to turn his back on ab-
stractions but in approaching the concrete world he ap-
proached it as a theorist—a theorist of the concrete. He is
comparable to those poets of the Nineties who cultivated
"passionate experience" for the sake of a theory—doctrin-
aires of the "pure gem-like flame." Whereas Synge was no
doctrinaire or theorist. He returned to the concrete world
not as a mere collector of specimens. He returned to it and
stayed init because it "came natural” to him; hefound him-
sf, inthefull senseofthephrase,ianaceinketheArah Islands.
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Y eatsshowed aflash of intuitionin sending SyngetoAran;
Synge discovered there what Yeats could not discover him-
self—something whose existence he had divined but could
not lay handson. When Synge had brought it tolight, Yeats
tried to make use of it; helacked the peculiar sensibility ever
to be its master but it affected his wor k—and usually to the
good—for the future. The Playboy of the Western World is un-
likeanythingYeatsever wroteor could writebutit fulfilled a
need inhim. Hewrotein Reveries: " | tissomany yearsbefore
one can believe enough in what one feds even to know what
thefeelingis." Thewritings of Synge helped him to discover
hisown fedlings. Thetributeswhich he paid to Syngeare un-
usual, for Yeats, both in their wholeheartedness and their
insight.

Synge's writing was essentially Irish but unsullied by the
vulgaritiesof theYounglrelanders. T heunfavourablerecep-
tion of the Playboy increased Y eats's contempt for thelreland
of the pressand the public platform whileit enhanced his ad-
miration for thelreland of hismind'seye; at thesametime, |
sugges, it altered that mental Ireland in shape and texture.
Synge—at least until he wrote Deirdre—was as little interest-
edintheHeroic Ageashewasin politics.* He wrote in 1907
"The artistic value of any work of art is measured by its
unigqueness... No personal originality isenough tomake arich
work unique, unless it has also the characteristic of a par-
ticular lifeand locality and thelifethatisinit. For thisreason
all historical plays and novels and poems . . . arerelatively
worthless. Every healthy mind is more interested in Titbits
than in Idylls of the King... The most that one can claim for
work of thiskind—such as K eats's | sabella—when it is beauti-
ful,isthat it ismadefor a Utopiaof art." In 1908 he put it
mor e fairly, distinguishing two kinds of poetry—that of real
life and that of a world of fancy. But fancy alone will never
reach theheights. " What ishighest in poetry,"” hewrites, "is

! Stephen MacK enna recalls that he wasrepelled by the ac-
tivities of Maud Gonne.
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aways reached where the dreamer is leaning out to reality,
or where the man of real lifeislifted out of it, and in all the
poets the greatest have both these elements, that is they are
supremely engrossed with life, and yet with the wildness of
their fancy they are always passing out of what is simple and
plain." Some of Yeats's later poetry shows the combination
of these elements—a combination never, | think, achieved
for example by A .E.

By 1906 Y eats had already moved towards this new point
of Synge's and was forgetting the Autumn of the Flesh. Thus
hewrites, at this time in Discoveries: "What moves natural
men in the arts is what moves them in life," and instances
Villon as against Shelley. Speaking of Villon's "feeling for
his own personality" he confesses that he himself at one time
would not have appreciated this: "Without knowingit, | had
come to care for nothing but impersonal beauty. | had set out
on lifewith the thought of putting my very self into poetry
and had understood this as a representation of my own vi-
sons and an attempt to cut away the non-essential, but as|
imagined the visions outside myself my imagination became
full of decorative landscapes of still life." That is, the Aes-
thetic fallacy had made ahalf man of him. He goeson,* con-
ceding points unconsciously to Eglinton: "we should ascend
out of common interests, the thoughts of the newspapers, of
the market-place, of men of science, but only so far aswe can
carry the normal, passionate, reasoning sdf, the personality
asawhole." Heis beginning to realize that abstractions arise
not only from science and politics, that Nineties aestheticism
ds in a sne suffered from them: "Art bids us touch and
taste and hear and see the world, and shrink from what Blake
cals mathematic form, from every abstract thing, from all
that isof thebrainonly, fromall thatisnot afountainjetting
from the entire hopes, memories, and sensations of the body."
Thisnew recognition of the body | would attribute largely to
the influence of Synge. Yeatss old text "Then nowise wor-

1| have already quoted this passage, page 38.
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ship dusty deeds" is becoming obsolete, the "thought-woven
salls' of the Rose of Battlearefalling limp. And heinevitably
beginsto write adifferent kind of poetry.

The change however was not clear-cut; the old self per-
sisted beside the new. In 1906 he published averse-play, The
Shadowy Waters, which isan extreme exampl e of old-fashion-
ed Romantic escapism, full of the murmur of Keats's " peri-
lous seas”" The properties are 'poetic' in the narrowest sense

Edain came out of Midhir's hill, and lay

Beside young Aengus in his tower of glass,

Where time is drowned in odour-laden winds
And Druid moons, amurmuring of boughs,

And deepy boughs, and boughs whose apples made
Of opal and ruby and pale chrysolite

Awake unsleepingfires. . .

The whole poem to which these lines are a prelude, is con-
cerned with the drowning of time. Notice the Ninetyish
enumeration of precious stones, elsewhere often repested—
"chrysoberyl, or beryl, or chrysolite"—and the too easy €pi-
thets; even Fiona MacL eod objected to Yeats's use, or abuse,
of the word "druid." | find echoes of this manner—turned
rococo and socially smart—in Miss Edith Sitwell'slong poem
The Seeping Beauty.

The hero of this poem, Forgael, is a man sailing through
faerie ssss haunted by man-headed birds, and pursuing a
dream against the wishes of his crew who are ordinary men
with anormal endowment of common sense and sensuality—

Youwill haveall you have wished for when you have
earned
Land for your children or money in a pot.

Whereas Forgael islooking for love,—

But of abeautiful, unheard of kind
That is not in the world.
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Hewantsinfact, touseY eats's own terminology, alovewith-
inthe Great Memory—aloveontheastral plane. But thereis
anirony in the fact that his lady, when hefindsher, is "one
that casts a shadow." It is most probable that, inwritingthis
poem, hewasstill thinkingof Maud Gonne.

Toturnnow to his new lyrics. Theimmediate effect upon
his lyrics of the influences | have been discussing was that
their poetry became not richer but barer. Thelate Victorian
beauty isevaporated and what we might call the neo-classical
beauty has not yet been built up. Where the same moods per-
sist, especially that of frustrated love, he no longer wraps
them, like Rossetti, in a sumptuous aura of melancholy; he
states his feelings, with a cold and exact bitterness. He wrote
few lyrics between 1899 and 1910, being preoccupied with
drama. In 1903 he also published two narrative poems, The
Old Age of Queen Maeve and Baile and Aillinn. Both are flat,
faded, two-dimensional pieces. The rather insipid Baile and
Aillinn, written in four-stress rhyming couplets, is chiefly
interesting for its personal interpolations on the old theme
that history repeats itselfin love; Yeats's own passion is thus
drawn upintomythology. The Old Age of Queen Maeveiswrit-
tenin the blank verse of the plays, a verse actually more suit-
ed to narrative than to drama, and here again the poet's
privatelifeintrudesontheworld of legend—

O unquiet heart,
Why do you praise another, praising her,
As if there were no tale but your own tale
Worth knitting to a measure of sweet sound?

Among the shorter poems the same themeis treated direct-
ly, butwithavery different movement fromthat of hisearlier
love-poems, Thus, in one of the poems from In the Seven
Woods publishedin 1903, hewrites:

There's no man may ook upon her, no man,
Aswhennewly growntobea woman,
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Tall and noble but with face and bosom
Delicate in colour as apple blossom.

This beauty's kinder, yet for areason

| could weep that the old is out of season.

Notice here the minor innovations in technique, especialy
the use of the off-rhyme, later afavourite trick of Yeats and
especially useful for suggesting disillusionment or weariness.
In this volume we aso find him beginning to write poems
which in their manner and content are casua or occasional;
for instance, AdarrCs Curse. As for the world of legend, it
appears only to be renounced—

| have no happiness in dreaming of Brycelinde.

Hisnext lyricsappearedin 191 o boundin onevolumewith
thesatirical play, The Green Helmet. T he processhas now gone
further. Thereis one poem here that might have come out of
Rossetti—

| swayed upon the gaudy stern
The butt end of a steering oar—

but on the whole the sheen and mystery are gone; statement
preponderates over suggestion. The mood is consistently
depressed, his hopes both of love and of Ireland having redch-
ed alow ebb. Heisworking out amanner whichisflat but at
the same time distinguished; either through lack of vitality or
lack of skill he has not yet devel oped his peculiar gift of mak-
ing something memorable and even sensuous out of ordinary
words, austererhythms and statements bleakly direct. For the
moment he gives us an almost Wordsworthian simplicity—

| had this thought awhile ago,

My darling cannot understand

What | have done, or what would do
Inthisblind, bitter land—

or, following another line, he compromiseswith hisol d arch-
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enemy rhetoric and, in an era of insipid versifying, makesthe
English language sound as if it meant business. No Second
Troyishisfirst finepoem in this manner; the love which had
inspired the old wavering rhythms and twilight atmosphere,
now, in the stage of resignation, expressss itself through
straightforward diction, a powerful traditional metric, and
the controlled rhetoric of the classicists—

Why should | blame her that she filled my days
With misery, or that she would of late

Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways,
Or hurled the little streets upon the great,

Had they but courage equal to desire?

Ireland, as well as Maud Gonne, had disappointed him.
His 1909 diary shows how depressed he was by contemporary
Ireland's soullessness. "Ireland is ruined by abstractions,” he
writes, and he complains of the "ill-breeding of the mind"
prevalent among Irishmen—"every thought made in some
manufactory and with the mark upon it of its wholesde
origin." In 1909 he met Thomas MacDonagh but expected
little of him. The revolutionary movement had turned soui
in his mouth. He renounces Young Ireland and his own
earlier attitude, attributing his escape from them, as | have
attributed it above, to the influence of Synge: "I did not s
until Synge began to write, that we must renounce the
deliberate creation of akind of Holy City intheimagination,
and expresstheindividual .”

The poems about Ireland in The Green Helmet are conss
tently disillusioned. He complains in a poem to Douglas
Hyde, thinking no doubt of the Abbey Theatre audience,
that the populaceiswilful, fickle, andignorant:

Is there a bridle for this Proteus

That turns and changes like his draughty sees?
Or is there none, most popular of men,

But when they mock us, that we mock again?
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In another poem he portraysthe decline of Irish nationalism:

These are the clouds about the fallen sun,

The majesty that shuts his burning eye:

The weak lay hand on what the strong has done,
Till that be tumbled that was lifted high

And discord follow upon unison,

And all things at one common level lie. . .

In another poem he deploresthe fall of the big houses (weari-
ed by the Land Agitation he can se nothing but lossin it):

Although
Mean roof trees were the sturdier for itsfall,
How should their luck run high enough to reach
The gifts that govern men, and after these
To gradual Time's last gift, awritten speech
Wrought of high laughter, loveliness and ease?

Notice the typical implication that literature is man's most
valuable possession.

. 'Yeatsscult of the Big Houseisto be correlated with hisdis-
like for democracy, liberalism, the facile concept of progress
This dislike was by no means peculiar to him among twen-
tieth-century poets. T. S. Eliot, complaining that the world
is "worm-eaten with liberalism," appears to hanker for a
hierarchical régime where Church and State are above the
individual's questionings. D. H. Lawrence, while hating the
ouUessness of capitalism, found an equally barren prospect
indemocracy, socialism, communism. Hefell back upon"the
mystery of lordship. The mystery of innate, natural, sacred
priority. The other mystic relationship between men, which
democracy and equality try to deny and obliterate. Not any
arbitrary caste or birth aristocracy [here he is more dadtic
than Y eats], But the mystic recognition of differenceand in-
nate priority, thejoy of obedience and the sacred respon-
sibility of authority." (Kangaroo, published in 1923.) Roy
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Campbell again, apoet devoted tovigour and individuality,
drew the inference that these qualities areinseparablefrom a
system of socia inequality and therefore appeared in the
Spanish Civil War asarabid reactionary, regarding General
Franco as the saviour of human dignity because he was the
saviour of theland-owners.

In Yeats aso the love of tradition merged into support of
reaction. Following his father, who had stressed the con-
servativeness of the Irish peasantry—"as conservative as the
people behind the barriersof privilege"—hewanted to main-
tain with, the barriers of privilege around the aristocracy
those other barriers (of illiteracy and penury?) around the
peasant. In 1907 he wrote, in an essay on Poetry and I reland:
'Three types of men have made all beautiful things./Aris-
tocracies have made beautiful manners, because thei r' place
intheworld putsthem abovethefear of life, and the country-
men have made beautiful stories and beliefs, because they
have nothing to lose and so do not fear, and the artists have
made all the rest, because Providence has filled them with
recklessness."jfThe corollary is that artists must remain reck-
less must nof accept any discipline from without (see page
108), that the aristocrats must be kept on their pedestals
("Leisure, wealth, privilege," Yeats wrote in 1909, "were
created to be a soil for the most living"), that the peasants,
finally, must remain where they have nothing to lose.

Yeats, like Eliot, assumes that a world built upon com-
munist principles would imply amechanical equality, adrab
uniformity. Itisto behoped that thisisawrong assumption,
thoughitissupported by many examplesso far given of com-
munist intellectual dictatorship, of the wholesale issue of
machine-made and trade-marked opinions. Y eats and Eliot
again assumed that a democratic world implies a low stan-
dard of thinking and taste, impliesjerry-building, barren
competitiveness, a waste of energy and words; for this as-
sumption too they can easily find plenty of evidence. These
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assumptions may be wrong, but granted that they believed
them, Yeats and Eliot have acted upon them honestly. No
doubt they were also influenced by ulterior, that is personal,
motives, each wanted aworldinwhich he, asanintellectual,
could live. The left wing intellectual, before he throws a
stone at them, should consider whether his own motives for
advocating "the dasdess society” are disinterested. | have a
suspicion that many intellectuals of the Left fancy this
society with aspecial nichefor themselvesinit, that they take
it thewriter will be honoured when the banker and the aris-
tocrat have gone—Ilooking at the circulation of novels and
even poetry inthe U.S.S.R.

What horrified Yeats in politics was the disregard of
humanindividualit)! Hewroteinthelast year of hislife: " | f
ever Ireland again molten wax, do not try to pour Ire-
land into any political system. Think first how many able
men with public minds the country has, how many it can
hope to have in the near future, and mould your system upon
those men. It does not matter how you get them, but get
them." By that date, though still clinging to the idea of dyn-
asties, he was prepared to admit that a new dynasty can al-
ways be begun, and expressed the hope that the descendants
of the present generation of Irish bureaucrats, "if they grow
rich enough for the travel and leisure that make a finished man
[italics mine], will constitute our ruling class, and date their
origin from the Post Office as American families date theirs
from the Mayflower." In pre-War years, however, before the
Irish burnings, he was still pinning hisfaith to the Big House,"
and preferring to ignorethefact that in most cases these houses
maintained no culture worth speaking of—nothing but an

! Contrast Stephen MacK enna who wrote in 1924: " don't
know anything about the MacKennas, and frankly | care les
one of the very few things in the Ireland of to-day that redly
pleases me iathat cobblers and ploughers are at the top and that
no one talks, asfar as | know, of any socia glory or birth-ban.”
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horses. Th&equalltlesthemselves, it must beadmitted, came
to fascinate him—an intellectual jumping his hedges by
proxy. So, in this 1910 collection of poems, he expressss a
nostalgic yearningfor "horsemen for companions,

Before the merchant and the clerk
Breathed on the world with timid breath..."

For in his contempt for the merchant and the clerk, if in no-
thing ese, Yeatsjoins hands with the Communists. His
remedy, however,—likeWilliam Morris'sbefore him—was
to put the clock back, not forward.

A contemporary reviewing In the Seven Woods and The
Green Helmet might justifiably haveinferred alossof vitality
and inspiration. The chief impression received from these
volumes is one of weariness. In succeeding books of verse
Yeatsrallied most remarkably, displaying avigour whichis
no longer adolescent but mature. The whole man is at last
represented; he ceases to suppress his own hardheadedness
(he was an excellent busness man), his wit, his talents for
gossip and generalization, his anger or sensuality or love of
speculation.

Technically, hislater verse owed much to his experiments
in drama. In Dramatis Personae he recounts how he used to
argue with Moore about words: "I n later years, through
much knowledge of the stage, through the exfoliation of my
own style, | learnt that occasiona prosaic words gave the
effect of an active man speaking. In dream-poetry, in Kubla
Khan, in The Stream's Secret, every line, every word, can carry
itsunanalysable, rich associations; but if we dramatize some
possible singer or speaker we remember that he is moved by
one thing at atime, certain words must be dull and numb.
Here and there in correcting my early poems | have intro-
duced such numbness and dullness, turned, for instance, 'the
curd-pale moon into the 'brilliant moon," that all might
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seem, asit were, remembered with indifference, except some
one vivid image. When | began to rehearse aplay | had the
defectsof my early poetry; | insisted upon obviousall-pervad-
ingrhythm. Later on | found myself saying that only inthose
lines or words where the beauty of the passage came to its
climax, must rhythm be obvious." This new principle be-
came characteristic of the later Yeats and of much other
modern poetry, whichfailsto pleasethose criticswho demand
highlightsin every line.

Synge wrote in 1908: " I n these days poetry is usually a
flower of evil or good [he himself, it should be remembered,
had had histermwith the Symbolists]; but it isthetimber of
poetry that wears most surely, and there is no timber that has
not strong roots among the clay and worms. . . Even if we
grant that exalted poetry can be kept successful by itself, the
strong things of life are needed in poetry aso, to show that
what is exalted or tender is not made by feeble blood. 1t may
almost be said that before verse can be human again it must
learn to be brutal ." These prophetic words could serve as a
comment on the subsequent development of Yeats and of
modern English poetry ingeneral. A more rapid and violent
parallel to Yeatss development—though perhaps a les
genuine one—is found in Mr Ezra Pound. Pound, in the
same year that Synge wrote the above words, published his
early Persona, abook which showsclearly theinfluence of the
earlier Yeats—

There are there many rooms and all of gold,
Of woven walls deep patterned, of email,

Of beaten work; and through the claret stone,
Set to some weaving, comes the aureate light.

| would instance particularly the whole of the short poem,
The Tree. But Pound soon abandoned this manner which wes
sometimes decorative on the Victorian pattern, sometimes
atmospheric on the Symbolist pattern, but which was cer-
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tainly lackingin "timber." Toodelibe
out to learn to be brutal; it was the sai
Mr W.J. Turner toleavethe prettine
paxi for The Seven Daysof theSun. InElio
elegance and sentiment and Symbolic
siging sideby sidewith hard factsbruta
During the period discussed in this ¢
coming more and more speculative,
philosophy implicit in hislater work. L.
thiswas lar gely conditioned by his disli
dislike of the mere " literature of logic"
all in the service of one metallic premise,
forgotten everything but books and yet 1
toread," thereishisnew distrust of polit
even of the "religious genius."His do
now iswholeness—the whole man, the w
decided that the logician, on the one hi
tionsin thewrongplaces, and thereligiou
obliterates distinctions which are necessa
he criticizes A.E. :"His poetical genius
mind as a whole, and probably he puts
every suggestion of his poetical genius wh
man from man. The most fundamental
between the intellect, which can only do
continually 'thou fool/ and thereligious g
all equal." From now on Yeatsbegantog
intellect, was no longer content towritein
distinctions arelost in a per petual chiarosct
Going closely with this new concept of th
a whole of parts in which the parts must:
whole nor be merely merged in it, is Yeat
trine of the Mask. T he adolescent Y eats ha
and proud of it. Now having cometoadmir.
rationalized his admiration by the theory
action is a dreamer who embraces his oppo
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.on; he finds this true of the heroes of
theory absolves the man of action from
I of mere animal spirits or a merely
Julius Caesar or Napoleonisplaying a
t Nero wanted to be—an artist. Yeats
the hero of Synge's Playboy who begins
violent character and ends by becom-

m," Yeats wrote in his diary of 1909,
and the theatrical sense. If we cannot
different from what we are, and assume
cannot impose a discipline upon our-

ay accept one from others." Itisimplied
of disciplineisantipathetic to art; Yeats
.at apoet, for instance, who turned Cont-
riving himself. "Active virtue," he con-
‘ished from the passive acceptance of a
before theatrical, consciously dramatic,
isk. It is the condition of arduous full life,
tices in very active natures a tendency to
on to criticize Wordsworth "because his
theatrical element.” Asusual withYeatss
y istoo simple; itistherationalization of
ty. Many great men may have been, ina
that does not mean that pose—at any rate
heusesthe phrase" consciously dramatic"
of greatness. Again the alternative discip-
ously separated. Does a man who accepts a
so many of the Greeks did, for instance—
ively? Andisit possibleto discipline oneself
to terms with external circumstances and

. 0n pose might suggest that he was relapsing
t issuspiciously reminiscent of Lionel John-
<ual." Yeats however had left the fold of the
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Aesthetes in as much as he had admitted that the "theatrical
sensd' can display itself in amost any walk of life. Heno lon-
ger accepted Art for Art's Sake in the narrower ssnsein which
art is opposed to life or, at least, to life in a community.
Logically the Aesthetes were anarchists as regards the com-
munity.! Whereas Yeats now tends to think, like Aristotle,
that the community can be awork of art; so can thelife of an
individual—and not merely of an individual 'artist]. The
material for suchformsof art (inthewider sansg) ismeninre-
lation to each other; the differences, therefore, between one
man and another must be maintained and recognized. This
meant readmitting the importance of both character and
morality. Thusinthe 1909 diary wefind avery significant re-
cantation: "1 now s that the literary element in painting,
the moral element in poetry, are the means whereby the two
arts are accepted into the socia order and become a part of
life and not things of the study and the exhibition." He here
as good as admits that the Aesthetes divorce of art from life,
and afortiori from any social order, was founded on afallacy.
Later, in 1936, in his Introduction to the Oxford Book of
Modern Verse, he repudiates very soundly his earlier purism:
"When my generation denounced scientific humanitarian
preoccupation, psychological curiosity, rhetoric, we had not
found what ailed Victorian literature. The Elizabethans had
all these things, especialy rhetoric... The mischief began at
the end of the seventeenth century when man became pas-
sve before a mechanized nature..." Being W. B. Yeats, he
could not be expected to add that the isolationism of the
Nineties poets, intended as a cure for the Victorian disesse,
wasreally asymptom of it. The Victorian poets had lost their
place in the community; to argue that a poet belongs outside

the community was merely an (unconscious) attempt to
gloze over the sense of loss.



CHAPTER VI
RESPONSIBILITIES

Adieu, swet Aengus, Maeve and Fand,
Ye plumed yet skinny Shee.
JM. SYNOE

IN  dreams begins responsibility.” This quotation, put at
the beginning of Yeatss next book of poems, Respon-
sibilities, published in 1914, issignificant of his change of

outlook. The bulk of hisearly poetry belonged to the dream-

world; butthat worldwasessentialy irresponsible,implied a

reversal or abnegation of the values of the physical world we

livein; The Shadowy Waterswas hislast great acclamation of
that dream-world. Now the wheel has moved round; the
dream-world is taken as a sanction of the world welivein,
which latter for Y eats asfor Platois governed by eternal pat-
ternsoutsideitself. Y eatsis now shaking free of the concept of
transcendence; the relationship between the two worlds is
not tobeaone-sided one. "Eternity," hequoted from Blake, "is
inlovewith the productions of time," or, in the words of an

I'rish peasant which he was fond of repeating, " God posesss

the heavens—but he covets the earth.” Our earthly dignity

has been vindicated; Yeats is no longer ashamed of our
world of conflicting people, of oratory and flesh; heis even
beginning to be proud of it as something which may be the
disguise of the eternal verities but is also their necessary em-
bodiment. Infightingfor apolitical creed oneis followinga
mythical archetype; in sexua love oneistuning to the musc
of the spheres.

Hewasnearly fifty when he published Responsibilitiesand
in the same year, another short narrative poem, The Two

Ki . Thelatter isof little interest except that, whileitison
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the old theme of a woman who is wooed by a supernatural
lover, thistimethewomanis allowed to refuse the lover and
make a good casefor doing so—

Never will | believe there is any change
Can blot out of my memory this life
Sweetened by death, but if | could believe,
That were a double hunger in my lips

For what is doubly brief.

The blank verse of this poem shows little development. Itis
Victorian- blank verse with a fondness for the Swinburnian
final anapaest—"More hands in height than any stag in the -
world." (For the historian of English blank verse Swinburne
would be asignificant figure. Since Milton blank verse had
been steadily flagging, becoming less alive, moreliterary. In
Tennyson, withhismarvelloustechnical accomplishment, it
still retains the_aylg__of a museum. Swinburne, the virtuoso,
attempted to galvanizeit, applying alliteration and sensual
rhythm. Atalanta in Calydon is a tour deforce but the verse fails
tobedramaticanditsvitalityissomethingfactitious.)

Responsibilities, on the other hand, isfull of novelties. Itisa
versatile collection. There are anumber of direct personal or
occasional poems and some satirical ones. There are exam-
ples of anew kind of fable-poetry which avoids becoming al-
legory. There are a couple of those poems in a ballad form
with arefrain which he later was to use so often (see Chapter
vni); these "ballads" are examples of sleight-of-hand; ap-
pearing carefree and frivolous they convey a simple serious
statement of a particular mood or idea. Lastly, there are the
two poems on The Magi and The Dalls, forerunners of his
later philosophical poetry.

The fable-poems—The Grey Rock, The Three Beggars, The
Three Hermits, The Hour before Dawn—are dry, unromantic
pieces; an everyday, sometimescolloquial, dictionisblended
with turns of speech which, though unostentatious, come out
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of thepoetictradition. TheGrey Rock islessinter estingfor its
gory than for themoral which it points, namely, that aman
must keep faith with the eternal powers (the archetypes of
art) rather than with any political forces of here and nhow—
"the loud hogt beforethe sea” In an asde Y eats pays a nos
talgictributeto Dowson and Johnson for their single-minded
devotion to Art. The story once again presents a super-
natural beingin lovewith aman and, in thiscase, embittered
by that man's treachery (a treachery which from another
angleis, asin The Two Kings, the man's loyalty to his own
world)—

Why musgt the lasting love what passs
Why are the gods by men betrayed?

Thepoem impliesYeatsspeculiar dialectic—eternity in love
with the productions of time, the antagonism between gods
and men who are divided by a gulf which demands to be
bridged so that upon that bridge they can fight or love each
other. In different poems Yeats appears to take different
sdes an ambiguous partisan because he believes in the final
resolution of therivalry.

The Three Beggarsis a satirical comment upon everyday
avarice; theheroisacranewho, likethefool or thesaint d
where in his poetry, shows no competitive spirit (the heron
for Yeats represents solitude, contemplation). The moral
samsto bethat quiescence paysin theend—

"Maybel shall belucky yet,
Now they are slent,” said the crane.
"Though to my feathersin the wet
I've good as | were made of stone
And seen the rubbish run about,
It'scertain there aretrout somewhere
And maybe | shall takeatrout
If but | do not seem to care.”
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TheHour before Dawn pointsadifferent moral; itisadefence
of the waking life against the man who intends to deep till the
Day of Judgement—"For all life longs for the Last Day."
Yeats had in his time expressed this longing himself and was
to continue to express it on occasons, his alegiance being
divided. Now, however, heison the whole an accepter of life
instead of arejecter of it; one can se the influence of Synge—

The beggar in arage began
Upon his hunkers in the hole,
"It's plain that you are no right man
To mock at everything | love
Asif it were not worth the doing.
I'd have a merry life enough
If agood Easter wind were blowing,
And though the winter wind is bad
| should not be too down in the mouth
For anything you did or said
If but this wind were in the south.”

Compare Synge's Tramp in The Shadow of the Glen: "We'l | be
going now, | 'mtellingyou, and thetimeyou'll befeeling the
cold, and thefrost, and the great rain, and the sun again, and
thesouthwindblowingintheglens, you'll not besittingupin
awet ditch, the way you're after sittingin this place, making
yourself old with looking on each day, and it passing you by.
Y ou'll be saying one time, 'It's agood evening, by the grace
of God," and another time'lt'sawild night, God help us; but
it'll passsurely.™

The same individualist bravado comes out in the mag-
nificent little poem, The Peacock, which begins:

What's riches to him
That has made a great peacock
With the pride of his eye?

and in another poem here that pays homage to a squirrel:
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Nor the tame will, nor timid brain,

Nor heavy knitting of the brow

Bred that fiercetooth and cleanly limb
And threw him up to laugh on the bough;
No government appointed him.

Technically, the poemsin Responsihilities are, for the most
part, very accomplished. Y eats, who composed with extra-
ordinary difficulty, is outstanding among modern poets for
his mastery of the short-line poem with three or four dresses
toaline Any onewho hastried to write such apoem, wheniit
is not broken into short stanzas, knows how hard it is so to
arrange the sentences as to avoid breaking the run of the
whole, and so to control the rhythms that the poem does not
get into askid. Yeats, as Mr Oliver St John Gogarty has put
it, keeps his poem balanced in the middle of the page; it does
not run off into the margins. His sentence-construction and
rhythmical variationarestructurally functional . Witnessthe
opening linesof apoem from Responsibilitiescalled Friends:

Now must | these three praise—
Three women that have wrought
What joy isin my days:

One because no thought,

Nor those unpassing cares,

No, notinthese fifteen
Many-times-troubled years,
Could ever come between

Mind and delighted mind. . .

[t will be noticed here that, though the rhyme scheme is in
quatrains, the chief syntactical stopsdo not coincidewiththe
‘ends of the quatrains. Thisisasimple mechanical principle,
asisthe splitting between oneline and the next of epithet ad
noun or preposition and noun, but Yeats's craftsmanship is
something more than mechanical. He usss many trickswith-
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out overdoing any of them. Some intuition guided his half-
rhymes, repetitions, counterpoising, his omission orinter-
polation of syllables.

The best poemsin Responsibilities are two short, very direct
ones addressed to Maud Gonne's daughter, which have a
Greek and sinewy spareness. There are more poems for her in
his next book and she ranks among the few personswho could
evoke from Y eats this personal directness. It is incorrect to
sy, as some have done, that directness is the characteristic of
Yeatss later poetry or to think that his best poems are neces-
sarily the,direct ones. Much of his later poetry, and some of
his finest at that, was oblique, complicated, even obscure.
What we can say is that his later poetry showed a marked in
creae in strength and concentration. This strength is some
times achieved by directness, sometimes by the powerfu
girders of ideas, sometimes by the old enemy rhetoric. Yeats
had an epigrammatist in him who hardly shows himselfin
his early poetry. Asthe Celtic mistsrolled away, hewas able
tolook after him and build up his poems more economically.
His material is carefully selected, though he uses the same
properties again and again—the same real life figures, the
sare particul ar eventsand places, the same stock personeeand
more or lessrigid symbols, the same quasi-philosophical con-
‘epts and generalizations. The charge of repetition is a
favourite weapon of the book-reviewer, a weapon which is
rften employed stupidly. Provided aconcept or asymbol or an
imagestill ringstrueto apoet, why should he beforbiddento
repeat it? It might be pointed out that T. S. Eliot, who has
written much less verse, repeats himself frequently both in
phrase and image; witness his use of the symbolic figure
Goriolanus.

' Counterpointing: | use Gerard Manley H%)kins's term for the
inverson of the normal metrical dresses " Of Man'sfirst dis-
obedience. ." iscounterpointed, ——u u— uinstead of u—
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Responsibilities contains two remarkable "philosophical”
poems—The Magi and The Dolls—which foreshadow much
that is to comein later volumes. Y eats wrote them, as he ex-
plains in a note, after having' 'noticed once again how all
thought among usisfrozen into something other than human
life." Thedolls, who represent intellectual Being in opposi-
tion to physical or physiological Becoming, make anindig-
nant uproar because the doll-maker's wife has had a baby.
She, vacillating—Ilike Y eats himself—between the values of
life and thought, apologizes to her husband that it was an
accident. The Magi in the other poem, "complementary
forms of those enraged dolls," are perceived in the sky with

all their eyesstill fixed, hoping to find once more,
Being by Calvary's turbulence unsatisfied,
The uncontrollable mystery on the bestial floor.

As | understand this, it is another view of the dialectic be
tween Being and Becoming. Thedolls merely objected to the
fact of ahumanbirth. TheMagi, being attendants on abirth
which is both human and divine, represent that Eternity
whichisinlovewiththeproductionsof timebut whichisre
peatedly disappointed by them. Calvary for the Magi is
merely afrustration.

Yeats believed—or tried hard to believe—in historical
cycles. The birth of Christ therefore, not being a unique
phenomenon, was something which must recur. (See his
|ater poem, The Second Coming.) The eternal Powers can only
find satisfaction in the dramas played under their own in-
fluence or inspiration on the stage of history—as if Plao's
Forms could only find themselves in their mimesis by pa-
ticulars:JNo one point or episode or agent in the dramais
satisfying to them; they must have the whole, the whole of
parts. The defeat of the hero in the play istheir defeat because
heistheir hero but the play as awholeis their triumph ke
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caueitistheir play. SoYeatswrotelater in the chorusin The
Resurrection:

Odour of blood when Christ was slain
Made all Platonic tolerance vain
And vain all Doric Discipline.

TheMagi, insofar asthey arethought frozen into something
other than itself, into Platonized or Doricized transcendent-
ds, were thereby defeated. But, Yeats ssems to admit, the
Magi themselves are our misrepresentation—ours or Plato's
or Lycurgus'—of the supreme spiritual powers. Thought at
its highest merges into spirit, Yeats being an idealist who
assumes that spirit is the primary and ultimate reality| The
descent into time meansasplitting of thisprimary realit;'/into
those secondary half-realities opposed to each other whose
mutual antagonism implies their mutual dependence. This
metaphysical dialectic underlies much of Y eats's later poetry
and is involved with his doctrine of reincarnation as well as
with that of historical cycles. Neither of thesetwo subsidiary
doctrines follows necessarily from the dialectic but Yeats
prefers to find in them its manifestations because they enforce
thepattern soemphatically.

Thediscovery that real lifeis aplay and that legend is al -
ways in the making encouraged Y eats to jettison his roman-
tic bric-a-brac, to " hurl helmets, crowns, and swordsinto the
pit." In Responsibilities he abdicates the throne of thetwilight:

| made my song a coat
Covered with embroideries
Out of old mythologies
From heel to throat;

But the fools caught it,
Wore it in the world's eyes
Asthough they'd wrought it.
Song, let them takeit,
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For there's more enterprise
Inwalking naked.

He did not forgo embroideries altogether but from now on
they are applied more sparingly and to better advantage.

His next book of lyrics, The Wild Swans at Coole, was pub-
lished in 1919. In the meantime two very important things
had happened to him—the Easter Rising in 1916 and his
ownmarriagein1917. Marriagefor almost any artist must be
something of adescent to earth, arenunciation of the fantasy-
life; Yeats, who had indulged his fantasies more than mog
men, must have found, marrying when past fifty, the renun-
ciation a great one. But what his wife took away with ae
hand she gave back with the other. Being a spiritualist
medium it was she who introduced him to the extraordinary
system he has described in A Vision, a system which at leest
provided ascaffolding for hispoetry.

The Easter rising, as | wrote in the third chapter, gae
Yeats a shock at once enlivening and horrifying. He hed
built an Ireland out of words and now he saw them trans
lated into action. Many people had come to think, like the
German engineer in DenisJohnston's TheMooninthe Yellow
River, that Ireland was a country "where nothing ever hgp-
pens." Therising, when it happened, contradicted not only
this belief but common sense. Its final result was still more
unexpected, and proved—what Y eatsalwayswished to have’
proved—that merely quantitative values are untrue and tha
agesture, evenif absurd, can conquer the machinery of logic
And yet this gesture frightened him, contrasting oddly n
doubt with the gestures of the heroes of hisdreams.

The Wild Swans at Cooleis asimilar assortment to Respon
sibilities but in each genre Yeats seems to have gained i
power. Most noticeable are the direct poems about his o
experiences—the people he really knew, the swans he redl;
saw. According to the criteria of the Aesthetes such poetr.
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has no advantage over the poetry whichis purely fantastic or
merely decorative. If however we admit that poetry cannot be
asxsHd in terms of itself, we have to grant that the poetry of
direct experience, though not necessarily better than the
other kind, has at least this advantage from the reader's
point of view that it saves him certain preliminary adjust-
ments and allows him to stand on the facts implied in the
poem while hereacts to the poetry. It is ahuman wesknessto
look for facts but, when we are given them, they may cesse to
distract us. Humanly aso each apparent remove from life
tends to weaken our interest; in Homer we are less interested
in what happens on the shield of Achilles than in what
Achilles does with his shield. The model of the Parnassian
poets is too static for most of us. A poet's life—whatever his
model—overflows into his poetry but the reader also likesto
fed the current. Thus Rilke wrote many poems about works
of art because they were asreal to him as people or physical
experiences; the reader however prefers awork of art which
is not 'about’ a work of art because the double remove ob-
scures the current from life. In Yeatss treatment of ancient
Irishlegend thecurrent flowed often underground.

His poems about, or for, the friends whom he admired
were something unusual in what he himself called the age of
thesatirists. T. S. Eliot's Prufrock, published in 1917, herald-
ed the cynicism of awhole post-war decade. Thetitle poem
in that volume was amost delicate piece of self-anaysis, sdf-
satire, the portrait of an intellectual who finds nothing worth
while, who makes not the great but the complete refusal

(there is no grestnessin it for he does not believe in what he
refuses)—

"l am no prophet—and here's no great matter."

The Portrait of a Lady, again, throwsacold, cruel light on the
sort of woman whom Yeats regarded as a masterpiece of
civilization. Eliot presents these charactersin the manner of a
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modern novelist, showing up their makebelieve worlds and
leaving them puppets. Itisstrangeto turnto Yeatsand find
him admiring individual human beings, not questioning
their individuality, not stressing their subservience to cir-
cumstance—

And that inquiring man John Synge comes next,
That dying chose the livingworld for text

And never could have rested in the tomb

But that, long travelling, he had come

Towards nightfall upon certain st apart

In a most desolate stony place,

Towards nightfall upon arace

Passionate and simple like his heart.

Y eatsin hispoems treated Synge or Major Robert Gregory in
the same way that Shakespeare treated his tragic heroes and
heroines; theheroisconceded full individuality, his Marxist
conditioningisignored. Thismeanssimplification, means—in
Shakespeare and in Yeats—the elimination from the tragic
figure of all psychology except some simple trends, it means
the explanation of a man not by his daily life but by one or
two great moments; thus we get the paradox that in Shake-
speare death is so often the great moment of life and Cleo-
patra's suicide an assertion of thejoy of life. This is what
Y eats meant when he wrote in his old age that "Haml et and
Lear aregay." The characters are simplified into bold sym-
bolical figures; all Synge's significanceis for Y eats summed
up in theline—"dying chose the living world for text."

In keeping with this simplified world of more than life-sze
figures, of trends which are never merely approximate, is
Yeatss peculiar grand manner. This is not, like that of
+Shakespeare or Milton, florid and redundant. It gopears
foften to be governed by the principlesof prose(itissignificant
‘that in his later years Yeatswoul d oftenfirst write apoemin
prose and then versify it). Hislanguage is not Wordsworth's
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"language of ordinary men" but it has an insidious relation
to it; Yeats, unlike Bridges, for instance, who aso writes
simply and directly but with a patent poeticality, bluffs the
reader into giving him hisattention. What heis sayingisstill
often very peculiar, sometimes esoteric, but he says it with an
air as if it were the whole man speaklng consequently the
reader, who thinks of himself as a whole man too, approaches
the poem with more sympathy than if he suspected it of being
written merely with the fingertips (asuspicion easily aroused
by much of Yeatss early work). In his role of the poet as
whole man Yeats now uses all the tricks, combining them
cunningly, not overdoing any one; reconciled to rhetoric he
does not abandon the romantic picture; using mainly the
words of prose he is always prepared—unlike the theoretical
Wordsworthian—to dash in colour, to heighten. His most
consistent weapon is rhythm. Rhythm and rhetoric in wed-
lock produce a poetry unique in his time and which is essen
tially, inhis ownword, athletic—

Some burn damp faggots, others may consume
The entire combustible world in one small room
As though dried straw, and if we turn about
The bare chimney is gone black out

Because the work had finished in that flare.

Thisquotationisfrom hisformal memorial poem for Lady
Gregory's son, such formality being an infringement of his
early creed. On the same subject he wrote a much shorter,
much simpler poem, of equal excellence, An Irish Airman
Foresees his Death. The moral of these paeansto Major Greg-
ory ssemsto bethe moral of Synge—

Nor law, nor duty bade me fight,

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

Drove to this tumult in the clouds. . .
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The"lonely impulse of delight" had been for the early Yesats
the differentia of the artist; now he sesit in the world of in-
stinctive creatures, especially in men of action, and is at times
inclined to admit that in the artist this impulse is handicap-
ped for the artist knows too much, thinkstoo much. Every so
often now Yeats attacks knowledge—"1 would be ignorant
. asthe dawn.' Witness the poem in this book about Catullus,
atype of the poet who lived fully and did not let his art des-
troy theintegrity of hisinstincts. At the sametimeinevitably,
the instinctive man, the sensua man, the sportsman, the
adventurer, are turned by Yeats into myths. The Fisherman,
in the poem of that name, is a product of wishful thinking,
an intellectual's projection, a non-intellectual hero.

Thefreckled man who goes
Toagrey placeon ahill
In grey Connemara clothes
Atdawnto cast hisflies

isnot to be found on any stream in Ireland—

A manwho does not exist,
A manwhoisbut adream.

Yeats was too shrewd and too truculent not to know the
nature of real-life anglersl The physmal man is properly
gregarious; the physical man of Yeatss dreams is, like his
impulse of delight, essentially lonely. Thus the "man of
action" in the political sphere who came nearest his idea
was Parnell. ‘

Y eats no longer held that "Words alone are certain good,":
nor yet that dreams alone are certain good; he had come to
recognize the immanence of the dream in physical fact while
maintaining that it is The dream which gives the fact its
value. The sensuaist proper abandons himself to flux where-
as Yeats Wanted pattern, continuity, every moment's ex-
perience referred to the Great Memory. Even in those later
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kems of his which show a franker and starker sensuality,
stiselevated into something other than itself, fulfilling the
me function as the troubac”urish affections of his youth.
admire an unattai nablelady can give apoet anucleusfor
is chance sensations and thoughts. To deep with a woman
an do the same, especidly if, asin Yeatss case, the act of
copulationisthought of not as afleeting episode—a hailstone
that falls and melts, but as one more link in a chain which
gretches through history and binds the world together. In
hisintroductionto the Mandukya Upanishad (1935) he praises
the belief of certain Indianswho seek the divine self in sexual
union. A similar idea appears in D. H. Lawrence, for in-
gance in his poem Don Juan—

[tislsisthemystery
Must beinlovewith me.

The Wild Swans at Coole contains several poems which | are
obscure because they imply an esoteric world system. TJiis
system Y eats was working out from 1917 on, partly through
"spirit messages' obtained by his wife when she was HI a
date of trance, partly through thefolk-beliefs, thel ndiaryand
cabbalistic philosophy, which he had been exploring since
his youth. Some of his new poems he wrote, accordind;, to
himself, "as a text for exposition." The expositionisto be
found in A Vison, first published in 1925. This book is the
mogt ingenious, the most elaborate, and the most arid of his
writings. He attached vast importance toit. Although from
one angle a romantic individualist, even an anarchist he
fancy himself beating hiswingsin avoid. He could sy "An
amless joy Is apurejoy," thinking of the trampsin Synge,
hut would then go further back and argue that there is a
pointin being aimless; fool, libertine, vagrant, arefollowing
the paths of the stars. Being unable to accept the established
religions or to understand the professional philosophers, he
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had begun with avague predilection for psychic experiences
which he could not co-ordinate and ended by producing a
system which professed to be ablue print for reality but wes
actually a sop to his own conscience; hating scientists and
rationalists he set out to be scientifically irrational. He uc-
ceeded inwriting abook more unreadabl ethan most orthodox
philosophy. Here and therein the book are statements which
give him away. He recounts that when his wife began trans-
mitting the messages from the spirits, he made them an offer
that hewould spend therest of hislife"explaining and piecing
together those scattered sentences.” "No," was ti>e answer,
"we have come to give you metaphors for poetry." The
spirits had taken the place of Standish O'Grady.
A.E.'scomment on A Visionwas: " | tisof much moreim-
portanceto usto have experience thanto have philosophies.”
But Yeats, although he paid lipservice to experience, was
never oneof thosewho writeasthebird sings. Both histhemes
and his images were selected rather than spontaneous. His
life was not a series of unexpected illuminations punctuating
theirrelevant darkness of every day; it was rather a sustained
and conscious effort to illuminate that darkness and make it
relevant.Hewasno Rimbaud or BIake.|'Hiswriti ngwas not,
in the narrower sense, 'inspired’; Inspiration for him weas a
sort of First Cause which had sat him on aroad where he had
to look after himself.!Hence his longing for rigid symbols/
The French Symbolidts wanted their symbols fluid because
for them each experience was unique, the component parts
of acomplex of sensation and thought must not be separable
from the whole and in a poem representing such a complex
the individual words must only exist in and for the poem.
Towrite by these standards a poet must have unusual physic-
al sensitivity or a habit- of genuinely mystical experience.
Yeats, | think, had neither. As a poet he was as deliberate
asVirgil .He wanted to dig out from history, or from what he
called the Great Memory, a s& of properties which would
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servehimasVirgil was served by the leavings of the Greeks.
Hisdesirefor acreed and for poetry whoseimagery, aswell as
ideas, is based on that creed, is in tune with his desre for
schools of poetry. In spite of his Romantic genedlogy he had a
Roman likingfor the poetinaformal niche; poetswereto be
members of a priesthood, handing down their mysteries to
their successors, and conferring with one another when they
wished to develop or modify their ritual.

Theworld of A Vision is determinist. Where D. H. Law-
rence said "Not I, not |, but the wind that blows through
me," Yeats would have said "Not | but the stars,” meaning
an inexorable cycle which binds the individual. It is not
however the stars themselves which govern the individual,
for Yeats writesapprovingly in A Vision: "Ptolemy must have
added new weight to the conviction of Plotinus that the sars
did not themselves affect human destiny but were pointers
which enabled usto calculate the condition of the universe at
any particular moment and therefore its effect on the in-
dividual life."”® This concession does not mitigate his Jeter-
minism. Freedomfor Y eats, asfor Engels, was arecognition
of necessity—but not of economic necessity, which he con-
sidered a vulgarism. Y eats's necessity is even more rigorous
than the Communist's. The Communist can die for his
cause in the belief that he is part of an inevitable forward
process. For Y eats the inevitable process is not forwards but
round and round, like hisfavourite Indian symbol of eternity,
aserpent with itstail in its mouth. Hence A.E.'s complaint
about AVision: "l fed tofollow inthewake of Yeatssmindis
to surrender oneself to the idea of Fate and to part from the
idea of Free Will . . . Yeats would have me believe that a
grest wheel turns ceasdesdy, and that | and all others drop
into inevitable groove after groove." Yeats however con-
tinued to blend into his system a sort of Berkeleian idealism,
founded on the principle that things only exist in and for a
perceiving mind. This mind, for Yeats, is not so much the
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mind of God as the super-mind of humanity of which all
individual human minds are partial manifestations. Thushe
wrote in his old age in On the Boiler: "Vico was the first
modern philosopher to discover in hisown mind, and in the
European past, all human destiny. 'We can know nothing,'
he said, 'that we have not made." " This conception ispreva-
lent in his later poetry; for instance—

Whatever flaresupon thenight
Man'sown resinous heart hasfed

or, putting an extremecase,

M an has created death.

This view is essentially monist and refuses to recognize any
pure objectivity because such objectivity impliestoo great a
separateness in the objects concerned. Thus Yeats will not
admit that spiritualism is merely a means of.obtaining in-
formation about a certain sphere of outside experience;
spiritualismisan art, not ascience: "l consider it certain that
every voice that spesks, every form that appears, whether to
the medium's eyes and ears alone or to some one or two others
or to all present... isfirst of all a secondary personality or
dramatization created by, in, or through the medium"
(fromhisintroduction to The Words upon the Windowpane).

A large section of A Vision consigts of a classification of
human types. Yeats disregards psychology as much as he
disregards economics. According to hisfriends he was a poor
judge of men, could be deceived by charlatans. Lacking
intuitive knowledge of people he declined aso to accept the
explanations offered by professional psychologists. Asin the
other sections of A Vision he wants the vigour of an aprion
philosophy but he wants vigour without logic. He"would
have thought it an indignity that aman's life should be con-
ditioned by aword of hisnurse's overheard when hewasin a
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pram. If lifeisto be conditioned by accidents, the accidents
must be supernatural.

Where he most nearly approaches psychology is in his
basic principle that a man desires his opposite; he had ob-
served this in himself—the contemplative man envying the
life of action. This being s0, a man's poetry, which is the ex-
pression of hisdesires, tendsto bein asnsethecontradiction
of hislife. Hehad written earlier, in Per Arnica Silentia Lunae:
"When | think of any great poetical writer ofthepast... |
comprehend, if | know the lineaments of his life, that the
work is the man's flight from his entire horoscope, his blind
struggle in the network of the stars." In a sense then the poet
aspoet can escape up to apoint from determinism. Thereisa,
curious parallel in Schopenhauer who makes art the only
escape from the wheel of will-work (will, for Schopenhauer,
implying necessity). Yeats goes on: "We make out of the
guarrel with others, rhetoric, out of the quarrel with our-
sves poetry.' Thisprinciple, of aman desiring his opposite,
isworked out in detail in A Vision. For example, the man of
Phase 111, which is almost without intellect, ... a phase of
perfect bodily sanity, becomes a persona for poets of the
opposite phase, Phase XVII, which Yeats calls the phase of
the Daimonic man, exemplified by Shelley and L andor; such
poets, themselves confused and violent persons harassed by
their own intellects and desires, look to the man of Phase |11
for patterns of idyllic innocence.

This idea of the quarrel with oursdves, of the artist's
search for his opposite, appearsin The Wild Swans at Coole in
the poem Ego Dominus Tuus—

'Inaverylatepoem, however, TheCircus Animals Desertion, he.
samstoadmit theFreudian conditioningsof Art—

Those masterful images because complete
Grew in pure mind but out of what began?

A mound of refuse or the sweepings of the strest,
Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can...
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By thehelp of animage
| call tomy own opposite, summon all
That | have handled least, least looked upon.

The examples given here are Dante who, being himself
Lecherous and irresponsible, "set his chisel to the hardest
stone" and built a world upon Beatrice; and Keats whose
"art is happy, but who knows his mind?" The pursuit of ones
opposite is also connected by Yeats with reincarnation. In a
poem some ten years later he wrote:

Old lovers yet may have

All that time denied—

Grave is heaped on grave

That they be satisfied—

Over the blackened earth

The old troops parade,

Birthis heaped on birth

That such cannonade

May thunder time away,
Birth-hour and death-hour meet,

Or, asgreat sages say,
M en dance on deathless feet.

The poet is always quarrelling with himself, perhaps because
he half remembers himself in a past life as having been some
onedifferent. Thequarrel is partly, but only partly, resolved
in his poetry. He knows, however, that, to put it vulgarly,
thereisstill timefor everything; thisisnot hisonly day.

How far he really believed these doctrines it is, as | have
said already, difficult to say, but they make a good vehicle for
that cosmic pride which is common among artists. The artist
is proud to be of the world but it enrages him to know him-
self such asmall part of it. Thislatter fact can be glozed over
in various ways—for instance, by an idealist philosophy
which makes man the centre of things and any one man the
standard of the whole, or by a mysticism which alows the
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individual tooverflow himself. Y eats, wholiked aprocession-
al order and hierarchies, preferred neither to be all things at
once, like the mystic, nor to be all things by proxy, like the
philosopher. He preferred to think of history as an enormous
kaleidoscope where each man in the changing but recurring -
patterns can play all the different réles: only there must be no
fusion, the pattern is always pattern. A Vision with its seem-
ingly arbitrary complexities is to be regarded as a diagram
for something which Yeats knew to be unknowable; that he
knew how any such diagram must be unjust to its concrete
subject is proved by those poems which are professedly on the
same theme; here what was static becomes dynamic, what
was abstract concrete. That the diagram is merely ancillary
to the poetry is admitted at the end of his introduction to A
Vision (1928): "Some wi |l ask whether | believein the actual
existence of my circuits of sun and moon. . . To such a ques-
tion | can but answer that if sometimes, overwhelmed by
miracle as all men must be when in the midst of it, | have
taken such periods literally, my reason has soon recovered;
and now that the system stands out clearly in my imagination
| regard them as stylistic arrangements of experience com-
parable to the cubes in the drawing of Wyndham Lewis and
the ovoids in the scul pture of Brancusi. They have helped me
toholdinasinglethoughtreality andjustice."

The Wild Swans at Coole was followed by Michael Robartes
and the Dancer in 1921. The Tower, where his new poetry
reached considerable greatness, did not follow till 1928 but
some of the poems in it were written much earlier, some as
early as 1919 and 1920. Thiswasthe period of the Troublesin
Ireland; Y eatshimself wastroubled spiritually and physically.

Hisreaction tothe Irishrebellionwas, as | said, equivocal
The little poem, Michael Robartes and the Dancer, reasserts his
old doctrinethat thejob of abeautiful womanisto be beauti-
Jyl; he finds a paradb&( pro\/ing this in the art of Michael
Angelo who demonstrated



130 THE POETRY OF YEATS

How sinew that has been pulled tight,
Or it may be loosened in repose,

Can rule by supernatural right

Y et be but sinew.

His cult of the body, so evident in the later books, always hes
this qualification—that the body rules by supernatural right.
Goingwiththisishishbelief that opinions, especialy political
opinions, destroy awoman'sintegrity, involving the sde of
her birthright.Thus in a poem here he pictures Constance
Markievicz as apolitical prisoner playingin her cell witha
seagull—

Did she in touching that lone wing

Recall the years before her mind

Became a bitter, an abstract thing,

Her thought some popular enmity:

Blind and leader of the blind

Drinking the foul ditch where they lie?

He writes similarly about Maud Gonne in the poem, A
Prayer for my Daughter:

An intellectual hatred is the worst,

So let her think opinions are accursed.

Have | not seen the loveliest woman born

Out of the mouth of Plenty's horn,

Because of her opinionated mind,

Barter that horn and every good

By quiet natures understood

For an old bellows full of angry wind?

The year before he wrote this both Maud Gonne and Con
stance Markievicz had beenimprisoned in Holloway, but he
had long before, when under the inspiration of Synge, ex
pressed the same antipathy; he had written in 1909: "Wo-
men, because the main event of their lives has been a giving
themselves and giving birth, give all to an opinion as if it
weresometerriblestonedoll."
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He could not deny: however, that every opinion, however
deadening, implies an ideal and ideals are admitted to give
life. This book contains three poems of homage to the mar-
tyrs of the 1916 rising. They aretypical products of one who
was not aman of action (Connolly had written popular pro-
paganda poetry on the same principles which govern much
working-class poetry in England to-day). The man of action
must not qualify, must not have any doubts, freats qualifies
continually. Even in the patriotic memorial poem, Easter
1916, he suggests:

Was it needless death after al?

For England may keep faith

For all that is done and said.

We know their dream; enough

To know they dreamed and are dead:;
And what if excess of love
Bewildered them till they died? ...

His attitudeisstill slightly patronizing and at the same time
envious. He represents the rebels as ordinary enough men
transformed by anideal. J

In 1909, when he met Thomas MacDonagh, he had des
cribed him as "aman with some literary faculty which will
probably come to nothing through lack of culture and en-
couragement. .. In England this man would have become re-
markable in some way, here he is being crushed by the
mechanical logic and commonplace eloquence which give
power to the most empty mind, because, being 'something
other than human life," they have no use for distinguished
feeling or individual thought. I mean that within his own
mind this mechanical thought is crushing as with an iron
roller all that is organic.” In the same year he lamented the
lack of a poetic "model of the nation" in the mind of the
people and suggested that a higher nationalism could find
such a model in the work of Lady Gregory, Synge, Lionel
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Johnson, and himself. In fact the nationalists dispensed
almost entirely with thesewriters.It wasmen like the Gaelic
enthusiast, Pearse, and the dockhand balladist, Connolly,
who made the rising and Y eats admits—admiringly—that
they were transformed by it. But their hearts, he goes on,
were thereby turned to stone. It is the stone doll again; one
suspects that he isadmiring theritual of idolaters whose sac-
rifices he thinks are perhaps unnecessary.

\The same book contains a great prophetic poem, The
Second Coming, whichishbased upon his cyclic philosophy of
gyres and reincarnation but which, allowance being made
for thisparable conventi on' can betaken as adirect prophecy
of imminent disaster. There have been many such poems
snce the Great War, by such different poets as D. H. Law-
rence and W. H. Auden,but Y eats differs from the othersin
that heimpliesthat even the coming anarchy hasitsplaceina
pattern;jthe strong movement of the verseis appropriateto a
poet who doesnot really expect thetriumph of flux—

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold,

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

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

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Arefull of passionate intensity.

This has been taken by Mr Stephen Spender (in The Destruc-
tive Element) to refer to the coming of fascism. It is doubtful
whether Yeats meant his prophecy so precisely, but "the
blood-dimmed tide" doesrepresent that upsurge of instinctive
violence which, other outlets being barred, finds a natural
outlet in fascit mob-mania. That the rise of this tide is
heralded with a certain relish is attributable to the fact that
Y eats had a budding fascist inside himself. With a fatalism
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CHAPTER VII
THE ASH OF POETRY

Cela commencait par toute la rustrerie, voici
que cela finit par des anges de flamme et de
glace.—RIMBAUD

HE Tower, published in 1928, and The Winding Sair,

published in 1933, can be taken together as the high-

est achievement of Yeats's genius. When | first looked
at The Tower soon after its publication | found it frigid, un-
sympathetic. Being then dominated by the poetry of T. S.
Eliot | thought that the poets of the time should suit their
manner to their world—"These fragments | have shored
against my ruins." Yeats by these standards was too man-
nered; like a figure from afancy-dress party he looked wrong
in the daylight. A few years later | felt differently towards
him, perhaps because | had realized that Eliot's poetry itself
islargely both mannerism and fantasy and that the daylight
of'realism' isitself largely afiction.

Yeats, as | have mentioned, claimed that his poetry grew
younger as he grew older. His verse is now full of sinew and
less dependent on facile associations or facile mystery. In
mind and body it is compact. The thought taken from its
context is esoteric and, indeed, unsound, but that does not
.matter for it is perfectly fused into the poetry. Diction and
rhythm are happily wedded to their subject. Yeats was al-
ways agreat trickster with words, but now thereis something
more solid beneath the gilding. Some of his old admirers
lamented the passing of the Twilight, finding it cold in this
tight of frozen stars. Many people demand from poetry no-
thing but dreams and music; the later Yeats, long tired of
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"dreaming of Brycelinde," outraged his readers with judge-
ments, rhetoric, critical or presumptuous statements.

A .E. saysfittingly of The Winding Stair that it is"the jus-
tification of the poet's intellectual adventures into philo-
sophy, mysticism, and symbolism, into magic and spiritual -
ism, and many ways of thought which most people regard as
by-wayswhichlead nowhither... Itishishabit of continual
intellectual adventure which has kept his poetry fresh. Itis
possible the Muse will forsake us unless we keep the intellect
athletic,"and shewill reward usevenif weforsake her and go
mountain-climbing, if we return to her more athletic than
when we left. . ." Yeats's efflorescence in old age is perhaps
unique in recent English poétry. We might compare Euri-
pideswho after alonglife spentin strugglingwith and digest-
ing new ideas, in gradually formulating a sceptical, ration-
alist attitude, had in his old age the elasticity to admit that
there was a case for Dionysus; and we might perhaps contrast
Wordsworth and Tennyson, both of whom were intellec-
tually moregifted than Y eats, but who starting, likehim, as
poets of sentiment, failed in their old age to pass beyond their
outgrownsentimental attitude.

When Y eats was an old man he was not, according to his
friends, in the least tortured by fear of death and even wd-
comed jokes about his own. Being a vain man he was wel
pleased with himself and with his |atter-day fame and even
withthepublicity of the Senate House. He also drew strength
from two new kinds of adventuring—into theworld of s
and sensuality on the one hand, and into the magical philo-
sophical world of A Vision on the other. His poetry kept pece
with these adventures and his poetic energy accumulated,
It is generally admitted that in his last ten years he became
more 'human.' He could now allow himself to be human fo
intheory he no longer divorced spirit from matter, soul from

L Athletic': Yeats himself had used this word—see page 8;
—when renouncing The Land of Heart'sDesire.
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body, and in practice he waswell enough established togo his
own way—to be malicious or sensual or a Senator without
having to apologize for his unpoetic behaviour. No longer
thinking of himself, like Morris, as "the idle singer of an
empty day," hefound with relish hisdaysgrowingfuller and
busier. Sometenyearsearlier hehadwritten:

But | grow old among dreams,
A weather-worn, marbletriton
Among the streams.’

Now hei§o|der but both braver and more active; he recog-
nizes his age but he mocks and browbeatsit.

Some of the poemsin The Tower and The Winding Stair are
rendered obscure by private symbols. Such symbolism is a
common cause of obscurity in moder n poetry; it isonly neces-
sary to mention Rilke. With the growing recognition of th
Unconscious poets have ceased to censor images which seen
tothem significant but whose significance they cannot define
Thus T. S. Eliot? explains that an author's imagery " comes
from thewhole of hissensitivelifesinceearly childhood. Why
for all of us, out of all that we have heard, seen, felt, in alife-
time, do certain imagesrecur, charged with emotion, rather
than others? The song of one bird, the leap of onefish, at ?
particular place and time, the scent of one flower, an o
woman on a German mountain path, six ruffians seefl
through an open window playing cards at night at a small
Frenchrailwayjunction wheretherewasawater mill: such
memories may have symbolic value, but of what we cannot
itell, for they come to represent the depths of feeling into
which we cannot peer."? But though Eliot cannot tell their

Mr Eliot, who mildly deploresthetriton, himself wrote when
considerably younger :

W hy should the aged eagle stretch its wings?
T.S.Eliot: TheUseof Poetry and theUseof Criticism, 1933.
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symbolic value, he usss the symbols; the six ruffians and the
water mill appear in his poem Journey of the Magi. The ex-
tremeexampleof thiskind of writingisRimbaud who, by his
systematic " derangement of the senses" enabled himself to
tap all the sources of the paradoxical world of forgotten
memories. Yeats however used this kind of symbolism com-
paratively little; his symbols are mostly deliberate, sanction-
ed by literature or by his own peculiar philosophy, more
comparable to Eliot's use of the figure " Coriolanus." It is
likely of course that such symbols also had a latent reference
of which he was unaware; his sympathy with Shelley's caves
(2" page 77) could be otherwise explained by psycholo-
gists.!
Consciously, however, Yeats attempted a rigid symbolic
algebra, thus distressing many readers such as Mr L. A. G.
trong, who wrotein 1932: " You are a magical poet in that
ou have by ceasdess diligence and labour found a way of
rranging concrete symbols that shall awake in us huge
shadows of our wonder... No one since Blake has made a few
words signify so much." But, he goes on, "the belief in per-
manent symbols has been dangerous to you as an artist... it
is difficult to handle precisely any universal symbol." And it
must be admitted that, whatever Yeatsintended, hedid not
V ays handle his symbols precisely; not that thisis necessar-
, to the bad ifit is conceded that a poet may not himsdf
know exactly what he is driving at (Coleridge held that a
poem gives most pleasure when it is "not perfectly under-
stood" by the reader; it is at least possible that some poems
are more effective because they were not perfectly under-
stood by the poet himself.) Yeats, who in A Vision had ar-

! It would be tempting to regard Cathleen ni Houlihan, the
Poor Old Woman, as a mother-image and so to refer much of
Irish nationalism to a mother -fixation, even to an Oedipus com-
plex, England representing thefather. Any such study should dso
weigh the effect of theVirgin Mary upon Ireland.
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ranged the universe in pigeon-ho
poetry similarly. But his poetry resist,
which were meant to retain their iden.
pieces of a mosaic, are always melting
equivocal. Themoon for example, asheh
examining Shelley, can stand for so man
For Yeatsindeed the moon, being the mi?
dialectic, not only contains all opposites b
sef now with one sat of opposites, now wit

Let us examine the first poem in T
Byzantium. Thefirst verseisafine exam
es manner:

That isno country for old me
In one anothers arms, birds

—Those dying generations—
T he salmon-falls, the macker
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commeno
Whatever isbegotten, born,

Caught in that sensual music
Monuments of unageing intel

Heis expressing a wish, confirmed in t
Tower— :
Now shall I make my so
Compelling it to study
In alearned schoal. . .

—Dbut denied in other poemsof thispe
sensual music' ' for Byzantium which
Platonic Formsfree of the flux of Be
being the world of the contemplati
Schopenhauer'sthan Plato's). Eterr
eternity" [italics mine]. Yeatsis s
assrting the supremacy of art, art, -
asupernatural sanction. Itishisold
other poem here,
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Theabstract j oy,
wisdom of daemonic images,
eingman as once the growing boy.

se the epithet "abstract” in a mystical
not any quick shorthand formula but
\t a mystic might mean when speaking of
antium is aworld where Blue is always
sical world where a blue object changes
tthelight.
Humitisthe soul that is allowed to have
h contemplates Being, being opposed to
Becoming. In a poem in The Winding
ijusted; in adialogue between the two
choosing toforgo both Byzantium and
.and to face the sensual music—

t toliveit all again

in,if it belifeto pitch

g-spawn of a blind man's ditch,
n battering blind men. . .

; down on either side of this fence. His
me a philosophy of antinomies, a dia-
oesall thetalking. Or perhaps, asA. E.
- be called-a philosophy: "thereis no
eunitsof thethought arising from the
or imagination of the poet rather
system he has thought out, and into
outcast. It ismuch better asit is, for

al naturearemoreexcitingand pro-
hilosophy of literaturecould be. We
contradictions, but these are the

in ourselves from all our moods...

a balance between our own oppo-

er is he who is conscious that our
osing elements, all necessary, and
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who will not be afraid of speaking now from one pole of his
being and now from another.” We might add that the
oppostes are not always vocal in alternation, they may both
be present at one and the same time; in some of Yeatss
earlier poems, whether about Maud Gonne or about Ire-
land, thereis apparent the tug between attraction and repul -
sion.

In Sailing to Byzantium the poet expressed a wish to go on
singing but asagolden bird, that is, to be himself awork of
art producing works of art, and soimmortal. In later poems
itisimpliedthat thisimmortality may beafallacy; thereisa
parallel in Hans Andersen's story of the Emperor and the
Nightingale. In apoemin The Winding Sair, Byzantium, the
same antithesisrecurs; " The unpurged images of day recede”
and give place to the eternal (presumably purged) images of
the night. The world of Becoming, of human beings, is a
world of "mire and blood," of impermanent and unsatisfying
movement. Byzantium aso has its movements but they are,
touseAristotle'sterminology, energeiainstead of kinesis; that
is, movement for itsown sake, self-contained, self-governing,
absolute, eternal, instead of movement originated from with-
out, ameansto an end outsideitself, contingent, relative, and
doomed to cessation. Yeats admits that it is possible to
aoss from one world to tlfe other; the "blood-begotten
spirits’ canj ointhedance of the "flames begotten of flame,"
It mayjiot beirrelevant hereto mention a personal exper-
ience: in 1936, visiting the Prado several times, whenever |
looked at a certain picture by El Greco, | remembered this
phrase "flames begotten of flame"; | am half inclined to
agree with Mr Somerset Maugham that Greco was not so
touch a religious artist in the Christian sense, that is, ge-
nuinely inspired by histhemes, asamystic who translated his
experiencesinto very peculiar relationships of forms.

In Byzantium the poet is once again to be ametal cock. Mr
L.H. Daiken, editor of abook of Irishrevolutionary verse,
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In an earlier section of Vacillation he gives an image,
typically borrowed from the Mabinogion, of his metaphysical
wedding of opposites—atreethat

Ishalfall glittering flameand half all green
Abounding foliage moistened with the dew;
Andhalf ishalf and yetisall the scene;

And half and half consume what they renew...

Similarly we find that among thepersonae of his later poems
the sage who, cutting himself off from life, has clambered to
the high Platonic planes, is complemented by the man or
woman whose eyes are on the ground or on the bed. Yeatss
obsession during this period with the myth of Leda aso sig-
nifies his belief that, in defiance of Aristotle, history has its
roots in philosophy, that the eternal (Zeus) requires the tem-
poral (Leda), further (for the myth is complex) that the
human being (Leda) requires the animal (the swan), that
God and Nature in fact require each other and that the
worldwill only make sensein terms of an incarnation.

One of therichest but more ambiguous of his symbolsisthe
Tower itself. This was, first, an actual tower near Coole in
County Galway which he had bought and repaired, partlyin
order to be near the home of the Gregorys round which he
had already built a mythology, partly because he liked to
translate his intellectual symbols into outward and visible
signs (compare the ancient sword given him by aJapanese
friend which often appears in these poems). He had, as he put
itinan earlier poemin The Wild Svans at Coole—

chosen this place to livein
Because, it may be, of the candle-light
In the far tower where Milton's Platonist
Sat late, or Shelley's visionary prince. . .

Shelley's visionary prince was Prince Athanase whose
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soul had wedded Wisdom, and her dower
Islove and justice, clothed in which he sate
Apartfrommen, asinalonely tower...

but Y eats was dso thinking of other passagesin Shelley. On
the paradise-islandin Epipsychidion thereisatower represent-
ing blissful escape from theworld. InJulian and Maddalo (a
poemwhichinasense looksforward to Axel) the soul iscom-
pared to a madhouse belfry (an actual belfry on an island
at Venice pointed out to Shelley by Byron)—

And likethat black and dreary bell, the soul
Hungin aheaven-illumined tower. . .

Lastly there was the phrase from Laon and Cythna which
especially haunted Yeats—"towers of thought's crowned
powers."

At the same time, as shown in the quotation above, Y eats
was now fancying himself akind of Tlatonist'—

It ssems that | must bid the Muse go pack,
Choose Plato and Plotinus for afriend,
Until imagination, ear and eye,

Can be content with argument and deal

In abstract things. . .

At other moments, as in the title poem of The Tower, he
attacks Plato and Plotinus. There isacommentary onthisin
A Vision: "Aristotle and Plato end creative syslem—to die
into the truthisstill to die—and formulabegins. Y et even the
truth into which Plato dies is aform of death, for when he
separates the Eternal Ideasfrom Nature and shows them sdif-
sustained he prepared the Christian desert and the Stoic
suicide." The coming of system and the development of sys-
teminto formula, werein Y eats's philosophy inevitable but
he does not think of this process as progress,; he regrets the
"passionate fragmentary man" of Homer. In hisown system
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hewanted to avoid the split, the chorismos, in Plato's between
the worlds of Being and Becoming, to vindicate passionate
fragmentary men who do not see beyond their own horizon
but are nevertheless the vehicle of dynamic eternal prin-
ciples; they need those principles to motivate their actions
but the principlesal so need themasameanstorealization. Y eats
naturally reacted against Plato's extreme intellectualism and
therefore, as he explains in the introduction to The Words
upon the Window-pane, preferred Plotinuswhowas"thefirst to
establish as sole source the timeless individuality or daimon
instead of the Platonic idea, to prefer Socrates to his thought.
Thistimelessindividuality containsarchetypesof all possible
existences whether of man or brute, and as it traverses
itecircleof allotted lives, now one, now another, prevails."

YThe Tower therefore sometimes represents the heaven-
aspirations of the solitary intellect, but these tend to merge
with the different heaven-aspirations of the soul. The intel-
lect articulates, dealing in "abstract things," but the soul
amsdirectly at the mystic One which swallows up and can-
cels speech and thought itself. Thusin A Dialogue of Salf and
Soul the Soul summons to "the winding ancient stair,"*
commanding:

Fix every wandering thought upon
That quarter where all thought is done:
Who can distinguish darkness from the soul?

The tower hereis"emblematical of the night,"j'asin another
poem, Symbols,— ‘

A storm-beaten old watch-tower,
A blind hermit rings the hour.

The Self counters with "emblems of the day"—Sato's sword,
representing war, and the embroidery inwhichitiswrapped,

! Tower, tair, and sword have, of course, a different, but
amost adassc significancefor psychologists.
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representing love; or, as Symbols repeats it more epigram-
matically,—

Gold-sewn silk on the sword-blade,
Beauty and fool together laid.

So far the Tower has been a symbol of retreat, of intellec-
tual or spiritual asceticism. In Blood and the Moon on the other
hand it becomes a symbol of the Self's assartiveness, of
physical egotism, of the urges of earth and blood—

A bloody, arrogant power
Rose out of therace

Uttering, mastering it,

Rose like these walls from these
Storm-beaten cottages. ..

Y et amost immediately it turnsinto aparody of the modern
nation—"half dead at the top"—while in the next section
its winding stair becomes the pilgrim's progress of four
typical eighteenth-century thinkers, whom Yeats now
dasssastypical Irishmen, Swift, Goldsmith, Berkeley, and
Burke.

In some of hiswritings Y eats expresses envy of the believing
Roman Catholic (he probably grudged Maud Gonne the
eax= of her conversion). His visible, localized symbols—the
tower, the stream flowing underground from Ballylee to .
Coole, the swans in Coole Park—are to take the place of the
crucifix standing by the crossroads. Wherever possible he
equates these localized symbols with the images of other
poets; the underground river has many precedentsin Shelley,
while the Swan, according to Yeats himself, was uncon-
scioudly borrowed from Mr Sturge Moore. (I nanoteon Cal-
vary he explains that certain birds, "especially such lonely
birds as the heron, hawk, eagle, and swan, are the natural
symbols of subjectivity." Hence his own use of "the moon-
crazed heron" in Calvary and of the earlier heron in Res-
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ponsibilities. These bird-symbols however are, like the tower-
symbol, ambiguous; thus the hawk is often equated with the
hero Cuchulain who at first sight is a typical extravert—a
view however which must be modified if we remember
Yeatssview that theman of actionisan artist, and hisideal, of
thelonely hero, Parnell.)

From 1924 till 1928 Y eats's chief reading was philosophy;
he admits that he had read no philosophy before. He began
with Berkeley, probably because he was an Irishman, and
opposed him to the typical utilitarian Englishman, Locke,
who in some way in Yeatss eyes was responsible for the
Industrial Revolution—

Locke sank into a swoon;
The Garden died;

God took the spinning-jenny
Out of his side.

He objected to Locke's theory that thereis "Nothingin mind
that has not come from sensg" preferring Henry More's
doctrine that bees and birds learn from the Anima Mundi how
to make their combs and nests. Locke, according to him, had
betrayed the flesh and blood of the world on the one hand
and its spirituality on the other by denying "innate ideas'
and supposing that space was a thing existing in itself in-
dependently of its content. Then came Berkeley (I quote
Yeatss own phrases) with his "anarchy and scepticism,"
with his "lrish hatred of abstraction,” and "fought the
Salamisof thelrishintellect.”

Some of Yeats's poems at this time suggedt, at first sight,
that he-had forgotten "the mind of God" and was crediting
Berkeleywithg_qlipsism—

I mock Plotinus' thought
And cry in Plato's teeth,
Death and life were not
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Till man made up the whole,
M ade lock, stock and barrel
Out of his bitter soul. . .

But it must be remembered that " man" here does not mean
any individual man inside the circle of time. Individual men
are merely the recurring expressions of the Anima Mundi, a
non-temporal, spiritual principle which is self-begetting.
Individual men beget each other. Man-in-Himself (that is, as
the Anima Mundi incarnate) is self-begotten. Bishop Berkeley
no doubt would have considered this adaptation of histheory
a blasphemy for it ignores the ckorismos between M an and
God; yet it is perhaps no more un-Christian than his own
system where, when every one dseis asdeep, God is brought in
in a machine to save the house of cards from collapsing.

Yeats did not approach any philosopher with an open
mind (I have heard him argue with a professor of Greek that
the lonian physicists were really spiritualists). He wanted to
find in Berkeley an anarchist—that is, an anarchist from the
point of view of Dr Johnson who kicked the stone to refute
him—who would make percipi, or rather percipere, supreme
over esse. Naturally hefound what hewaslooking for—

God-appointed Berkeley, that proved all things a dream,
That this pragmatical preposterous pig of aworld, itsfarrow
that so solid seem,

Must vanish on the instant if the mind but change its theme.

Whose mind? we might ask. Yeats's answer, | suspect, would
be equivocal. Berkeley, by bringing in God at the eleventh
hour, preserved the status quo. Yeats, who was using the
Berkeleian system to bolster up the supremacy of the con-
templating artist, would have liked to identify creation with
the artist's contemplative processes. When he writes " M an
has created death," what he means in his heart of hearts, |
suspect,is: " | , W.B. Yeats, amold and soon shall die. But
L
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- only because | chooseto. Death isone of my inventionsand |
choose to try it out."

During this period he once more found what he was |ook-
_ing for in conversations with an Indian monk, Shri Purohit
* Swami, in whom he discovered atypically Indian "care for

the spontaneity of the soul" as opposed to merely utilitarian
virtues. The courtesy of the East which, accordingto Yeats, is
substituted for the moral indignation of the West, isfounded
on "the conviction that there are many lives." (See Mohini
Chatterjee, a poem in The Winding Sair.) A young Indian
writer, who knew Swami, told me that, first, Swami is not
typical of the spirituality of the East, and, secondly, that the
East is not essentidly spiritual; he seemed to think that
Indianspirituality wasamyth built up by retired, sentimen-
tal Anglo-Indians. Whether he was correct or not, his
account would have horrified Yeats. An inner necessty
madeY eatsthink of Indiansasessentialy spiritual, just asan
inner necessity made him think of the Irish peasantry asin
touch with the Ancient Gods. The two conceptions were re-
lated to each other; Irish country people, he writes in the
introduction to The Cat and the Moon, had "lived in Asia until
the battle of the Boyne."

It may seem paradoxical that, while engaged with the real
or supposed mysticism of the East and the new spiritualism of
the West, Y eats became at the same time a champion of the
Eighteenth Century—"that one Irish century,” in his own
words, "that escgped from darkness and confusion.” In
maintaining this he was moving against the current of tra-
ditional Irish nationalism and of hisown earlier principles. In
defiance of the Gaelic League he found pre-eminent Irish
heroes in Berkeley, an Anglican bishop, Goldsmith whose
poetry wastypically English and his Vicar of Wakefield more
English still, Swift who detested the Irish, and Burke who had
maintained that Ireland can never be politically indepen-
dent because "it is astruggle against nature." In Yeatss eye,
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just as Berkeley was attacking smug English empiricism and

Locke and the Industrial Revolution, so Burke was showing
his Irish sense of spiritual values "in his attack on mathe-
matical democracy." Burke, and the people he stood for,
were, according to Yeats, generous but not from any equali-
tarian promptings—

The people of Burke and of Grattan
That gave, though free to refuse.

Asfor Swift, who had learned "to hate his neighbour ashim-
sdf," his generosity too was found to be undemocratic. And
inall hisfour favourites Y eats found the gift of style; clarity
and strength ssem now more important than political in-
tegrity or enthusiasm. Even Mr Bernard Shaw takes the
samenationalistic attitude towards Swift. "When | say that |
am an Irishman | mean that | was bornin Ireland, and that
my native language is the English of Swift and not the un-
gpeakable jargon of the mid-nineteenth-century London
newspapers.”

Living in the Irish Free State Yeats had come to realize
more vividly the drawbacks of Catholic Ireland, such asthe
censorship, and his opinion of the old Protestant Ascendancy
roe accordingly. Hewrotein 1938: "Berkeley, Swift, Burke,
Grattan, Parnell, Augusta Gregory, Synge, Kevin O'Hig-
gins, are the true Irish people and there is nothing too hard
for such as these." Though he had the grace to add: " | f the
Catholic names are few history will soon fill thegap."” But his
nostalgia for the eighteenth century was, in fact, coupled
with a scepticism about the present; he thought there would
be many gapsin Ireland for some time. Thus he explainsin
The Tragic Generation that in the present historical phase a
nation qua nation cannot arise out of heterogeneous circum-
dances "the dream of my early manhood, that a modern
naion canreturnto Unity of Culture, isfalse; thoughit may
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bewe can achieveit for somesmall circle of men and women,
and thereleaveit till themoon bringround itscentury."

Hisnogtalgic poem In Memory of Eva Gore-Booth and Con
Markievicz, reveals his feeling that the recent Irish revolu-
tionaries had prostituted their own personalities. In general
hispolitical attitude now appears M achiavellian, asisshown
in hispoem The ThreeMonuments:

And all the popular statesmen say
That purity built up the State
And after kept it from decay;
Admonish usto cling to that

And let all base ambition be,

For intellect would make us proud
Andpridebringinimpurity:

The three old rascals laugh aloud.

Hisgreat political hero, as| havesaid, was Par nell, a proud
and lonely, aimost an inhuman figure, whose one notorious
human error only added atragicirony to hishistory—

Through Jonathan Swift'sdark grove he passed, and there
Plucked bitter wisdom that enriched his blood.

It was Yeatss predilection for oligarchy, his belief that ii
politics vigour is more important than honesty arid orde
than justice, that led him into his misguided support of tha
vulgar crusader, General O'Duffy, and allowed him towrite
like any fastigt suffering from mob-frenzy, "a good drayg
causeand blowsaredelight.”

Of the more political poems of this period, Meditationsv
Time of Civil War waswritten in 1923. It beginswith hisas
tomary homage to the Big House, with the regret that the
society which founded such housss is vanishing. (As an dc
lady in Ireland put it tomesadly, " Now thereare no tuigk
bourhoogds" ) T hen heoncemor e concaivesaman looking fofi
and evolving hisown opposite—
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Some violent bitter man, some powerful man,
Called architect and artist in, that they,

Bitter and violent men, might rear in stone
The sweetness that all longed for night and day,
The gentleness none there had ever known ...

He passes on to his own house, the Tower, and to the symbol
of Sato's sword, then fals to thinking of his descendants (as
has been said before, he was one of those Irishmen who take
great pride in family). The next section presents a Repub-
lican soldier who had come to Thoor Ballylee during the
Civil War and blown up abridge, and thisleads on to brood-
ing on the Civil War itself—

We had fed the heart on fantasies,

The heart's grown brutal from the fare;
More substance in our enmities

Than in our love; O honey-bees,

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

Inthelast section, writteninthe old, nostalgic alexandrines,
he moralizes on the sterility of hatred, symbolized by phan-

toms of cloud brawling in the air, and of merely logical or
nechanical thinking, symbolized by brazen hawks—

Theinnumerabl e clanging wingsthat have put out the moon.

if et even here he does not seem happy in his own doofness
rom the men of logic on the one hand and the fanatical men
rfaction on the other—

| turn away and shut the door, and on the stair
Wonder how many times | could have proved my worth
In something that all others understand and share.

Still greater bitterness towards politics and towards
political warsisshownin Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen, apoem
writtenfour years earlier, which also beginswith alament—
"Many ingenious lovely things are gone"—and dso ends
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with avision representing futile violence. Hisdescription here
of the Black and Tanterror isamost Shakespeareanintone-

Now days are dragon-ridden, the nightmare

Rides upon sleep: a drunken soldiery

Can leave the mother, murdered at her door,

To crawl in her own blood, and go scot-free;

The night can sweat with terror as before

We pieced our thoughts into philosophy,

And planned to bring the world under arule,

Who are but weasds fighting in a hole.

Once more he extols the solitary soul, symbolized by aswan,
—"The swan has leaped into the desolate heaven"—while
he recognizes that such a soul deceives itself when it risks an
entrance into the world of politics and action. Once more
again hevergeson cynicismin the section beginning Comelet
usmock at thegreat, but the section ends:

Mock mockers after that

That would not lift a hand maybe
To help good, wise or great

To bar that foul storm out, for we
Traffic in mockery.

This seems to be in keeping with his general dialectical s/s
tem. Action and politicsare degrading and belong to the mul -
titude; lofty ideas and ideals belong to solitary souls; as, how-
ever, it is only such souls—as Parnell, for instance—who can
fertilize the world of politics, it is their duty and ther
tragedy—but perhaps also their necessary fulfilment—to
enter thisbrutalizingworld. Inso doing they are actingona
cosmic principle, for "Eternity isinlovewith the productions
of Time," or, asA Full Moon in March putsit, to the question-

Why must those holy, haughty feet descend

From emblematic niches . . ?

we must answer:
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For desecration and the lover's night.

His attitude to politics must be correlated with his re-
actions to his old age. It is common for men who have been
crusadersin their youth to turn comfort-loving cynics when
they areold. But within Yeats, just astherewasagrain of salt
in his early enthusasms—" Part of me looked on mischievous
and mocking,"—so his latter-day bitterness, cynicism, dis-
gudt, weariness, are qualified, never final. He sesks for in-
gance, of "the crime of death and birth" but recognizesthat
they arecrimesthat haveto be committed and can at least be
committed with an air. Thisqualification ismore gressd in
The Winding Stair than in The Tower where he was more
obsesed by the "absurdity” of " decrepit age” In those
poemsthat arestill later than The Winding Stair he actually
ssamstorevel in hisown old age, in the exercise of " an old
man'seagle mind." Thisisborne out by what hisfriends say
of hislagt years.

Hislitdepoem Death in TheWinding Stair istypical. Hav-
ing contrasted man, full of dread and hope, with the animals
who are free from both, he builds up from his own pridein

man and hisbelief in (literal or symbolical) reincarnation the
astonishing statement:

A great man in his pride
Confronting murderous men
Cads derision upon
Supersesson of breath;

He knows death to the bone—
M an has created death.

He may have fancied that he had a sanction for thisin Ber-
keley. We can compare—and contrast—Rilke who made
death not only a higher reality than Here and Now but the
iguiding principle of Her e and Now; man thereforein dying
is fulfilling himsdf. But Rilke is doser to Yeats when he
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writes. "So many concepts of motion have had to be re-
thought, that it will also come to be recognized, gradually,
that what we call destiny comes out of people, not into them
from outside... Thefutureisstationary... but weareliving
in infinite space"

It is interesting to compare Yeatss poems about death
with D. H. Lawrence's. The difference in form, Lawrence's
being written in a free verse full of naive repetitions, is 9g-
nificant of a difference in outlook. Lawrence, though much
younger, is more genuinely tired than Yeats. Where Yeats
looksforward—or for the purposeof hispoetry looksforwar d
—without terror to a clearer exigence where the whee of
time can be seen, s0 to peak, from above; Lawrence, who
could not disentangle the purpaosss of poetry and life, looks
forward to oblivion—and isterrified of the passage Y et even
L awr ence envisages somekind of immor tality—

the long and painful death
that lies between the old sdf and the new.

Oblivionisthefirst necessty:

if therewere not an absolute, utter forgetting
and a ceasng to know, a perfect ceasing to know
and asilent, sheer cessation of all awareness
how terrible life would be!

But after that—

| am in the hands of the unknown God,
he is breaking me down to his own oblivion
to send me forth on a new morning, a new man.

Lawrence, like Y eats, was an advocate of the Unity of Being,
but how differently heinterpretsthat unity. For Lawrenceit
isthereturn of thedrop tothe ocean—

| have always wanted to be as the flowersarc
so unhampered in their livingand dying...
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Yeats did not fed thisinvalid's envy of flowers, perhaps be-
caue he lacked Lawrence's extraordinary physcal sn-
sitivity; hehad an inhuman Greek admiration for humanity
and even enjoyed seeing human beings hamper each other.
This hampering was assumed to be part of the pattern of the
play; for Yeats, asfor Hegel, apparent frustration and failure
arepart of theeternal processand, if seen from outsde—from
omeeter nal auditorium—pur posive. (Popehad maintained
thislong beforein An Essay on Man.) Thepity of it, of course,
isthat the frustrated and the men who fail cannot themsdves
e the logic—or the harmony—of their own misfortunes.
But neither Yeatsnor Hegel wasmuch worried by pity.



CHAPTER VIII
CRAZY JANE

If youwereasoldyouwouldfind it essy to get
excited.—w. B. YEATS

EATS went on writing till his death in January 1939.

The poems of his old age, in atonement for the

Weltschmerz of hisyouth, all display one'quality—
zest. Many of these poems belong to a peculiar genre—some-
thing between epigram and nursery rhyme. Some of them
look superficially likelight verse, even like nonsense verse; on
examination they will be found to carry in a concentrated
form the same passion and the same ideas that he uttered dse-
whereex cathedra.

Lighter verse forms had of course been used before—
habitually, for example, by Emily Dickinson—to carry a
content whichis primarily religious or moral or philosophic;
A. E.Housman used histripping measuresto expressthe pro-
foundest pessimism. In these poems of Y eats, however, the
doctrineisdisguised and all but lost in the concrete unity of
the poem; whereas Emily Dickinson was primarily interested
inher message, Yeatswould have agreed with |. A. Richards
that" I tisnever what apoem sayswhich matters, but what it
is." He treats hislyrics in the same way that he treated his
plays— '

Heart mysteries there, and yet when all is said
It was the dream itself enchanted me:

Character isolated by a deed

To engross the present and dominate memory.
Playé s and painted stagetook all my love

And not those things that they were emblems of
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Similarly, in the Introduction to The Cat and the Moon he
wrote: "1 had to bear in mind that | was among dreams and
proverbs, that though | might discover what had been and
might be again an abstract idea, no abstract idea must be
present." Long beforein 1902 he had written about Spenser:
"though | lovesymbolism... | amfor the most part bored by
allegory." So, in these late little poems we can recognize the -
‘symbols and the personae, but it woul d be amistake to labour
their allegorical significance.

An Irish poet said to me lately "Do poets of your school
never sing?" His assumption was that a poet should sing
rather thanthink. Y eats, who began asalyric poet of theVic-
torian kind, passed through a period of hard, if perverse,
thinking and then, returning to the lyric, produced some-
thing hard and crazy which hasfew parallels among the Vic-
torians but has affinities with Shakespeare's songs and with
Blake's Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience. Y eatsisnearer
to Blake than Housman who quoted him as one of his
models; Housman is hard too, but he suffers from a Latin
varnish. In Blake we find an essy music, an apparent
nafvety, and—inside his pictures—akernel of intense thought
or feeling. When the thought isironic, theirony is enhanced
by the simplicity of the form—

Soon my Angel came again;

| was armed, he camein vain;
For the time of youth was fled,
And grey hairs were on my head.

Blake's moral or metaphysical or political ideas can only ex-
press themselves in pictures—

How the chimney-sweeper's cry
Every blackening church appals;
And the hapless soldier's sigh
Runs in blood down palace walls.
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He too verged upon allegory without losing grip of the con-
crete. The Clod and the Pebble and A Poison Tree are not poems
'‘withamoral' but they haveamoral fused into them.

Yeats, according to himself, began writing his "little
mechanical songs' when hewasinill-health. They appeared
in The Tower and The Winding Stair in the sections entitled-4
Man Young and Old, A Woman Young and Old, and—the best of
them—in Words for Music Perhaps. Other little poemson the
samemodel followed in New Poems and Last Poems, together
with a number of ballads, a form in which his interest was
now revived. Al these poems, whether they are 'mechanical*
or not, are characterized by their subtle music and their ner-
vous imagery; they hardly ever have that pat, ready-made
appearance so common in poems of this shape. This may be
the place to comment on Y eatss 'ear’. One of his friends tells
me that Yeatss extraordinarily effective rhythmical varia-
tions were not intended, that he counted the syllables in the
line and would, i f he could, have preferred the sressesto fall
tum-ti-tum. | find this hard to believe, but whatever Yeats's
intentionwas, theresult isfar superior to tum-ti-tumversifica-
tion. Possibly he was helped by his own lack of facility (the
birth-pangs of hiswork were notorious). The poet who writes
"as the bird sings' is liable to write slackly and vulgarly;
paradoxically itisY eats, picking hisway so painfully among
words,who achieves the effect of bird-song. It is aso possible
that his verse is so musical because music proper was foreign
tohim. ThusMr F. R. Higginswritesof him: " That very lack
of a honied musical ear may have offered verbal compensa-
tion. It saveshim, at worst, from an easy jingl e of softly flow-
ing sounds; from the monotonous regularity of well-timed
dreses Indeed, his innocent offences against the laws of
musical grammarians, his unconsciousflawsin conventional

-elody, are responsible maybe for his curiously haunting
ionics in rhythm. These unexpected gaps staying his
thee hestations in verbal sureness, dramatize his
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cadence. His carefully poised verse is tuned, as it were,
slightly off thenote.”

Yeatssr6lein these poemsisthat of the singing fool of his
plays, whose philosophy can now be referred back to Synge's
belief in natural vigour, to Yeatss own latterday sensuality,
and to the dialectic of A Vision which recognizesbrutality as
acomplement to beauty. The 'same moral appears again and
again—

Love has pitched his mansion in
The place of excrement;
For nothing can be sole or whole
That has not been rent.

Thehero of AFull Moonin March isaswineherd, harping on
"the dung of swine"; themoral, which | have quoted before,
is the necessity of "desecration”. The woman in A Woman
Young and Old and Crazy Janein Wordsfor Music Perhaps have
both experienced this desecration and both are proud of it.
Thelight woman isbeing endowed by Y eatswith some of the
divinity that used to halo thevirgin:

If I make the lashes dark
And the eyes more bright
And the lips more scarlet,
Or ax if all be right
From mirror after mirror,
No vanity's displayed:

I'm looking for the face | had
Beforetheworld wasmade.

(italicsmine.)

The singing fool affirms the spirituality of blood. Y
who now prefers to spesk through the mouths of lur

lovers, and dancers, spesks thus through afigurecall’
the Lunatic: '



162 THE POETRY OF YEATS

Whatever standsinfieldor flood
Bird, beast, fish or man,

Mare or stallion, cock or hen,
Stands in God's unchanging eye
Inall thevigour of itsblood;

In that faith | live and die.

Thepureintellectisdistrusted asaliar becauseit relies upon
diagrams; the simple-minded fool and the natural physical
man remain in touch with the truth because their world re-
mains concrete. Many years earlier Yeats had written in
Sories of Red Hanrahan: "avoice out of the Rose had told him
how menwould turnfrom thelight of their own hearts, and
bow down before outer order and outer fixity, and that then
the light would cease, and none escape the curse except the
foolish good man who could not think, and the passionate
wicked manwhowould not." Thelight of aman'sown heart
has now become for Yeats aso the light of his sex. See his
Pray er for Old Age:

God guard mefrom those thoughts men think
In the mind alone;

He that sings a lasting song

Thinksin amarrow-bone;

| pray—for fashion'sword is out
And prayer comes round again—
That | may seem, though | dieold,
A foolish, passionate man.

The natural man is now enthusiastically accepted—but
‘h a supernatural reference. Love comes from outside
Y eatssfavouritemyth of Ledaisakey to histhought—
lion of god and man but the god, it must be noticed,

.d asacreaturewith less than humanintelligence. In

Y eats puts this myth at the beginning of European
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history, making the annunciation to Leda parallel to the
annunciationtoMary. Sexual union, liketimeitself, isapara-
dox; appearing to be contingent and relative it is really the
vehicleof an Absolute—

Eternity ispassion, girl or boy
Cry at the onset of their sexual joy
"For ever and for ever"; then awake
Ignorant what Dramatis Personae spake. ..
(italicsmine.)

This idea that we know not what we do because it is not we
whodoit, canbeparaleledin W.H. Auden—

We are lived by powers we pretend to understand:
They arrange our loves; it is they who direct at the end
The enemy bullet, the sickness, or even our hand.

So much for Crazy Jane's philosophy. It isworth discussing
the manner of its expression. Yeats's most obvious weapon is
music but hisleft hand is dso ready with rhetoric. The meta-
phorical aphorism which he had often employed in prose, is
now slipped in to stiffen what had seemed a carefree, incon-
sequentjingle—

The stallion Eternity
Mounted the mare of Time.

We may again compare Blake, with his blending of epigram
and symbolism; itisagreat mistaketothink of Blake, asHous-
man did, as a poet whose meaning is unimportant. Blake can
beasincisiveas Swift—

The prince's robes and beggar's rags
Are toadstools on the miser's bags.

Yeatss use of epigram, like Blake's, is a properly poetic one,
giving oneashock of surprisewhichisphysical even whenthe
thought is abstract; for example—
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Out of Ireland have we come.
Great hatred, litde room,
Maimed us at the start.

Bodily decrepitudeiswisdom; young
We loved each other and were ignorant.

Or the whole of the epigrammatic poem entitled The Four
Agesof Man which begins—

Hewith body waged a fight,
‘But body won, it walks upright,
and ends—
Now his wars on God begin;
At stroke of midnight God shall win.

M any of the poemsof the Crazy Janetypehaverefrains. It
isworth considering the principle of refrain at some length
because refrain in the twentieth century was in many circles
for along time under taboo. We suspected it, firstly, as an
easy form of conventional decoration (we could point to
Morrisand Rossetti) and, secondly, asawell-known prop for
sentimentality (we could point to Alfred Noyes) or for any
poetry whereitisrisky to examine the content critically (we
could point to the patriotic poemsof Kiplingand Newbolt).
Housman had used it very effectively, but even his effects we
found suspiciously pat. The twentieth century suspected
most poetic repetition-devices on the ground that repetition
saves thinking or excuses the lack of thought, that by sheer
hypnatic forceit can persuade the reader to buy his twopence
coloured when hewould certainly reject the penny plain. If
we are honest, however, we must admit that all poetry in-
volves this danger of hypnosis. (We must remember too that
hypnosis can beilluminating.) My generation was afraid of
other forms of repetition as well as of refrain—of regular
rhyme, for example, or of the "red, red rose.”" It is, however,
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something which, if expelled in one form, reappearsin an-
other; witness W hitman or Eliot or Pound or the free verse of
D.H. Lawrence.

Thetruer objectionto therigid refrainisthat it isfacile. We
can accept it without demur in border ballads, in folk songs
and the soi\gs of the Elizabethans, but it isargued that in the
modern world it must seem an affectation like morris-
dancing, and that, astherefrain holds up thethought, bring-
ing you back always to where you started, it is only to be
used by a poet of the folk-musician type whose thoughts and
emotions—whoseworld, infact—are essentially simple, even
naive. Thisargument is based on the assumption that acom-
plex, unmusical world demands—in all cases—complex, un-
musical poetry—an assumption which Y eats never made. In
some of his early poems he had, with his eye on traditional
folk-song, aimed at a simplicity which became an affecta-
tion, butinhislater years, aswe have seen, he ceased writing
on negative principles, ceased expurgating himself Much of
hislater verseisascomplex asEliot's, combining speculation
and topicality. It is hard to se why, as a relief from this
verse, he should have been forbidden to write his "little
mechanical songs." Thecriticisapt to be more of a Procrus-
testowards the lyric than towards the drama; thisiswrong.
No one complainsthat Desdemonaswill ow songis apiece of
affected pseudo-simplicity because Shakespeare himself was
capable of more sophisticated thought and was not one of the
folk.

It may be objected that this is a false analogy because a
dramatist spesks in many different voices whereas the lyric
poet must speak only as himself, his whole sdf, and nothing
but himself. | would reply to such an objector: "That isjust
whereyou are crazy. Y ou are suffering from the bug-bear of
the puritanical book reviewer who demands that any one
poet should be all the time a specialist, confined to his own
spl;ﬂere (the reviewer allocates the sphere), and all the time
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self-congistent. If a poet has been labelled serious, he must
never be frivolous. If the poet has been labelled 'love-poet,’
heis taken to be déclining if he shows the L atin quality of
'salt.’ If on the other hand a satirist starts writing from the
heart, heisguilty of sentimentality. But the poet should not
bother with this Procrustes who has to live by his bed. 'So |
am to speak only as myself,' the poet might say, ‘'my whole
sdf, and nothing but myself?If you know what my whol e self
and my only self is, you know alot morethan | do. Asfar asl
can makeout, | not only have many different sevesbut | am
often, as they say, not myself at all. Maybeit isjust when | am
not myself—when | am thrown out of gear by circumstances
or emotion—that | feel likewriting poetry. | suggest that you
read what Keats wrote in a letter about the poet's personal -
ity. | suggest even that you should study your own person-
ality and consider whether from day to day you have conss-
tently the same moods or even the same ideas—that is, the
same sdf; and that, even if you have, you should consider,
firstly, whether it would be possible to convey all those
moods and ideas in any one poem, and, secondly, whether
any one mood or idea can valuably be expressed more than
once with exactly the same emphasis." My poet's arguments
are, of course, sheer truisms, but are worth repeating because
critics are such fools.

If Yeats had written nothing but his refrain poems he
would not be the great poet he is; this would prove to the |
typical book-reviewer that heisless great for having written
them. Crazy Jane's songs are admittedly slight when sen
against The Second Coming or Byzantium. They are not, how-
ever, so slight as they appear superficially—certainly not if
werelatethemto Yeatsswork asawhole. (I am not of those
who hold that each one poem in the world must be isolated
and appreciated in a vacuum.)

We must distinguish between a poet's reasons for adopting
a device and the use he makes of it. Yeats, | suspect, had a
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quite child-like liking for smple poetry of the folk type; in
The Oxford Book of Modern Verse hissdectionsfrom thisldnd of
poetry are much better than his sdections from more intel-
lectual work. Hestill liked to think of poetry ascoming from
the people (arural people, it is assumed) or at least being in
form and content sympathetic to them. Though much of his
own work was highly sophisticated, he found mog contem-
porary sophigticated verse repugnant—though he tried hard
to take an interest in it. The sort of poetry he ingtinctively
liked was more eadly found in Ireland, which is why some
critics had - occason to complain that his Oxford Book was
primarily an Irish anthology. Yeats, | think, genuinely en-
vied Douglas Hyde his primitive gift of spontaneous cr eation.

Irish folk songs and street ballads are very often refrained,
and it wasthese modelsmogt probably which excited Yeatss
emulation. But hisuseof therefrainispeculiar. With himitis
not merely a gock tag like Henley's " Over the hills and far
away," nor isit a dogan asin the patriotic songs of Thomas
Davis, nor isit merely a bar or two of musc in between the
verses Somepoetsagain usetherefrain asarhythmical norm
for the whole; this is often so in popular narrative poetry
where, the verses being allowed to sprawl in order to accom-
modate the story, the refrain is used to pull the processon
back on totheroad. A refrain again, when it meansanything,
tends to be smpler in meaning than the res of the poem; it
gvesthereader or hearer reief. Yeatssuse of it, therefore, is
often in two respects unusual. First the musc of hisrefrain is
often less obvious or smooth than that of the verses them-
#dves being sometimes flat, sometimes halting, sometimes
grongly counterpointed. Secondly, his refrains tend to have
dther an intellectual meaning which is subtle and concen-
trated, or a symbolist or nonsense meaning which hits the
reader below the belt.

In his earliest poems he usad therefrain traditionally and
sentimentally and usually within the rhyme scheme, thus
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makingits effect more pat—"When | was aboy with never a
crack inmy heart"; alater exampleisin The Withering of the
Boughs. A new type of refrain appeared in Responsibilities, for
example "Beggar to beggar cried, being frenzy-struck," a
line which is not in the least glib in meaning or sound and
which, by its position in the stanza as the third line of four
(but unrhyming), is structural. The first good examples,
however, of his refrains which are memorable because of
three things combined—pertinence of statement, effect of
surprise, and subtlety of rhythm—come from thelittle verse
play Calvary (1920). Here the opening song, in four-stress
lines, has as refrain (spoken by another voice) the line "God
has not died for thewhite heron," and the song at the end has
the refrain "God has not appeared to the birds." It is un-
necessary to labour the functional significance of this.

In Words for Music Perhaps Y eats employs the refrain fre-
quently. Thefirst poem, with two refrainsin each verse, isa
good example—

The Bishop has a skin, God knows,
Wrinkled like the foot of agoose,
{All find safety in thetomb.)

Nor can he hide in holy black

The heron's hunch upon his back,
But a birch-tree stood my Jack:
The solid man and the coxcomb.

Notice therhythmical contrast between the two refrains, the
vowel music, thelingering close.

Often his refrains are statements—"Love is like the lion's
tooth" or " Allthingsremainin God" or

Like along-legged fly upon the stream
His mind moves upon silence.

In these three examples the refrain, far from being a mere
decoration, ispractically thefocal point of the poem. Others
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are more traditional, especialy when he is using the ballaty
form= The Colonel went out sailing
> Day-break and a candle-end
” The ghost of Roger Casement
I's beating on the door.

Occasionally, as in the very early anthology piece, The
Solen Child, heuses as arefrain alittle self-contained stanza.
The most surprising examples of this arein his three March-
ing Songs (professedly to the tune of O'Donnell Abu), for
example—

"Drown all the dogs," said the fierce young woman,
"They killed my goose and a cat.

Drown, drowninthewater-bultt,

Drown all the dogs,” said thefierceyoung woman.

Itwas apity thatin alater version he changed thisto:

Be still, be still, what can be sad?
My father sang that song,

But time amends old wrong,
Allthat'sfinished, letitfade.

Yeatss latter-day trend towards ballad findsa parallel in
W.H. Audenandimpliesarecognition of thefact that 'light’
verseisnot thelogical contrary of seriousverse. ThusAuden's
poem about "the six beggared cripples,” which has affinities
with Y eatsand which onthefaceof itismerely high-spirited
nonsense, carries both genuine feeling and serious "criticism
of life." Butinboth Yeatsand Auden thereisacompromise;
they do not go morethan halfway towards the genuine ballad
or street-song; the poet achieves some of the simplicity or the
directness or the swing of the primitive form but he does not
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pretend away (asthe early Yeats tried to) his own sophis
ticated «f.

One or two of Yeatss quas-ballads are excdlent, in par-
ticular TheThreeBushes, Colonel Martin, and John Kinsella's
Lament for Mary Moore. Though these are deeply samped
with his own personality, they have the story-telling virtues
of the ballad proper, not appearing forced or affected but
getting the proper effect of carefree matter-of-factness—

What remains to sng about

But of the death he met
Stretched under a doorway
Somewhere off Henry Street,
They that found him found upon
The door above his head
"Heredied theO'Rahilly
R.1.P." writin blood.

How goestheweather?

Yeatss later poetry contains an element that is very like
humour. When heattempted humour in hisplayshe usually
failed, but in privatelife hehad not only wit and an Irish joy
in hyperbole but a fine supply of animal spirits which made
him relish blasphemy, indecency, and malicious personal
gossp. His magstery of gossp is shown in those pages of
Dramatis Personaewher e hegivesback to GeorgeM ooremore
than he got from himin Ave. He also had a vein of nhonsanse
satire which flowed, though not very successfully, into The
Player Queen and TheHeme' sEgg.

The humour in his later poems ssans to be a blend of
whimsicality, bravado, canniness and sadism; he had al-
ready shown dgns of it in the hermits and beggars of Res-
ponsibilities. Sometimes it is directed againg his habitual
enemies—

“John Bull has stood for Parliament,
A dog must have his day,



CRAZY JANE 171

The country thinks no end of him
For he knows how to say

At a beanfeast or a banquet,
That all must hang their trust
Upon the British Empire,

Upon the Church of Christ.

This may remind us what fun Yeats had in the controversy
over the bequest of the Lane pictures. The bad rhyme in the
last line is worth noticing, a device which elsawhere has the
effect of beautiful sombreness but which here is used to secure
a palpable bathos.

At other times the humour comes out in cynical epigrams
asin the couplet on Parnell:

Parnell came down the road, he said to a cheering man:
"Ireland shall get her freedom and you still bresk stone.”

Sometimes it bubbles up with the extravagance of an Irish
broadsheet—

All know that all the dead in the world about that place
are stuck

And that should mother seek her son she'd have but
little luck

Because the fires of Purgatory have ate their shapes away;

| swear to God | questioned them and all they had to sy
Was fol de rol de roily O.

More often it takes the form of an impudent defiance of
popularly accepted values or an impudent proclamation of
anarchic individualism—

A statesman is an easy man

He tells his lies by rote;

Ajournalist makes up his lies

And takes you by the throat;

So stay at home and drink your beer
And let the neighbours vote . . .
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Or dsethereisafrank avowal of domineering sexuality—

Could Crazy Jane put off old age
And ranting time renew,

Could that old god rise up again
We'd drink a can or two,

And out and lay our leadership
On country and on town,

Throw likely couplesinto bed
And knock the others down.

Itistypical of Yeatsthat, anxiousfor hisdignity, he balances
thevulgarity of thelast poemwith ahieratic refrain: "From
mountain to mountain ride the fierce horsemen.”

Sometimes he turns this mocking and impudent humour
upon himself (he is known to have relished Dr Gogarty's
jokes at his expense) or upon thingswhich he reveres. Thusin
High Talk he burlesques the intellectual, the man with lofty
pretensions, the great man who, as he had so often explained,
has taken to the Mask—

Because piebald ponies, led bears, caged lions, make but
poor shows,

Because children demand Daddy-long-legs upon his
timber toes,

Because women in the upper stories demand a face at
the pane,

That patching old heds they may shriek, | take to
chisel and plane.

Malachi Stilt-Jack am |, whatever | learned hasrun wild

From collar to collar, from stilt to stilt, from father to

child.

In the same spirit he spesks in another poem of his favourite
mythological philosophers and sages as " al | the golden cod-
gers' and ends the poem, like a small boy putting out his
tongue at a schoolmaster, with nymphs and satyrs who
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"copulateinthefoam." Comparethe songin A Full Moonin
March:

Should old Pythagorasfall inlove

Little may he boast thereof.

What careslovefor thisor that?

Crazy Jane, | think, was dominant in the later Y eats, but
he continued also to produce both philosophical poemsinthe
grand manner and more direct poemson topical subjects. As
anexampleof thelatter one can take Beautiful Lofty Things, an
assortment of memories about the 'Olympians' whom he has
known—G'Leary, hisfather, Lady Gregory, and—

Maud Gonne at Howth stationwaiting atrain,
Pallas Athene in that straight back and arrogant head.

The fifth 'Olympian’ is Standish O'Grady—

Standish O'Grady supporting himself between the tables
Speaking to a drunken audience high nonsensica words.

There are two things to notice here; first, that Y eats, whose
deepest fedlings are involved in the subject, has now reached
a stage where he can cast it into rough-riding aexandrines
and mention trains; secondly, that he is now able to take
trains and banal dinner-parties and exalt them into mytho-
logy. The second point can be borne out by a comparison
with George Moore, who describes the same dinner with
typical malice in Ave, patronizing the Dublin notabilities—
"not an opera-hat among them"; Moore mentions the
presence of O'Grady—"a grey, round-headed man"—»but
sys nothing about his speech. Yeats dso described it in
prose: "Towards the end of the evening, when everybody
was more or less drunk, O'Grady spoke. He was very drunk,
but neither his voice nor his manner showed it. | had never
heard him speak, and at first he reminded me of Cardinal
Manning. There was the same simplicity, the same gentle-
ness. He stood between two tables, touching one or the other
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for support, and said in a low penetrating voice: '"We have
now a literary movement, it is not very important; it will be
followed by a political movement, that will not be very im-
portant; then must come amilitary movement, that will be
important indeed." " The contrast here between Moore and
Yeatsistypical. That publicdinner may havebeenal | Moore
saiditwashbut it was Y eatswho after years could extract from
it @ "beautiful lofty thing."

MrF.R. Higginswritesof Y eats:"'Therewerefor himonly
two commingling dates of verse. One, simple, bucolic, or
rabelaisian, theother, intellectual, exotic, or visionary." His
intellectual or visionary poetry continued to appear till the
end. There are, for example, the pontifical utterances of the
hermit Ribh, a new persona added to the gallery which in-
cludes Michael Robartes and Owen Aherne, and who, as
Yeats explains, "is an imaginary critic of St Patrick. His
Christianity, come perhaps from Egypt like much early Irish
Christianity, echoes pre-Christian thought." Ribh, who
objectstotheorthodox "masculine Trinity," iscertainly pagan
enough to agree with the later Y eats and expresses in one of
his poems akind of dialectic of hatred—

Why should | seek for love or study it?
Itisof God and passsshumanwit;

| study hatred with great diligence,

For that's a passion in my own control,
A sort of besom that can clear the soul
Of everything that is not mind or sense

Thisis afar cry from the belief of the early Y eats that the
poetic intellect "neither loves nor hates because it has done
with Time." It ssems possible that the later Y eats, the man
who nearly became afascist, tended at times to think of hat-
red as creatine, if not an end in itself. Compare Aherne's re
mark in The Tables of the Law: "Jonathan Swift made a soul
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for the gentlemen of this city by hating his neighbour as
himsdf." i
Thedoctrinesimplicitinthese philosophical poemsarethe
same that were summarized in the last chapter. A Vision is
still the book of reference. The same philosophy of history
that produced The Second Coming produced theverseplay, A
Full Moon in March, and the prose play, The Resurrection
(1931). The beginning of the Christian erameant for Y eats
the defeat of the Greek doctrine of measure and the flooding
of theworld by what a neo-Platonist philosopher called "that
fabulous,, formless darkness." This darkness, in Yeatss eyes,
belonged to Asia where miracle is substituted for reason;
Christ overthrew Phidias. Nearly two thousand yearshaving
passed since Christ, the world, as was suggested in The
Second Coming, isripefor someegually significant and violent
revolution. In hislast prose-writing, On the Boiler, he wrote:
"There are moments when | am certain that art must once
again accept thése Greek proportions which carry into plas-
tic art the Pythagorean numbers, those feces which are
divine because all there is empty and measuredJ Europe was
not born when Greek galleys defeated the Persian hordes at
Salamis, buf when the Doric studios sent out those broad-
backed marbl e statues against the multiform, vague, expres-
sve Asiatic seq they gave to the sexud instinct of Europeits
goal, its fixed type." These ideas are reflected in his poem
The Satues whi ch represents Pythagoras and Phidias as hav-
ing defeated " A |l Asiatic vague immensities,” and which
suggests that, although our modern world is orderless, there
are still certain living conceptions from the past—concep-
tionsof ordered beauty or clearly motivated vigour—which

~asif they were incarnate persons, inspire even members
parur present worldto action

When Pearse summoned Cuchulain to his sde
What stalked through the Post Office?
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His cyclical philosophy also appearsin alate poem called
TheGyres, which containsthe puzzlingline" Empedocleshas
thrown all things about." | sugpect that what he mogt liked
about Empedocles was the name (he was delighted to find it
in a poem by Lady Dorothy Welledey) but Empedocles
sgnificance can be discovered from A Vision where he is
coupled with Heraclitus as having thought " that the uni-
verse had first one form and then its opposte in perpetual
alternation” ; the Heraclitean doctrine of creative conflict
had always appealed to Yeats. Thegyresreappear in Under
Ben Bulben> Yeatsspoeticlast will and testament: " M easure-
ment began our might" with the Egyptians and Greeks,
Michelangelo proved that theartist'sideal is" profane perfec-
tion of mankind" (italicsmine); in the nineteenth century,
however, "confuson fell upon our thought." The moral
sEms to be that, though thisis a period of confusion, what
Y eatscallselsawherea heterogeneousperiod, theartist at least
must not surrender to it, mus still essay measfirement and
order.

He continued to mythologize his own experiences. In The
Municipal Gallery Revisited hereviewshisdead friends,; in The
CircusAnimals Desertion (thetitlehashumour init) hereviews
hisown past asaplaywright. In Hound Voiceherevertstothe
old ideal of TheFisherman, Galway Races, and the poemsabout
Major Robert Gregory. And the grand manner still rings
true, asin themagnificent ending of ToaFriend—

What climbsthe gair?
Nothing that common women ponder on
I f you areworth my hope! Neither content
Nor satisfied Conscience, but that great family
Some ancient famous authors misrepresent,
TheProud Furieseach with her torch on high. -~

A study both of therhythmsand vocabulary of hiswriting
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thiskind will show how far behind he has left his Romantic
migts.

His later poems, as | have said, all show a zes, and this
zest is something distinct from Romantic enthusiasm, some-
thingmorevirileand lesscontaminated with self-pity. There
isplenty of self init but it takestheform not of ayoung man's
escapism who hankers for the wings of a dove, but of an old
man's self-confidence who thinks he has the wings of an eagle.
Hisconfession of faithisfoundinbrief in An Acreof Grass, of
which | quotethe last two verses:

Grant me an old man's frenzy.
Myself must | remake

Till I am Timon and Lear

Or that William Blake

Who beat upon the wall

Till truth obeyed his call;

A mind Michael Angelo knew
That can pierce the clouds

Or inspired by frenzy

Shake the dead in their shrouds,
Forgotten dse by mankind

An old man's eagle mind.

The key-word here is frenzy. Yesats has often mentioned
Michelangelo as an artist who lifted bodily form to a super-
natural plane. Of the other three Timon and Lear are chosen
because in both of them passion was stronger than reason and
in both of them disillusionment, anger, and hatred, which
would seem to lead to nihilism, lead actually to amost arti-
culate assertion of humanvitality andindividuality; Yeatss
paradox still holds good, that tragedy impliesthe joy of life.
Asfor Blake, whohad written "Everything that livesisholy,"
heremainswhat he had alwaysbeen for Y eats, the champion
of the soul, or rather of the humanly embodied soul, against
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mere abstract reason. In his contempt for those "thoughts
men think inthemind alone" Y eats at the age of seventy was
still more ready thanin hisyouth to approve Blake'svindica-
tion of both God and the natural man and his attack on the
rationalists—

Mock on, mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau,
Mock on, mock on; 'tisall invain;

Y ou throw the sand against the wind,
And thewind blowsit back again.

Colonel Lawrencewroteadmiringly of Y eatsslater work
as "the ash of poetry." The metaphor is misleading but it
suggests why this work made such an impression on the
younger English poets of thetime, who had been brought up
on The Waste Land. The earlier Y eats had been too remote
fromthem, subsisting on fin de sieclefantasies. But now he had
brokeninto thetwentieth century; he had been through thefire.

It must be admitted that there was a certain snobbery in
our new admiration, a snobbery paralleled in Yeatss own
remark: "I too have tried to be modern.” Theword 'modern’
is aways relative. What did Yeatss modernity—a quality
whichin hisyouth he had violently repudiated—consist in?
Asfar as content goes (though it is always unsatisfactory to
divorce content from form) Y eats was 'modern’ in the follow-
ing respects. He had widened his range; the poet of Niamh
and Fand was now prepared to writeapoem about avisittoa
school kept by nuns. He was now dealing fairly directly with
contemporary experience, some of it historical, some of it
casua and personal. As well as admitting contemporary
matter into his poetry, hewas dso admitting moral or philo-
sophical problems. And he was expressng many more
moods, not only the 'poetic' ones. He was writing at one
moment as acynic, at another as an orator, at another as a
sensudist, at another asaspeculative thinker. His poetry was
sometimes critical, sometimes near to nonsense. The critical
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poetry pleased us because we demanded that a poet who had
meddled with the world should admit it. The nonsense ele-
ments (to be discussed further in the next chapter) pleased us
too, for nonsense poetry was the one nineteenth-century
Romantic self-indulgence that had escaped stigmatization.®
Butonthewholeit wasY eats sdrynessand hardnessthat excit-
ed us. T. E. Hulme, in an essay on Romanticism and Classic-
ism written some time before the Great War, prophesied an
eraof dry hard versein reaction against the Romantic habit
of "flyingup intotheeternal gasss" Yeats, who had flown up
there himself, had managed—on occasions, at least—to come
down again. Therefore, we admired him.

Weadmired himtoo for hisform. Eliot in 1921 had argued
that, as the modern world is so complex, the poet must be-
come "more allusive, moreindirect, in order to force, to dis-
locate if necessary, language into his meaning." A chaotic
world, that is, could only be dealt with by the methods of The
Waste Land. Y eats went back to an earlier tradition and sug-
gested by his example that, given a chaotic world, the poet is
entitled, if hewishes, to eliminate some of the chaos, to sdlect
and systematize. Treatment of form and subject here went
hand in hand. Yeats's formalizing activity began when he
thought about theworld; as hethought it into a regular pat-
tern, he naturally cast his verse in regular patternsalso. A
parallel process can be observed in W. H. Auden, in whose
system something like Groddeck's " I1t" takes the place of
YeatssAnima Mundi.

In diction—and in syntax also—Yeats offered us a com-
promise with the Wordsworthian "real language of men."
Wordsworth st out to use the words of common speech,
though, as Coleridge pointed out, in theory he meant to ex-

1 A. E. Housman, another spiritually londly figure, enjoyed
writing nonsense poetry in thenarrow snsee Mr Edmund Wilson,
‘inan articlein TheTriple Thinkers, groupsHousman significantly
with, among other English monagtics, LewisCarroll.
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elude the common speech of the educated classes. Y eats took
the words of common speech, including those of the educated,
but he put atwist on them; asA. E. says, he made themaris-
tocratic. A. E. writes elsewhere in a review of The Winding
Stair: "How can one convey any impression of that arrogant
yet persuasive mentality, of that style where simplicity and
bareness are suddenly varied by some image rich as ajewel
and we are as delighted by the contrast as if we saw some
lovely gem-bedight* queen walking along an undecorated
corridor, noble only because of its proportion.”

Lastly, we found that Yeats appealed to the ear. It is
absurd to think, asis often thought, that poets of my genera-
tion do not consider the ear. We had found music in The
Waste Land, but we found music more to our purpose on the
whole, in the later Yeats. His versification was traditional
but at the same time fresh and adaptable. His few compara-
tive innovations, such as the half-rnyme, were good both
because they were fresh and because sometimes—when giving
effects of solemnity or melancholy—they were functional.
And his very subtle rhythmical "counterpointing,” as
Gerard Manley Hopkinswould havecalledit, wasmore con-
genial to usthan Hopkins'sown "sprungrhythm" (Hopkins
in my opinion, was a "special case," avery peculiar person,
and so hisversification is a specia case t00).

Thedirect influence of Y eats on the younger poets can best
be shown by examples; it will be noticed that he affected not
only their diction and metric but the stylization of their
thoughts. Thus Audenwrotein anearly poem:

to-day
I, crouching behind a sheep-pen, heard -

! Yeatswould have repudiated the epithet "gem-bedight”; he
himself wrote of A.E. asaprose-writer that he "ssems convinced
that spiritual truth requires a dead language.” Y ests would not
have agreed wtth the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads, but he him-

self isremarkable for avoidance of'poetic diction' in the narrow
sense thereisfar more of itin A. E. Housman.
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Travel across a sudden bird,

Cry out against the storm, and found
The year's arc a completed round
And love'sworn circuit re-begun.

Much of Day Lewis'searlier work was similarly derivative.
More recently ayoung American poet, Delmore Schwartz,
can cast his philosophical ideas into amost pure Y eats:

The ape and great Achilles,
Heavy with their fate,

Batter doors down, strike

Small children at the gate,
Driven by loveto this,

As knock-kneed Hegel said,

To seek with asword their peace,
That the child may be taken away
From the hurly-burly and fed.

Such writing was often too derivative but it proved that
Yeats had developed an instrument suitable to his age.

It isstill more interesting to notice the parallels with the
later Yeats among older poets who had developed quite
independently, for instance T. S. Eliot. Yeatss remarks
about Eliot, inhislntroduction to the Oxford Book of Modern
Verse and elsewhere, show that he was deaf to Eliot's music
and blindto hispictures (hiscomparison of Eliot with Manet
shows that he was blind also to the colour of Manet). Yet
Eliot hasmuchincommonwithY eats; both dislikeintensely
the flux of the modern world, both insist on the importance
of tradition, both are anti-liberal. Eliot spesks in After
Srange Gods of aworld "worm-eaten with liberalism” andin
The Rock revileshissecular contemporaries—

Turning from your vacancy to fevered enthusiasm
For nation or race or what you call humanity;
. Though you forget the way to the Temple ...
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But heis perhaps more comparableto Yeatsin his beautiful
Burnt Norton, a melancholy metaphysical poem built upon
the paradox of Time. Here too the anti-liberal tends to-
war ds deter minism—

Thedance along the artery
Thecirculation of thelymph
Arefigured in thedrift of gars. . .

Eliot, like Yeats, refuses to conceive of time as mere succes
sion. " At thestill point of theturningworld" history can be
concentrated, made intelligible, or, rather, intuitively
apprehensible—
concentration

Without elimination, both anew world

And the old made explicit, understood

In the completion of its partial ecstasy,

Theresolution of itspartial horror.

| do not suggest that the thought in Burnt Norton (not that a
thought inits purity ought to be abstracted from any poem)
isvery like the thought in the later poems of Yeats, but the
impulse thus rationalized by Eliot in metaphysical termsis
comparable to the impulse formulated by Yeats in his pro-
fessed doctrines of Unity of Being, re-incarnation, and the
rest. (I shall makeafurther comparison of Eliot and Yeatsin
Chapter x.)

Another poet of our timewho ssemsindependently to have
moved along paths similar to Yeats's was Rilke, whose
poetry, like Yeats's, continued to develop, to become steadily
stronger, more complex, and more delicate. He too moved
away from prettiness and sentimentality, from poetry in-
spired by other art, towards a more metaphysical and more
personal utterance. Rilke, ascompared with Yeats, had the
profounder mind and the greater experience of suffering.
Beside the plasticity of Rilke's maturer thought, Yeatss;
would-be dogmas and stock symbols look gimcrack. And
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where Rilke was what might be called a natural aesthete,
Yeats was an aesthete by the book. Rilke again had had
genuinemystical experienceswhere Y eats, inall probability,
had only wished to have them. Consequently Rilke, who had
had a precise and not fully translatable experience, purpose-
ly kept his language plastic when hetried to expressit; Yeats,
who only knew the original by hearsay or by what Plato
called "divination," produced a professed translation in
which his own uncertainty was disguised by comparatively
rigid symbols and personae. Compare Rilke's 'Angels with
Yeatss 'Magi.’

So much for their obvious differences; in what lies their
affinity? Firstly, they both look inwards, both are primarily
interested in their own relationships to aworld which seams
extraordinarily other to them. (Both of them were, according
to ordinary standards, remote from ordinary humanity.)
Thus Rilkewrotein anote: " Art cannot be helpful through
ourtryingto help and specially concerning ourselveswiththe
distresses of others, but in so far as we can bear our own dis-
tresses more passionately, give, now and then, a perhaps
clearer meaning to endurance, and develop for ourselves the
means of expressing the suffering within us and its conquest
more precisely and clearly thanis possible to those who have
to apply their powers to something else” Compare Y eatss
contrast, already quoted, of the discipline fromwithinwith
the discipline from without.

Secondly, Rilke, though admitting that his theme is the
invisibleworld, holdsthat theartist must find equivalentsfor
thisinner visionintheworld of external appearance. Hisideal,
the 'Angel,’ represents the fusion of the two. | suspect that
Y eatsin hislater poemswasfeeling for thesameideal —

What can be shown?

What true love be?

All could beknown or shown
If Time were but gone.
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Thirdly, Rilke, likeY eats, isabsessed and depressad by the
opposition tothisideal of theworld of Hereand Now. But,
like Y eats, he refuses to abdicate his postion in Here and
Now. ThusintheNinth Duino Elegy he questionsthe strange
paradox of life—

ohwhy

havetobehuman, and, shunning Destiny,
long for degtiny?

warum dann
M enschliches mtissen—und, Schicksal ver meidend,
dch sehnen nach Schicksal?

and answersthat our liability, ashuman beings, can be con-
verted into an ast. Thisconversonisan artistic process A
thing becomes morethan itself when it isgiven a name; from
being relative it becomes absolute—

Hereisthetimefor theTellable, hereisitshome.
Speak and proclaim.

Hier ist des Sdglichen Zeit, hier ssneHeimat.
Sprich und bekenn.

I'n hisown note on the meaning of the Elegies Rilke wrote:
" Natur e, the thingswe move about among and use, are pro-
visonal and perishable; but, solongaswearehere, they are
our pasesson and our friendship, sharersin our troubleand
gladness, just asthey have been the confidants of our ances
tors." Our busnessisto comprehend fully the sgnificance of
these perishable things and so transform them. Thistrans
formation (Verwandlung) which takesthethingsof Hereand
Now into oursdves and digesting them, so to speak, trans-
latesthem into theinvisible, can be better effected if the par-
ticular thingswe meet ar e, through long acquaintance and
tradition, congenial tousfrom thestart—if they havebeen
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the confidants of our ancestors. Rilke laments that such
things are now becoming rare: "Now there come crowding
over from America empty, indifferent things, pseudo-
things, dummy-life ... A house, in the American under-
standing, an American appleor vine, hasnothingin common
with the house, the fruit, the grape into which the hope and
meditation of our forefathers had entered ... The animated
experienced things that share our lives are coming to an end
and cannot be replaced.” Yeats would have endorsed this
lament; his prose and verse are full of similar, nostalgic pas-
sages. Compare A Prayer on Going into My House:

grant
That | myself for portions of the year
May handle nothing and st eyes on nothing
But what the great and passionate have used
Throughout so many varying centuries
Wetakeit for thenorm . . .

Fourthl y, Rilkerelated the conception of Loveto the con-
ception of Death: "every one of our deepest raptures makes
itself independent of duration and passage; indeed, they
stand vertically upon the courses of life, just as death, too,
stands vertically upon them; they have more in common
with death than with all the aims and movements of our
vitahty. Only from the side of death (when death is not
accepted as an extinction, but imagined as an atogether
surpassing intensity), only from the side of death, | believe, is
it possibleto dojusticetolove.” Thusinthe Ninth Elegy he
addresses the Earth:

I'venow been unspeakably yoursfor ages and ages.
Y ou were alwaysright, and your holiest inspiration's
Death, that friendly Death.

Yeats too, in his later poems, denies that death is an extinc-
tion, and, what is more, sometimes writes as if death con-
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tained theformal cause that gives motive and significance to
our actionsin life—

what disturbs our blood
Isbut its longing for the tomb.

Lastly, both Yeats and Rilke (and herein they are dis-
tinguished from Eliot) insist, for all their recognition of
misery and bewilderment and frustration, that the main-
spring of Art, and even of Life, isjoy. In the Tenth Duino
Elegy it is, by a basic paradox, the personified Lament that
leadsthe newly dead youth to the source of Joy, die Qjielleder
Freude, andtellshim:

Bei den Menschen
ist Se ein tragender Strom.

Among men
it's a carrying stream.

Yeats too held that a Lament can lead to the source of Joy
and in alate poem makes the very true paradox that "Ham-
let and Lear are gay" (Cleopatra's suicide was after all an
assertion of the values of life—and of thejoy of life also).
Where Rilke, in spite of his loneliness, has to admit that
"Hiersein ist herrlich,"” Yeats has progressed through a
series of disappointments to the conclusion:

Out of Cavern comes a voice
And all it knowsis that one word "Rejoice."



CHAPTER IX
DRAMATIST AND PROSE-WRITER

Players and painted stage took all my love
And not those things that they wer e emblems of.
w. B. YEATS

H E R E are many people better qualified than | am

toasessY eats sdramaticachievement, which cannot

be isolated from the history of the Abbey Theatre.
Yeats was the cause of drama in other men but he does not
seem to me to have been properly a dramatist himself. |
wish however briefly to examine his verse plays—and, still
.more briefly, his prose-writings—for the light they throw on
his poetry in general. On the whole the poetry of the playsis
lessinteresting, lesspowerful, and less original than that of
the lyrics, but it is always the same man writing.

Hisplays can be divided into different groups, according to
content or according to technique. A classification by con-
tent will place together the early tapestry-like fantasies—
TheCountessCathleen (1892), TheLand of Heart'sDesire (1894),
Deirdre (1907), The Shadowy Waters (verse version 1906,
acting version 1911). Then there is the Guchulain group
which contains, in the order of the legend, At the Hawk's Well
(1917), The Green Helmet (1910), On Bailees Strand (1904),
The Only Jealousy of Emer (1919), and hisvery latelittle play,
The Death of Cuchulain. Thirdly, there are those plays which
are near to fable or which might be called parable-plays—
The King's Threshold (1904), The Hour-glass (1914), The Cat
and the Moon (1926), Calvary (1920), and The Resurrection
(1931); also A Full Moon in March and the play which it
superseded, The King of the Great Clock Tower. Certain plays
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stand alone, for instance Cathleen ni Houlihan (1902), avivid
piece of nationalist propaganda, and The Words upon the
Windowpane, a study, through themedium of spiritualism, of
the problem of Swift. If the plays are regrouped according to
technique, all thosewill fall together which were ddliberately
congructed after the model of the Noh plays of Japan—At
theHawk'sWell, TheOnly Jealousy of Emer, The Dreaming of the
Bones, Calvary, The Cat and theMoon; possbly also, though
much lesstruetotype, The Resurrection.

Themog obvious characteristic of nearly all these playsis

_their remoteness from ordinary life; the characters either

come from the world of legend or are smplified nursery-
rhymefigureslikethe Lame Beggar and the Blind Beggar in
TheCatandtheMoon. Yeatsdeliber ately avoided psychologic-
al characterization. The theme and the words were the two
things all-important; like Eliot he held that poetry was the
mother, not the handmaid, of drama. And this poetry, in
reaction from Ibsen's " leading article sort of poetry,” wasto
be unsullied by psychology or contemporary problems, un-
compromised with comedy. Thusin an esssy on The Theatre
(1899) hewrote: " Thetheatrebeganinritual, and it cannot
come to its greatness again without recalling words to their
ancient sovereignty/’ In an esay on The Tragic Theatre
(1910), he argued that character is " continuoudy present in
comedy alone" ; in modt tragedy " itsplaceistaken by passons
and motives." (Aristotlealsohad subordinated character but
subordinated it to plot; Yeats, who was an admirer of
M aeter linck, would subordinateit to theunity of feding or of
mood, or even to the words themsdves). Shakespeare, ac-
cording to Yeats, wrote tragi-comedy; "in mainly tragic
art,"” hegoeson, "onedigtinguishes devices to exclude or
lesen character” and he compares the experience of being
in love where the lover mug forget all his psychology. We
may compar e the advice that Michael Robartes gave to the
Dancer:
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bear inmindyour lover'swage
Iswhat your looking-glass can show,
And that hewill turn green with rage
At all thatis not pictured there.

In Estrangement he gives a congenial account of what hap-
pens to a play when it is being written: "Atfirst, if it has
psychological depth, there is a bundle of ideas, something
that can be stated in philosophical terms; my Countess
Catkleen, for instance, was once the moral question: may a
soul sacrificeitself for agood end? but gradually philosophy
is eliminated until at last the only philosophy audible, if
there is even that, is the mere expression of one character or
another. When it is completely life it seams to the hasty
reader a mere story." (A paralel can be found in Jean
Cocteau with his emphasis on "poeme agi," his elimination
of the message from the symbol.) Y eats disliked conversation
playswhere the thought is theimportant thing. " Thought,"
hewrotein OntheBoailer, "isnot moreimportant than action,"
and went on to find a"mediaeval man of action" in Hamlet.
This is the Yeats of Crazy Jane speaking: "Our bodies are
nearer to our coherence because nearer to the 'unconscious
than our thought."

Wishing to eliminate character, moral discussons, cir-
cumstantial realism, he naturally made his plays short. He
found the model he wanted in the Noh plays of Japan, a
narrow traditional genre practised for the pleasure of asmall
aristocratic circle and without commercial machinery or
naturalism. The Japanese players movements, Yeats ex-
plained with approval in 1916, are founded on those of pup-
pets: " I tisachild's play become the most noble poetry, and
there is no observation of life, because the poet would st
before us all those things which we fee and imagine in
silence." The Japanese dramatist, on this assumption, is
emulating in drama what the French Symbolistes attempted in
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lyric. Yeats, in adopting this elusive aim, turned his back not
only on Shakespeareand | bsen but on Racineand the Greeks,
there was observation of life, and also moral argumentation,
in Aeschylusaswell asin Euripides. Yeatswith hisdistrust of
observation, of rhetoric, of " aleading article type of poetry,"
preferred the Japanese game of " listening to incense”

In the plays which he wrote on the Noh model, the cagt in
each case containsthree musicians, " their facesmade up to
resemble masks" These musicians act as a chorus, snging
or reciting versesat the beginning and theend of theplay and
ometimesalsoin thecourseof it. In The Only Jealousy of
Emer one of the muscians performs the function of a Euri-
pidean prologue and explains what the trouble is about. In
TheDreaming of the Bonesthe playersgo round the sage once
and themusician, likean Elizabethan gageplacard, explains
that they are going up a mountain. In The Cat and the Moon
the musician sesks by proxy for an invisble saint (a device
used morethoroughly in A Full Moon in March). The music-
ians therefore are usad to digpense with naturalism and to
give the whole proceedings an air of ritual. Unlikethe Greek
chorus they do not serve as a bridge between players and
audience. Their function isprimarily lyrical and they draw
the characters of the play up with them on to alyrical plane
remote from the world of everyday conflicts. It is sgnificant
that when physical violenceisto berepresented in theseplays,
Yeats representsit in a stylized manner with dance-steps and
drum-beats. Every device—and lack of device—is employed
tokeep theplay ingdeacrystal. For instance, headmired and
copied the Noh dramatists habit of " playing upon a single
metaphor,” ahabit which, liketherefrainin alyric poem, is
incantatory or ritualistic rather than dramatic. The mos
notable example in his own work is in Calvary where the
muscans introductory song depicts a symbolic heron
standing in a moon-crazed trance. During the play we hear,
first of "a flute of bone Taken from a heron's thigh"; later
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thereisacomparison of love to "adrowned heron's feather";
later still Judas says that when he planned the betrayal

Therewasno livething near me but aheron
So full of itself that it seemed terrified.

Thelast song of the musicians mentions, instead of the heron,
other birds symbolic of self-contained loneliness—the s
bird, thegeier-eagle, the swan—and hasfor refrain what isan
aphorism integral to the play—

God has not appeared to the birds.

Browning made the lyric approximate to the drama;
Y eats, working on Pater's principlethat art isthe removal of
surplusage, makes the drama approximate to the lyric. One
can apply to himthemoral of aremark which he quotesfrom
William Morris, who having compared two accounts of the
battleof Glontarf, onewritten by aNorseman, the other by an
[rishman, concluded that "the Norseman had the dramatic
temper, thelrishmanthelyrical." Itisto be doubted whether
Y eats could have appreciated the Icelandic sagas. His lack
of thedramatic gift can be very easily seen from acomparison
of his Deirdre with Synge's Deirdre of the Sorrows. Yeatss
Deirdreiselegant and two-dimensional, the characters never
come out at the audience, the verse is the blank verse of
narrative; the whole is a charade. He himself could s in
Synge's play the tug and thrust which were lacking in his
own, and could see, no doubt, also that Synge's colloquial
diction is not only more flexible but more heroic than his
own—"Draw alittleback with the squabbling of foolswhen
| am broken up with misery." It would be a confusion of
cause and effect to attribute Yeatss failure as a dramatist
to the inadequacy of his dialogue. His dialogue was inade-
quate because he lacked the dramatic sense

Though undramatic, the verse of his plays has its virtues.
It is fairly traditional but well controlled in its rhythms,
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straightforward in statement and not overburdened with
decoration; it compares well with the dramatic verse of
Tennyson which smacks very much of the study, as for
example, Tennyson's

Yea,and |
Shall ss=thedewy kissof dawn nomore
M ak e blush the maiden-white of our tall diffs,
Nor mark thesea-bird rousehimsef and hover
Abovethewindy ripple, and fill the ky
With freesea-laughter...

Yeatssispreferableto this, though, like Tennyson's, it is too
like hisnarrative verse, which, again like Tennyson's, isin-
ferior tohislyric. Recent experimentsin verse drama suggest
that blank verse in the Elizabethan tradition is no longer
practicable, though it may be one degree less unsuitable
thantheMorris-like coupletsof Murray'strandationsfrom
the Greek. There are at least greater possbilitiesin there-
solved blank verse of Archibald MacLeish or T. S. Eliot.
Theversof TheFamily Reunion by Eliot isversewrittentobe
spoken and dagtic enough to accommodate widely varied
characters and to express a wide range of fedings from the
trivial to the mystically intense; Eliot manages to retain
what Yeatsdesred, acombination of smple statement with
thefedingof ritual. Yeatsin hislast verseplays, TheHeme's
Egg and Purgatory, tried to break from the grooves of the
traditional metric but, lacking experience, proved awkward
in the absence of formal limits.

The same themes, as | have said, and the same personae
appear intheplaysasin thelyrics. Apart from thefigur es of
Irishlegend, Cuchulainin particular, wemeetintheplaysa
st of what may be called fable-types, who correspond to the
beggars and fools and hermits of the lyrics. There are the
Fool and theBlind M an in On Bails sStrand, there arethe
LameBeggar and theBlind Beggar in The Cat and the Moon,
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thereis the Fool in The Hour-glass, and there are the Roman
soldiersin Calvary. A || these stand outside the world of hero-
ism and arefoilstoit. The Roman soldiers attendant on the
Crucifixion are typical with their hail-fellow-well-met
nihilisn—
Second Roman Soldier:
Whatever happensisthe best, we say,
So that it's unexpected.
Third Roman Soldier:
Had you sent
A crier through theworldyou had not found
M ore comfortable companionsfor a deathbed
Than three old gamblerswho have asked for nothing.
First Roman Soldier:
They say you'regood and that you made theworld
Butit's no matter.

TheFool and theBlind M anin On Bailees Srand, one of the
more attractive of the earlier plays, are a double foil to
Cuchulain. Uptoapoint theBlind M an istype of the crafty
sgewhiletheFool, asalways, istheFool pitting anindolent,
arrogant faith against every one—

When you were an acorn on the tree-top,
Thenwas | an eagle-cock;

Now that you areawithered old block,
Still am | an eagle-cock.

But they are also walking metaphors asis shown by aremark
of one of the characterswhilethey are offstage—

Life drifts between afool and a blind man
Totheend, and nobody can know his end.

Thirdly, they arevehiclesfor Yeatssirony. Cuchulain at the
end of the play, maddened by the discovery that he haskilled
his son, rushesinto the sea Thefool tells the blind man that
all the people are leaving their houses to watch Cuchulain



194 THE POETRY OF YEATS

drown. Theplay endswith ahypnoticrepetition arid a final
deliber atebathos—

Fool:
There, heisdown! Heisup again. Heisgoing out in the
deep water. Thereisabigwave. It hasgone over him. |
cannot s him now. He haskilled kings and giants, but
the waves have masgtered him, the waves have mastered
him!

Blind Man:
Comehere, Fool!

Fool:
Thewaveshavemastered him.

BlindMan:
Gomehere.

Fool:
Thewaveshave mastered him.

Blind Man:
Comehere, | say.

Fool [coming towardshim, but Iooklng backwardstowards

thedoor]: What isit?

BlindMan:
There will be nobody in the houses Come this way;
come quickly! the ovens will be full. We will put our
hands into the ovens. [They go out.]

The persona of the Poet, sometimes wild, sometimes digni-
fied, isused in The Countess Cathleen, TheKings Threshold, The
Shadowy Waters, and burlesqued in The Player Queen. Aleel in
TheCountessCathleenistypical of theearly Y eats, love-lorn,
hysterical, and atavistically posessd by Aengus and the
gods. For gael with hishar p in The Shadowy Watersisthe poet
qua magician, guided by man-headed birds to some super-
natural world—

and dreams,
That havehad dreamsfor father, livein us
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Seanchan in The King's Threshold caused some indignation
when it wasfirst produced in Dublin. A legendary court poet
dying on hunger strike because of an infringement of his
privileges, he is a mouthpiece for Yeass doctrine that the
poetisapillar of society. Y eats dso goesksthrough Seanchan
when he assarts that poetry inall circumstancesis an affirma
tionof joy of life—

And | would have all know that when all fals
Inruin, poetry calsoutinjoy,

Being the scattering hand, the bursting pod,
Thevictim'sjoy among theholy flame,
God'slaughter at the shattering of theworld.

The themes of his plays naturally reflect Y eatss dominant
ideas and moods at the time of writing. Thus The Land of
Heart'sDesire (1894) isin key with early lyrics such as The
Man who Dreamed of Fairyland. He wrote about this play to
A.E. in 1904 that it has "an exaggeration of sentiment and
sentimental beauty which | have come to think unmanly.
The popularity of The Land of Heart's Desire ssansto meto
come not from its merits but because of this weskness"
Deirdre (1907) is orientated not to the fairy world but to
ancient Irishhistory. Itissignificant that Naciseand Deirdre
themselves self-consciously echo the actions of an earlier pair
of lovers, antiquity initself being, in Yeass eyes avirtue;
similarly Dectorain The Shadowy Watersfinds herself keening
a legendary lover who died a thousand years ago. At the
Hawk's Well (1917) and The Only Jealousy of Emer (1919)
show some of the bitterness of Responsibilities. The Dreaming of
the Bones (1919) shows the influence of those speculations
which had begun two years before and which were later
formulated in A Vision; the " dreaming back" of Dermot and
Dervorgillaistrue to the definition givenin A Vison—"In
the Dreaming Back, the Spirit is compelled to live over and
over again the events that had most moved it." The same
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idea inspired Purgatory, and mog of the later playsin some
form or other reflect Yeatss later esoteric philosophy; thus
TheResurrection and The Wordsupon the Window-pane embody
his philosophy of history.

Yeats said that he took to drama because he hankered for
"clean outline." Theplays as plays are little more than
charades but his exercise in this genre undoubtedly had
valuable efects upon his lyric. His very latest dramatic
vere shows him breaking down the traditional metric and
aiming, promisingly if not quite successfully, at a new tough-
er and starker kind of verse which might have rung true on
thestage. | quote part of a gpeech from Purgatory:

Great peoplelived and died in thishouse

M agistrates, colonds, member sof Par liament,
Captainsand Governors, and long ago

M en that had fought at Aughrim and the Boyne.
Somethat had gone on gover nment wor k
ToLondonor tolndia, camehometodie,

Or camefrom London every spring

Tolook at the May-blossom in the park.

They had loved thetreesthat hecut down
Topaywhat hehad log at cards

Or spent on horses drink and women;

Had loved thehouse, had loved all
Theintricate passages of the house,

But hekilled thehouse tokill ahouse
Wheregreat mengrew up, married, died,

| heredeclarea capital offence.

Yeatss prose has a doser relationship to his verse than is
the case with some other poets—M eredith, for example, or
Hardy or Kipling. The same principles governed his com-
position in verse and prose and he never treated prose as a
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mer e means of getting somewhere quickly; sometimes, how-
ever, in his later days he wrote his 'poems first in prose and
then versified them. His prose has been much praised but
such praise should be qualified. In a period where the best
prose writing—with a few exceptions such as Joyce and
Virginia Woolf—was bleakly functional, Yeats stood out as
awriter with a style. While his prose style is fascinating, we
should remember that he sometimes used it rather meretrici-
ously to make the reader accept statements which were
unsound or prejudiced or merely careless. Thus he was not a
good literary critic (if criticism means the scientific asss
ment of literary values) but he passs himself off as one by
his flair for aphorism and picturesque statement and his
mastery of cadence. He began in prose as a follower of Pater
who was also far from being a true critic. Later he pruned or
purged his prose in the same way that he pruned or purged
hisverse but thisnew simplicity heused nonethelestotrick
and beguile the reader. Often | get the impression, when
reading his prose, that thisis the art of revealing that one is
concealingart.

In narrative fictional prose he suffered from lack of
observation and lack of psychological insight. Consequently
his very early short novel, Sherman, is flat and unconvincing,
whilehisstoriesof peasants, fairies, heroesand sages, and the
stories of Red Hanrahan, have a certain charm but are no
mor e significant than the prose stories of Morris which he so
much admired. Influenced by the aesthetes of the Nineties,
he felt he should appeal to the eye, but as he had not a good
eye, his visual effects are usually conventional or merely
decorative. His earliest prose was rather clumsy but a little
later it became too elaborate; the puppet figure Robartes
complains in one of his poems—

Hewroteof mein that extravagant style
Hehad learnt from Pater...
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When however he started to make his verse less 'poetic’, he
applied the same canons to his prose and attained the same
control over it, writing for the most part simply, sometimes
almost naively, then flashing out an epigram or a sudden
picture or a sonorous or glamorous name. The parallel here
between his prose and verseisfairly close.

| have already quoted his adverse comment on A.E.'s
prose. Remarks which he makes on George Moore's style, or
lack of astyle, complement this. AsMooreisstill over-praised
as astylist, Yeatssindictment is salutary: "Because Moore
thought all drama should be about possible people st in
their appropriate surroundings, because he was fundament-
ally arealist... herequired many dull, numbwords. [Y eats
readily admits that such words are often necessary; he made
artistic use of them himself.] But he put them in more often
than not because he had no feeling for words in themselves,
none for their historical associations . .. Our worst quarrels,
however, werewhen hetried to be poetical, to write in what
he considered my style." He goes on to say that their drama-
tic collaboration "was unmixed misfortune for Moore, it st
him upon apursuit of stylethat made barren hislater years...
Style was his growing obsesson, he would point out all the
errors of some silly experiment of mine, then copy it. It was
from some such experiment that he learnt those long, flaccid,
structureless sentences, 'and, and, and' . . . Charm and
rhythm had been denied him. Improvement makes straight
roads, he pumice-stoned every surface because will had to do
the work for nature.”

Yeats, like Moore, wrote prose with great difficulty but
weighingit by the ear rather than by any theory, and follow-
ing hisinstinctive taste in regard to words' associations; his
simplicity ispregnant where Moore'sisbarren. Histricksare
fairly easily discernible but they usually succeed. Inhisprose,
asin much of hisverse, there is often a crafty alternation of
vagueness and precision (we can compare Shakespeare's
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habit of joining two words, the one general or abstract, often
of Latin derivation, the other particular and physical, often
Anglo-Saxon). Yeats is addicted to indefinite pronouns
which excuse a bad memory or a lack of knowledge, and to
parentheses which, like Pater's, beguile the reader from the
point. He often—deliberately—exhibits the charm of in-
consequence. He sometimes mekes a parade of learning
which he did not possess and sometimes he lays on proper
names with a palette knife; they had the same fascination for
him that they had for Marlowe and Milton. Similarly, heis
fond of historical analogies; in excusing his nationalist
activities he writes: "now | had found the happiness that
Shelley found when he tied a pamphlet to afireballoon." He
usss the same similes over and over again; he is fond of
rhetorical questions and of self-quotation. He has a trick of
writing a paragraph that is dry and matter of fact, the voice
apparently of common sense, and then ending it off with an
extravagant but beautifully phrased generalization; thisis a
confidence trick. Inorder, again, perhaps to seem natural, he
leaves out conjunctions and other words conventional in
formal prose; this makes the reader feel at home because he
assumes—quite wrongly—that the author is speaking to him
asthe bird sings or as one man to another and not ex cathedra;
this habit of asyndeton, which he became increasingly fond
of, contributes to speed. His prose, to sum up, is the product
of elaborate and sometimes underhand craftsmanship. But,
whether he iswriting in the short sentences of a casua note-
book or inlaying his clauses like Pater, it is nearly aways
enjoyable.

| have already had occasion to quote many of his more
critical sentences. His generalizations are excellent if they
are taken not, as they were uttered, absolutely but are re-
lated to his own peculiar world-outlook. Heis, in spite of his
early professed hatred for rhetoric, a brilliant rhetorician—
as when he writes to Lady Gregory: "We must accept the
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baptism of the gutter." His delight in pithy statement may
have been inherited from his father, who was a vivid talker
and whose own prose, both in content and manner, shows
thesametraitsashisson's Yeatss Autobiographiesreveals
other speakers and writers who inspired his emulation—
Oscar Wilde, for instance, and thelrish orator, J. F. Taylor.

Many of his sntences have thering of aremark which he
guotes from Wilde: " We Irish are too poetical to be poets,
we are a nation of brilliant failures, but we are the greatest
talkers dnce the Greeks." One can aso notice echoes of
Taylor who, speaking at a Dublin debating society, found an
analogy for the Irish nationalists in Moses at the court of
Pharaoh: " | sseaman at the edge of thecrowd; heisstanding
there, but he will not obey. Had he obeyed he would never
have come down the mountain carrying in his arms the
Tables of the Law in the language of the outlaw."

A .E. declared himself disappointed by Autobiographies,
finding in it too much anecdote and too little about Yeatss
own soul; no one, A.E. argues, really can give useful in-
formation about any human being except himsdf. Without
going so far asthiswe might agreethat Yeatsis not the man
to look to for information about others. Yet, however un-
sound hisjudgement of men may have been, Autobiographies
is a mog valuable book. It is partial, partisan, full of gaps
and the presentation of its characters may be one-sded but
the presentation is memorable. Take his picture of William
Morriswhich dresses those paradoxesin Morriswhich fitted
inwith Yeats's scheme of human individuality: "anever idle
man of great physical strength and extremely irascible—did
he not fling a badly baked plum pudding through the win-
dow upon Christmas Day?—a man more joyous than any
intellectual man of our world, he called himsdf 'the idle
gnger of an empty day, created new forms of melancholy,
and faint persons, like the knights and ladies of Burne-Jones,
who are never, no not once in forty volumes, put out of
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temper. A blunderer who had said to the only unconverted
man at a Socialist picnic in Dublin, to prove that equality
came easy, '| was brought up a gentleman, and now, asyou
can see, associate with all sorts,' and left wounds thereby that
rankled after twenty years, a man of whom | have heard it
said 'He is always afraid that he is doing something wrong
and generally is,' he wrote long stories with apparently no
other object than that his persons might show to one another,
through situations of poignant difficulty, the most exquisite
tact."

Here, from the same book, isatypical passage of rhetorical
generalizing: "Without intellectual freedom there can be
no agreement, and in Nationalist Dublin there was not—
indeed there still is not—any society where aman is heard by
the right ears, but never overheard by the wrong, and where
he spesks his whole mind gaily, and is not the cautious
husband of a part; where phantasy can play before matured
into conviction; where life can shine and ring, and lack
utility. Merelifelacking the protection of weal th or rank, or
some beauty's privilege of caprice, cannot choose its com-
pany, taking up and dropping men merely because it likes,
or dislikes, their manners and their looks, and in its stead
opinion crushes and rends, and all is hatred and bitterness:
wheel biting uponwheel, aroar of steel or irontackle, amill
of argument grinding all thingsdown to mediocrity." From
these two passagesit will be seen that, if Y eats lacked the vir-
tues of the novelist, he had the virtues of the anecdotist and
the pamphleteer. And the anecdote and the pamphlet are as
near to poetry as the novel is.

His later prose was largely occasional and he is at his best
in Dramatis Personae where, in the carefree tones of aclubman,
he pours out personal gossip and generalizations about life
and art and Ireland with equal eese and point. W. H. Auden
hes said that the poet necessarily contains the journalist.
One might think that Y eats was the last poet who could be
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accused of journalism, but thisbook showsbrilliant journal -
istic qualities (qualities implicit aso in his later poetry).
Witnesshisrhetorical descriptionof Moore: "hewasMilton's
lionrising up, pawing out of the earth, but, unlikethat lion,
stuck halfway." Moore aso inspired him to many easy but
incisive anecdotes; thus he begins a new section of the book
with an insidious simplicity—"In the early autumn Zola
died, asphyxiated by a charcoal stove. Innumerable para-
graphs and leading articles made Moorejealous and angry;
he hated his own past in Zola. He talked much to his friends
on Saturday nights. 'Anybody can get himself asphyxiated.™

On the Boiler, which contains his last prose writings, is
impudently occasional. It shows the same salt and vigour
and the same pig-headed extravagance that enliven his later
poetry. One may not take very seriously what he says but,
like other Irishmen on platforms or boilers, he is ajoy to
watch. Thusitisexhilarating to hear him attacking the later
architectural accretions to Dublin's eighteenth-century
Mansion House: " A |l Catholic Ireland, asit was before the
National University and avictory in thefield had swept the
penal laws out of itsbones, swellsout in that pretentiousfront.
Ol d historic bricks and window panes obliterated or destroy-
ed, its porch invented when England was elaborating the
architecture and interior decoration of the Gin Palace, its
solefitting inhabitant that cringing firbolg Tom Moore cagt
by some ironmonger—bronze costs money—now standing
on the other side of Trinity College near theurinal." Thisis
journalism but it is magnificent. And alittle further on he
makes a lazy but pungent comparison of the old type of
politician with the new: "My imagination s up against
him some typical elected man, emotional as a youthful
chimpanzee, hot and vague, always disturbed, always hating
something or other."

His prose is punctuated with aphorisms; | quote a few at
random—"1n daily life one becomes rude the moment one
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grudges the clown his perpetual triumph." " I n Christianity
what was philosophy in Eastern Asiabecamelife, biography,
anddrama.”" "Women...giveall toanopinionasif it were
someterriblestonedoll." "Nobody running at ful | speed has
either ahead or aheart." "A good writer should be so simple
that he has no faults, only sins." As statements of fact few of
these generalizations can be defended. A study of his prose
wi Il show that here, nearly asmuch asin hisverse, he treatéd
fact as soft putty. In his prose he appears to be dealing, more
than in his verse, with everyday fact; in his later prose he
becameincreasingly colloquial, introducing more and more
unpoetic properties, writing short, apparently careess sen-
tences, sometimes using slang; on the face of it he was in-
creasing in realism. This realism was partly, though not
wholly, illusory. Yeats often maintained that the artist is
concerned with the particular moment, the unique experi-
ence, the individual person—with the streaks on the tulip
that failed to excite Dr Johnson. Actually he was a great
generalizer. The same passion for neatness that produced
A Vision produces in his autobiographical writings aworld
that is too good to be true, a cartoon world drawn in a few
hard, black lines. Both his rhetoric and, more unexpectedly,
his use of anecdote contribute to this. He tells you one story
or quotesoneremark from Mr A. and that fixesMr A. inthe
pattern; the rest of him is discounted. At all codts Yeats
avoided flux, the sphere of the realist proper.

A.E. indulged in the interesting speculation "whether
James Joyce was not made inevitable by W. B. Yeats, is not
in a sense the poet's creation”; he was assuming, however,
that Joyce is Yeatss opposite. If we are not so stupid as to
lock Joyce up inthe category of realists, we shall ssethat they
have agood deal in common. Joyce, like Y eats, hasaflair for
incantation. He too began with a passion for elaborate style,
inhis earliest prose out-Patering Pater. His early poems were
writteninthe Celtic twilight. And hetoo at times appearsto
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accept Yeatssearly dictum: " Wordsalonearecertain good."
The mystical obsesson with words which dominates Finne-
gan's Wake had appeared long before, hereand there, in the
Portrait of the Artist

Apart from hisfanatical devotion to style, Joyce resembles
Yeats in his habit of cranky speculation (see the discusson
of Hamlet in Ulysses) and in his disproportionate eagerness
to square the Here-and-Now with the There-and-Once
(witness the fantastically elaborate Homeric analogy in
Ulysseswhich haslittlemoredirect effect on thereader than
the esoteric doctrines of A Vision have on the reader of The
Winding Stair). The earlier Joyce, again, resembles the later
Yeatsin his debt to Dean Swift, in his habit of sharp juxta-
position of dissmilars. They both, moreover, rely largely
for their vitality upon an Irish idiom, an Irish background,
or Irishpersonae They both, finally, are spailt priests, aiming
in their writings at a blend of mysticism and dogma which
they could not achieve in their lives.

On a wurface view—the view taken perhaps by A.E.—
Y eats represents idealism and Joyce realism, Yeats beongs
to the Land of the Ever Young and Joyce to the 'kips of
Dublin. Joyceindeed, like other younger Irish novdiss, was
in conscious reaction againgt the Celtic Twilight—not be-
cause he thought it refined but because he thought it vulgar.
Yeatson the other hand, especially the later Yeats, cannot—
as | hope | have shown—be reduced to mere twilight. The
hard sense which he showed in balancing the accounts of the
Abbey, the malicious wit which he showed in private con-
versation, the shrewdness courage and rhetoric which he
showed in public controversy, thee are by no means un-
represented, though they may bedisguised or transmuted, in
his poetry. It is no more difficult to demolish the thess that
Joyceisprimarily arealist. Heis full of passages of ssnsuous
or emotional romantic writing, from the concluson of his
short story, TheDead, to AnnaLiviaPlurabelle, and whilelarge
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sections of Ulysses are an attempt at a more or less scientific
definition of facts, other sections, such as the chapter of
parodies and the Walpurgisnacht in the brothel quarter, are
an escape into fantasy; Joyce uses his huge erudition, his
extraordinary ear, his Rabelaisian humour, to create a new
worldfor himself. Hediffersfrom Yeatsin hismorality; the
creator of Poldy BloomremainsaCatholic puritan, possessed
by asense of guilt and afear of the flesh.



CHAPTER X
SOME COMPARISONS

You weresdlly likeus your gift survived it all.
w. H.AUDEN

H AV E already, in Chapter rv, compared Yeats with

A. E. Housman. Of a later generation than Housman's,

the finest poets in England, in my opinion, were T. S.
Eliot, Wilfred Owen, D. H. Lawrence, and, within narr ower
limits, Robert Graves. All of these poets, as having escaped
theNineties, inevitably approached their world from a differ-
ent anglefrom Y eatsbut it wasstill in many respectsthesame
world and Yeatsfor his part did not remain in the Nineties.
Apart from the time difference, however, there was the im-
portant difference of local background. Yeats, with Ireland
at his elbow, was in a position to ignore large tracts of in-
dustrialized, commercialized, and internationalized life and
was not very sympathetic to those (and they are the major-
ity) who were not in the same position. As a result of this he
found Eliot essentially prosaic (hewould not have recognized
what G. K. Chesterton called "the poetry of the beauty of
refuse’) and excluded Owen from his anthology on the
ground that " passve suffering is not a theme for poetry.” He
preferred poets who compromised only up to a point with the
contemporary world, who admitted, though with disgust or
irritation, its exigence, but attempted to spike its guns, not
by afaithin humanity (avulgar liberal error), but by an old-
fashioned faith in the soul.

I'n both Dorothy Welledey and W .J. Turner hefound two
things that he looked for—faith and an eegance of phrase
To me it ssams that their phrasing, like their rhythms, is
sometimesuncertain and that both these poetsar e hampered
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by some of those facile poeticisms (in particular, grammatical
inversion) which Y eats himself outgrew. Among other aston-
ishing statements, Yeats wrote in the Introduction to The
Oxford Book of Modern Versethat "but for afailure of talent"
he would have been in the school of Turner and Dorothy
Wellesley. What he meant by this, unless it was merely a
compliment, itis hard to say. He may, feeling in his heart his
own philosophical inadequacy, have suspected that their
philosophy was better grounded than his own; both of them,
in aloose snse, are philosophical poets and excited by their
own speculations. Y et, though their thought may have much
in common with Yeatss own, it burns in comparison low
and fitfully; in any case poems are made with words rather
than with 'thoughts.'

Dorothy Wellesley in apoem, Fire, spoke after Yeatss own
heart when she argued that, once man loses immediate con-
tact with the four elements, he has sold his birthright—

The pride of science stands, and the final desolation.

Turner spoke after Yeatss own heart here and there in The
Seven Daysof the Sun; hislines—
But now | know that the solar system and the
constellations of stars
Arecontained withinme.
Nothing exists outside me...

are, inthought, very like Y eats's lines—

Whatever flamesupon the night

Man'sownresinous heart hasfed.
There is an affinity aso in Turner's attitude to women, as
when he describes mannequins—

The violence of supernatural power
Upon their faces,

Whiteorbits

Of incalculableforces.
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Yeatsasacritic of poetry was partisan, asis patent from his
anthology. He ssems for instance, to have preferred Edith
Sitwell to Eliot because her surface qualities were more con-
genial tohim; on a deeper analysshe might have found him-
sdf more properly aligned with Eliot.

Before comparing him with any other English poets |
would go back to Ireland. From his early days he had ex-
pressed a hope that he might found a schodl of Irish poetry.
Superficially he succeeded; snce 1890 there has been a
seady and remarkable output of poetry by Irishmen, most
of which would never have appeared had it not been for his
example or encouragement. A 'school’, however, implies
more than this. Most of his Irish successors followed him in
eschewing the industrial world and in writing their versss
carefully, but they followed him in littledse Thereisrarely
much meat on their poems. Yeats himself ssams at times to
have fet impatient with them, to haveturned away towards
English poets who wer e breaking his own rules.

Of the Irish poets of hisown generation A.E. isby far the
most interesting. It is difficult with A.E. to say wherein he
influenced Yeats and wherein he was influenced by him; we
know, however, that he anticipated Yeatsin the exploration
of Indian thought and possbly also in the cult of the ancient
Irish gods Yeats ssams to have had only a moder ate opinion
of A.E.asapoet; hewritesof himin Autobiographiesthat" He
wrote without premeditation or labour,” an account en-
dorsed by A.E. himself in Song and its Fountains where he
describes his own poems as being " fashioned by an art with
which the waking brain had but little to do." Yeats, whose
brain was nearly always awake, found this poetry too easly
poetic—neither hard enough nor sharp enough nor earthy
enough. EnvyingA .E. hisvisonshedeplored thefact that he
neither criticized them nor formulated them precisely. He
wrotein Discoveries(1906): " | fit betruethat Godisacircle
whose centreis everywhere, the saint goes to the centre, the
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poet and artist to the ring where everything comes round
again." Perhaps the explanation of A.E.'s comparative
failure as a poet was that he was sitting at the centre.

His poems, as Y eats suggests somewhere, contained much
poetical commonplace. The music is sometimes insipid,
sometimes even alittlevulgar. There are, however, afinities
to Yeatsasin one of his better poems, Dark Rapture, whichis
written in alexandrines—

Ah, didheclimb, that man, nigher to heaventhanl,

Babbling inarticulately along theroad

Hisdrunken chaotic rapture, lifting to the sky,

Hiswild darkness, hishands, hisvoice, hisheart that
glowed,;

Gazing with intoxicated imagination on

The dance the tireless fiery-footed watchers make

Through unending ages on the blue, luminouslawn.

Both in diction, movement, and the final image, this is
reminiscent of Yeats but Yeatswould have written "nearer”
instead of "nigher" and would not have allowed the drunk-
ard to lift so many thingsto the sky at once. Y eats compared
A .E. with George Herbert, but a comparison of their poetry
will show that Y eats was probably aso right when he wrote
that it would have been better for A.E. "had he, instead of
meeting as an impressionable youth with our modern sub-
jective romanticism, met with some form of traditional be-
lief" which "would have kept him a religious teacher.”
Herbert was fortunate enough to have a traditional belief
which, itself precise, precluded romantic imprecision in his
writing.

Of the other Irish poets whose work first appeared in print
in the late Eighteen Eighties or early Nineties, Todhunter
and Rolleston wrote one memorable poem each, Katherine
Tynan'swork was pretty but very slight, William Larminie,
who experimented in assonance, is now hardly readable.
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A later generation, less constous of being pioneers, wrote
more naturally, looking less to the idealized Ireland of the
pag than to the everyday Ireland of the present though they
could only treat the latter in miniature. Seumas O' Sullivan,
Padraic Colum and Josgph Campbell did not copy the br oad
swegp of Yeats and their poetry lacks brainwork but they
succesded better than Yeats himsdf in some of the objects
which he had proposad for Irish poets. Thus Colum and
Campbell, as did Douglas Hyde in Gaelic, expressad much
more truly than Yeats does the folk dements of Ireland.
Campbeéll's short poems, fairly free from literary constious
nes are a matter of delicate musc and vivid, smple pic-
tures—

Theploughman ploughsthefallow—
Smokinglines

Of sunst earth

Against aclump of pines.

A flock of rooksand seagulls
Wheel and cry

About him, making music
In the Ky.

Wingsblack and silver
Inasy of grey,

Like shadowsfolding
Between night and day.

Both Colum and Campbell can at times be accused of facile
prettiness and their refinement of the folk manner became
insipid when overworked. Unfortunately, it was the only
manner they could use with much success Colum becomes
pompous when he forsakes the folk as in Fuchsia Hedges in
Connacht. Similarly, O'Sullivan and a younger poet, Frank
O'Connor, when they try the grand manner, fall into
cliches.
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Whatever the deficiencies of these poets, Y eats singsence
on craftsmanship had borneits fruit and the dapdash verse
of 'Young Ireland' was gone apparently for ever. It wasno
longer assumed that not to take troubleisa Celtic privilege.
The modern example of Yeats was supported here by the
examples of the ancient Irish poets who were now more
familiar to the public. Sgerson in hisintroduction to Bards
of the Gael and Gall had explained in detail the subtleties of
ancient Irish verse—the use of assonance, alliteration, and
internal rhymes—and had even claimed that these inspired
the intricate schemes of mediaeval Latin verse, insancing
the Latin poems of the Irish saint Columbanus. This early
Irish poetry appears to have combined two virtues usually
divor ced, to have been unusually elaboratein pattern and at
the same time to have been direct and clear-cut. Thomas
MacDonagh in Literature in Ireland (1916) maintains that
even its rhythms remained natural, that the intonations
were those of prose or ordinary speech, and that gram-
matical inversons were avoided. It isinteresting that Yeats,
who did not know I rish, should have, working independent-
ly, achieved the same blend of naturalness and subtlety.

MacDonagh in the same book gives a very interesting
account of Anglo-Irish poetry asagenredistinct from English
poetry, asessng in particular the "effect of Irish rhythm,
itself influenced by Irish music, on the rhythms of Anglo-
Irish poetry.” Maintaining that in Ireland, as contrased
with England, thereisamoreuniform dressover thesyllables
a"lesspronounced hammering of the syllables" he goesor
toarguethat Yeatsowesthe" peculiar musical quality of hi!
early verse to that Irish chant, which at once saves Iris!
gpeech from too definite a dress and from an utterance toe
mongtrous and harsh." (I nillustration of his point | would
ugges again a comparison of Housman's poem, When Iwa
oneanciwatty, with Yeatss Down by the Salley Gardens
MacDonagh finds the same rhythmical effects in Dowson'
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Cynarawheretheinfluence, asheadmits, isFrench. If thisis
granted, it means that Yeatsin his youth was exposed to two
distinct technical influences tending in the same
direction.

It isprobablethat thefresh output of original Gaelic verse
during thelad fifty years has had effects both on the manner
and thematter of much recent poetry written by Irishmenin
England. (Mr F. R. Higgins maintains that Yeats himsef
benefited from indirect contact with the Gaelic). Technical-
ly, the Gadlic influence has encouraged a musc of hovering
dresses combined with a careful patterning of vowes and
consonants. Asfar as matter goes it ssamsto have kept the
range of Irish poetry unduly narrow, imposing upon edu-
cated authors the oudook of the Gaedhal Tacht. The great
pioneer in modern Gaelic poetry was Douglas Hyde of whom
Yeatswrote: " Hehad thefolk mind asno modern man had
it ... Hewrote injoy and at great gpead because emotion
brought the appropriate word. Nothing in that language of
his was abstract, nothing worn out; he need not, as mug the
writer of some language exhausted by modern civilization,
reject word after word, cadence after cadence; he had
escaped our perpetual, painful, purification." Yeats envied
him, but knew that for himself he must continue purifying.
Others were not so0 wise.

Of Synge's importance to Yeats and to Ireland and to
poetry, | have written already. A younger generation than
that of Synge or Stephens or O'Sullivan has put some of
Synge's theory into practice; poes like F. R. Higgins and
Frank O'Connor haverealized that it ismoreimportant for
their poetry to be strong than to be pretty. Higginss verse
which to start with was conventionally pretty, has steadily
acquired more body and its degances have become more
subtle- .

Her e, drowned within their dewy depthsof June,
Thefields, for graziers, gather eveningsilver;
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And while each ide becomes a bush in tune,
TheBoyneflowsinto airy sillness.

An excellent craftsman, he owes his technique partly to
Gaelic sources (as for example his habit of assonance) and
partly to Yeatsfrom whom he has also accepted much poetic
doctrine. Other Irish poets of his generation such as E. R.
Dodds and Austin Clarke are equally careful craftsmen;
Yeats had stamped upon the literary circles of Dublin at
least a respect for words.

Thereis, however, a group of young poetsin Ireland who
have abandoned Yeats and whose mainly revolutionary
verses have been assembled by Mr Leslie H. Daiken in an
anthology called Goodbye, Twilight. The revolutionary pro-
letarian poet works on the maxim of Marx, "Philosophers
have previously offered various interpretations of the world.
Our busnessisto changeit," substituting the word " poets'
for "philosophers." Of recent years there has been much
discussion about poetry and propaganda and the question
meritsdicussion, for if the poets of Goodbye, Twilight areright,
Yeats took all his trouble for nothing.

More often than not the opponents and defenders of
propaganda poetry have no common ground. The opponent
will say: " | fyou consider the evidence of the world's poetry
you cannot maintain that it is essentially propaganda.” The
defender will merely deny that that evidence is any longer
cogent; times have changed. Sometimes the defender isless
wise and goes further, arguing, firstly, that good poetry has
always been propaganda, and, secondly, that poetry can
only bejudged by its success as propaganda. Many com-
munists argue that poetry is only of value as a means, de-
liberately or direcdy employed, to a political or social end.
They would be better advised to qualify this argument and
arguethat at the present moment poetry used as a meansto such

an end is socially more useful than poetry written for itsown
P
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sake, and that, asthe poet isincluded by and subordinate to
theman, itisthe poet'sbusness—asheisaman first and a
poet second—to write propaganda. Thisis a tenable position
but it isbad logictoinfer from it that thevalues of poetry and
the values of propaganda are identical. The Marxist histor-
lan is also employing bad logic if, having proved that poetry
inany period isconditioned by the social and economic back-
ground, he goes on to assume that either the cause or the
function or the end of poetry can be assessd in sociological
or economic terms.

| have already stated, as my own opinion, that the poet is
subordinate to the man and that poetry cannot be assssd
purely in terms of itsdf. | take 'the man', however, to mean
something wider and more complex than he means to those
Marxists who, in spite of Marx's warnings on the subject,
recognize only his economic conditioning. Much Marxist
criticism seans to rest on a fallacy—on the confusion of the
motivation to an activity with the form which that activity
takes (afallacy which is also found among psychologists). No
doubt there were social—and s, at a second remove,
economic—reasons why the ancient Greeks took to studying
mathematics, but the development of that science was
governed by principles which were not economic or political
or social but which were mathematical. Poetry, as | have
already said, has not the objectivity of a stence, because a
poem is a personal utterance, but this does not disprove the
possibility of poetic truth, for the humanity of persons is a
fairly constant factor; though the personal element is not
sufficiently constant to be scientifically formulated, it is un-
justifiable to conclude that, because poetry is personal, it is
therefore irresponsble.

The propaganda poets claim to be realiss—a claim which
can only be correct if realism isidentical with pragmatism.
Truth, whether poetic or scientific, tends as often asnot to be
neither smple nor easly intelligible, whereas the propagan-
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dist is bound by his function to give his particular public
something that they can easily swallow and digest. Realism,
in the proper sense of the word, takes account of facts regard-
less of their propaganda value and records not only those
facts which suit one particular public but aso those facts
which suit another public and even those facts which suit no
one. The propagandist may have his 'truth’ but it is not
the truth of the scientist or of the realist; it is even further
removed from these than poetic truthis. Heisonly interested
inchanging theworld; any use of wordsthereforewhichwill
lead to that end—Tlies, distortions, or outrageous over-simpli-
fications—will, from hispoint of view, betrue. Thisagainis
a tenable position but it does not prove either that the poet
will write better poetry by substituting propagandist truth
for poetic truth or even that it is the poet's duty as a man to
write propaganda poetry. Even if the poet believes in the
end of the propagandist he can have legitimate doubts
whether that end will bein thelong run usefully served by a
prostitution of poetry. Poetry isto some extent, like mathe-
matics, an autotelic activity; if bad poetry or bad mathe-
maticsisgoingto further agood cause, let us leave this useful
abuse of these artsto people who are not mathematicians or
poets.

There is in Marxist theory a basic paradox—perhaps a
basicfallacy. Marx wrote: " | tisnot the consciousness of men
that determines their existence, but on the contrary their
social existence determines their consciousness” Many of
his successors have narrowed this doctrine into a very strin-
gent determinism; any individual, it is assumed, is entirely
conditioned by brute material circumstances, any cerebra-
tion he may do is merely an epiphenomenon; the brute cir
cumstances, however, change of themsdves through the
inexorable laws of history; when these have changed, the
individual will automatically change also. But why then all
the trumpeting, the slogan-shouting, the argumentation, the
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crate-loads of pamphlets and polemics and strategical and
theoretical writings? Why does the revolutionary wWrite or
orate at all? Because he hopes to convert people to his creed?
That answer isinconsgtent with his determinist doctrine; to
persuade, or even to browbeat, people is an unmaterialistic
activity, it is consdousness setting out to affect existence
And Marx, wearetold, consdered such activity futile (M ar x
whose own consdousness of social history so infected the
constousness of his contemporaries and sucoessrs that it
has changed the history of Europe). The everyday commun-
ist, however, is not worried by inconsstency; he still kegps
his faith in the magical value of dogans still holds that if he
repeats a satement often enough it will turn into afact, and
at thesametimedeniesthe practical valueof any spiritual faith,
of any intellectual ideal, of any absolute or universal judge-
ment. Whether it is true or not that Yeats was reactionary
and communism is progressve, there are comparatively
few communigts who are in a postion to accuse Yeats of a
mumbo-jumbo idealism.

Goodbye, Twilight is a collection of proletarian poems—
some communist, some I rish republican, and all writtenin a
defiant spirit of oppostion. Mr Daiken's introduction shows
clearly that this poetry represents a violent reaction againgt
Yeatsand all that hestood for, though he hasthe snsenot to
contend that it is better poetry than Yeatss. " Nobody
dreams" he admits, "that Ireland has yet a peasant and
proletarian poetry" that can be compared with the plays of
Sean O'Casey or certain prosewritings by Peadar O'Donnel
and Liam OTlaherty; such poetry, however, isevolving and
will become the dominant type. Quite possbly he is right
but, if 0, proletarian poetry will haveto becomeagreat deal
less bour geois; at the moment it relies upon dliches, and is
tryingtofight the bourgeociswith his own discar ded weapons.

Some of the poemsin Goodhye, Twilight are marked by a,
deliberate irreverence towards the Celtic renaissance one
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poet writes "we, feet firm, plod out on the naked hills that do
not cane about being holy," and another writes "I prefer a
Grand Piano to aHarp"; such poems, being conditioned by
[rish dislikes, are still specificaly Irish. Other poems here
are the conventional utterance of the international working
class—

| indict theruling dass

With words of dynamite,

The smashing inky bombs of words
Will be my way of fight.

Many, however, are still blatantly nationalistic and some are
even devoutly Roman Catholic. Compared with these young
men, whether they are communist or nationalist or anarchist,
Yeats no longer appears as an isolated figure; he shares the
same doomed cell with Joyce, Eliot, and Pound and even—I
suspect—with Bernard Shaw.

Over in England thereisasimilar tentative growth of pro-
letarian poetry, examples of which can be found in the now
dead Left Review and in a monthly periodical called Poetry
and the People. | shall not discuss this type of poetry further
because the great gulf between it and Yeats makes compari-
son fruitless. | shall, however, say alittle about Auden and
Spender who have dso sometimes been called communist
poets but in whose work Yeats could find "no trace of the
recognized communist philosophy.” Many communists
would agreewith Yeatson thispoint; certainly, if communist
poetry can only be written by proletarians and must pri-
marily be propagandist, Auden and Spender are not, and
never have been, communist. It ispossible, however, that both
Yeats and the disapproving communists are wrong, not
only about the relation of poetry to communism, but about
the nature of communism itself. Before considering further
these problems of a younger generation | would compare
Yeatswith two older poets, D. H. Lawrenceand T. S. Eliot;
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he has more in common with either of them than appears at
first sight. .

Eliot himself in After Strange Gods has grouped Lawrence
and Y eats together aswriterswho have suffered from the lack
of an established religion and a traditional moral code and
who have invented for these things Robinson Crusoe sub-
stitutes. Mr Edmund Wilson has grouped Eliot and Y eats
together with Joyce, Paul Valery, and others, as aesthetic
individualists, members of the Ivory Tower. Mr Stephen
Spender in The Destructive Element has found that Eliot and
Yeatsare united in atendency towards fascism. We might say
of Yeats that he approximates to Lawrence in so far asheis
eclectic, and to Eliot in so far as he is authoritarian. Law-
rence, declassed, took to an eclectic pursuit of physical sen-
sations; Y eats took to an eclectic aestheticism. We have sen
Y eats making believe that the 'Ancient Gods' are still with
us. Lawrence, adevotee of amystical religion of sex, trekked
the world from Etruria to Mexico, making believe that he
was finding survivals of some Golden Age when thisreligion
wasuniversally practised. Like Y eatsheliveshalf in the past;
the Mediterranean still revealsto him a"Minoan distance.”
Like Yeats he hated machines and wanted to stop the clock
or even smash it; one of his poems which Y eats chose for the
Oxford Bookisaviolent, nostalgic expression of thishatred—

At last, for the sake of clothing himself in his own leaf-like
cloth tissued from his life,

anddwellinginhisown bowery house, likeabeaver'snibbled
mansion

and drinking from cupsthat came off hisfingerslikeflowers
off their fivefold stem,

hewill cancel themachineswehavegot.

But if Lawrénce s, like Yeats, an eclectic, heis also like
Y eats a one-minded one; he is always looking for the same
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thing. Whether he is writing about women or tortoises or
cyclamens or schoolboys or death or the bourgeoisie or Italy
or coa-mines, he is aways the religious seeker who finds
God everywhere or, failing to find him, is obosessed by his
absence. Lawrence'sinstinctive mysticismisamore physical
thing than Yeatss elaborated faith in mystical values.
Lawrence can ssetheworldin agrain of sand but at the same
time can convey with an almost unique perceptiveness the
physical impression of sandiness. Beside Lawrence's animals
and flowersthe physical images of Y eats are merely heraldic.
Y et anatural object isfor neither of them self-contained; itis
referred back, by Y eats to aworld-system, by Lawrenceto a
world instinct.

It may be pertinent to comment on Lawrence's verse
technique. He was less successful in regular forms than in
free verse, which was more consonant with his whole men-
tality. Hismore regular verseis often clumsy and forced and
the diction and syntax unnatural. In free verse he found his
own voice; he uses the cumulative effects of Whitman but
his phrases and cadences are his own. Most poets, perhaps,
require definite formal limits since the structural problem
helps them to clarify and organize their content; Lawrence
most probably did not need this assstance; his vision was
immediate; he looked at Nature like a clairvoyant. Y eats,
like most poets, di d not havethisimmediate vision and so was
aware of the value of limits but he also knew that technical
limitsareliabletodisorganize aswell asto organize; asearly
as 1902 he pointed out, in an essay on Spenser, the dangers of
rhyme; "rhyme is one of the secondary causes of that dis-
integration of the personal instincts which has given to
modern poetry its deep colour for colour's sake, its over-
flowing pattern, its background of decorative landscape, and
its insubordination of detail."

“Eliot's poetry overlaps Yeatss at a différent point. Both
Eliot and Yeats are essentially literary poets. They both
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hanker for a hierarchic social sygtem. They both combine
peculative and sceptical habits with a somewhat frustrated
urge toreligion. They both didike the liberal conceptions of
progress and democracy; Eliot described the modern world
as "worm-eaten with liberalism" (A. E. Housman, it might
be remembered, had already maintained that davery is
necessary to civilization). Mr Spender's imputation of
fasxtig tendencies might be supported by a comparison with
Mr Roy Campbell, a poet who starting with a nostalgia for
theold regime, for the heroism and ritual of bull-fightersand
for the supposed idyllic qualities of a rural, priest-ridden
community subject to a land-owning caste, ended by finding
in Genferal Franco the patron saint of Christianity, chivalry,
and beauty.

Yeats who, as | have said before, failed to se the peculiar
virtues of Eliot, must almost certainly have failed to s his
own affinities with him. He admired Eliot in much the same
way that he admired Shaw, that is as a sort of anti-Christ
whose gosgpel and methods were repugnant but whose
honesty and skill were beyond question. But Eliot does not,
in fact, represent areaction against Yeats and Yeatss poetry.
Yeatss account of Eliot's poetry isinadequate and incorrect:
"Eliot has produced his great effect upon his generation
because he has described men and women that get out of bed
or intoit from mere habit; in describing this life that has lost
heart his own art ssams grey, cold, dry. He is an Alexander
Pope working without apparent imagination, producing his
effects by a regection of all rhythms and metaphors used by
the more popular romantics rather than by the discovery of
his own, this regection giving his work an unexaggerated
plainness that has the effect of novelty." Ignoring the im-
plication that Pope had no imagination, | would merely
point to Eliot's poemsthemsdves, if they arewhat Y eats says
they are, how did it happen that many people besdes mysdf
found them, after one or two readings only, both more
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memorable and more vivid than the bulk of the poetry we
knew?-

There have been modern poets, including many writers of
free verse, who have produced work whichismerely flat and
grey—aninventory of thedreary world of habit. Eliotisnot
among them; his poetic world may be sombre but it is height-
ened with strange lights. He is a subtle and imaginative
craftsman using many devices—metaphysical wit, symbolist
imagery, delicate syntax, rapid transition, and, aboveall, an
exact sense of rhythm—to convey his themes in an appro-
priate, concentrated, and memorableform. Andit cannot be
said that he represents a break from the English tradition, or
even a complete break from the Romantic tradition; wit-
ness his use of lilac and hyacinths. He also, like Y eats, is full
of echoes of the Past, and the Past for him, asfor Yeats, is
something irrecoverably glamorous. The echoes come in
even when his eye is on the squalid and boring present; a
brittlesatirical poem about modern V enice contains an echo
from Antony and Cleopatra; broken coloured threads from
Dante and The Tempest run through the web of The Waste
Land. And helikes, like Yeats, to suggest that past tragedies
repeat themselves—

Y ou whowerewith meintheshipsat Mylae!

Even Prufrocky whichis social criticism (and that, according
to Yeats, is not a poet's business) endswith a nostalgia remi-
niscent of some of the poems in Responsibilities:

| have seen them riding seaward on the waves
Combing thewhite hair of the waves bl own back
Where thewind blows thewater white and black.
Wehavelingeredinthechambersof thesea

By sea-girlswreathed with seaweed red and brown
Till human voices wake us, and we drown. -

Eliot's English admirers have often admired him un-
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critically, but someof Y eatssadmirersreject Eliot evenmore
uncritically, inheriting from their master the belief that
Eliotisapoet who sold hisbirthright, who jettisoned imagery
andrhythm. Thisbelief isfase. Eliot's poetry isavery fine
example of what Dr Johnson called Wit—something "at
once natural and new." Not only is Eliot a master of the
startling but inevitable image; he can aso wed image and
rhythm in such away as to represent simultaneously in pic-
ture and sound the appropriate shade of meaning or mood—

My lifeislight, waiting for the deathwind
Likeafeather onthe back of my hand.

Thisis something that Y eats can aso bring about. They re-
semble each other too in their use of diction; Eliot takes
ordinary words and poises them in such away, by syntax or
rhythm or both, asto enlarge or heighten their meaning and
fuse it into the poem as a whole; sometimes too Eliot, like
Y eats, show a M arlovianfondnessfor exotic names; hispoem
Animula has the exciting sequence—Guiterriez, Boudin,
Floret. They are even alike in their wesknesses, Eliot tends
to over-work images with a private significance and to em-
ploy figuresthat comefrom a private, archaic, and slightly
affected mythology—as, in Ash Wednesday, for instance, the
three white leopards and the garden god in the stained glass
window.

In their critical utterances they are often diametrically
opposed, poetry appearing essentially impersonal to one and
personal to the other; in practice all that this amountstois
that Eliot avoids saying T. There is a more basic difference
intheir gloom, Eliot'stending to be defeatist where Y eatssis
heroic, Eliot's involving the abasement of the individual,
Y eatssenhancing hisindividuality—"Hamlet and Lear are
gay." Eliot chose as acaption for Sveeney Agonistes aquota-
tion from St John of the Cross: "Hence the soul cannot be
possessed of thedivineunion, until it hasdivesteditself of the
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love of created things." Yeats wrote in his introduction to
Gitanjali by Rabindranath Tagore: "it is our own mood,
when it is furthest from a Kempis or John of the Cross, that
cries, 'And because | love thislife, | know | shall love death
as well." "

Other poets of an older generation than my own, for in-
stance Edwin Muir and Robert Graves, provide certain
parallels with Yeats, though they were in no way directly
influenced by him. Thus, where Yeats began in the Celtic
twilight, then moved on to a period of occasiona and dis-
illusioned, poetry, and finally took to expressing an esoteric
philosophy in verse that is symbolic but hard, Graves began
with the romanticism of the nursery, moved onto aperiod of
occasiona and disillusioned poetry, and is now writing
poetry that is bleakly metaphysical. The chief difference is
that, whereas Yeatss poetry became increasingly human,
Gravess poetry hasmoved further and furtherfrom humanity.

In England about 1930 a school of poets appeared who
mark more or less of areaction against the influence of Eliot.
Curiously, in spite of their violently 'modern’ content, they
were not so much in reaction against Y eats, who for his part
found them, on occasions, sympathetic, and discovered in
them a"concentrated passion” which, according to him, dis-
tinguished their poetry from Eliot's. This distinction is
fallacious but they can be grouped with Yeats rather than
with Eliot on the following grounds. Eliot, in the esay al-
ready quoted from, had maintained that the poet must adapt
himself to his world; if hisworld is difficult and complex, his
poetry must be difficult and complex (a theory exemplified
by The Waste Land). Poets like Auden and Spender abandon-
ed thisfeminine conception of poetry and returned to the old,
arrogant principle—which was Yeatss too—that it is the
poet'sjob to make sense of the world, to simplify it, to put
shape on it. The fact that these younger poets proposed to
stylize their world in accordance with communist doctrine
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or psycho-analytical theory (both thingsrepugnant to Y eats)
iscomparatively irrelevant. Whatever their sysem was, they
good with Yeats for sysem againg chaos, for a postive art
againg a passve impressonism. Where Eliot had seen
misery, frustration, and ruins, they saw heroic struggle—or,
sometimes, heroic defeat—and they saw ruins rebuilding.
The two earlier English poets who chiefly influenced my
generation were Donne and Blake; it is significant that,
whereas we shared Donnewith Eliot, we shared Blake with
Yeats, our aim was to use our brains, as Donne and Eliot
had done, but to follow Blake in not abjuring life or the
world of " created things." Eliot has deplored the " diabolic
influence’ in modern literature; we may remember that
Blakewroteof Milton: "hewasatrue Poet and of the Devil's
party without knowingit."

Y eats found much of this new poetry exasperatingly ob-
scure and ogtentatioudy experimental. He distrusted de-
liberateoriginality and had writtenin Per ArnicaSilentiaLunae
(1917): " I tisnot permitted to a man, who takes up pen or
chisd, tossek originality, for passon ishisonly busness and
he cannot but mould or sng after a new fashion because no
disagter islikeanother." But, if the younger poets sometimes
seemed wilfully.original, he recognized also that they had
their own disagters, that they could not be expected to write
to hisown recipe. He must have considered their content too
heterogeneous and must have didiked Auden's guide-book
curiosity; if Auden had written poems about the Roses he
would never haveleft out the M etal M an who gandsin the
harbour. On the other hand he welcomed their vigour of
thought, being tired no doubt of the spindess elegance of
some of his own imitators. He approved also their return,
though " with anew freedom," tothetraditional metresand
tothepersonal lyric. And heliked their zest, aquality which,
except in his own poetry, had been notably lacking in Eng-
lish verse for some time.
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| will not push these comparisons any further. It is
fashidnable in some circles in England to-day to dismiss
Y eats as a mere reactionary, a man who wrote elegantly in
an outmoded manner and preached a gospel which was not
only obsolete but vicious. Thisvery superficial view has been
well combated in an article by Auden entitled The Publicv.
thelate Mr W. B. Yeats (published in The Partisan Review),
which takes the form of a speech for the prosecution and a
speech for the defence. The defence argue—quite rightly—
that a work of art cannot be ass=ssd merely by its political
reference. Auden, however, as was natural in a poet who had
abruptly abandoned the conception of art as handmaid of
politics for the conception of art as autotelic, overstates his
case; he says that the case for the prosecution rests on the
fallacy that art ever makes anything happen. The case for
the prosecution does rest on a fallacy but it is not this. The
fallacy liesin thinking that it is the function of art to make
things happen and that the effect of art upon actions is some-
thing either direct or calculable. It is an historical fact that
art can make things happen and Audenin hisreactionfrom a
rigid Marxism seams in this article to have been straying
towards the Ivory Tower. Yeats did not write primarily in
order to influence men's actions but he knew that art can
alter aman's outlook and so indirectly affect his actions. He
also recognized that art can, sometimes intentionally, more
often perhaps unintentionally, precipitate violence. He was
not sentimentalizing when he wrote, thinking of Cathleen ni
Houlihan:

Didthat play of minesend out
Certain men the English shot?



CONCLUSION

Safefrom thewolvesblack jaw, and thedull
asxs hoofe—BEN JONSON.

H 1 S survey of Yeats's poetry has, | hope, made it

clear that heis a less simple and a mor e substantial

poet than many of his detractors and some of his
~admirers think him. In considering poetry we are not yet
free from the bugbear of Beauty. When a reader talks about
Beauty, he mor e often than not means either that a poem is
about something which he thinks beautiful in life or merely
that he likes the sound or shape of the poem for its own sake;
both these areveryinadequatecriteria. By a bastard reason-
ing, to use Aristotle's phrase, we can consider a poem valu-
ably in twoways; we can asessits self-coherenceand wecan
ase=ss its correspondence to life. Every poem, to be good,
must correspond (in some way) to life and must be sdf-
coherent, and either of these facts involves the other. A poem
which fulfils both these requirements can, if one wishes, be
called beautiful; it can equally well be called true. Neither
itsbeauty nor itstruth, however, isidentical with the beauty
we find in nature or the truth wefind in science. The only
safe epithet istautological; a good poem isin the truest sense
poetic just as a healthy animal is undeniably animal. To
speak of Yeats as a servant of Beauty is misleading because
Beauty, in the popular sense, was irrelevant to his main
function. Truth, in the popular sense, was also something
irrelevant to him. What hewas concerned with was Poetry.
| do not mean that Yeats remained a disciple of Art for
Art's sake; we have already seen how he deviated from that
conception. Art for Art's sake defeated its own end because
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Art wasthought of amost solely intermsof form, whereasthe
material of art is life and matter conditions form; the
Aesthetes themselves were inconsistent in laying so much
dress on passion. The paradox of poetry is like the paradox
of individual freedom. Anindividual isnot lessfree but more
free, if he recognizesthe factors which condition him and ad-
justs himself to his context; a poem is not less of a poem, but'
more of a poem, if it fulfils its busness of corresponding to
life. The necessity of circumstance does not destroy either the
individuality of aman or the poetry of apoem. The expon-
nents of Art for Art's sske were either sentimentalists or bad
logicians; art is autotelic in so far as its value (except in-
cidentally) isnon-utilitarian; it is not autotelic if that is taken
tomean that it neither comes from life nor affectsit, and that
therefore it can be understood without reference to life. A
poem is aself-contained entity but an organic one; itisnot a
lone comet. Any particular animal is himself and no other
animal but it isthe stream of life running through him from
outside of himself that kegps him alive and allows him to
affect other lives. A poemtoo, isspecificaly itself but it hr>Y
stream of liferunningthroughit, otherwiseit could not
municate with us; the poet has given it legs with
leaves him behind and treks theworld onits own.

Y eatss view of poetry, as we have seen, underw
fications duringhislife. Asmost poetsdo, hethrov
retical half-truths. He began by requiring 'beat
popular narrower sense and 'passion’ in the Ron?
abjuring the intellect and rhetoric and everyda
ideas and contemporary subjects. Y et, whatever
thought himself, he was never merely a poet ¢
intellect was alwaysinvolved in aPlatonic ssa
sds. During his nationalist period he maint
nationalist poet is concerned with permanent
the'contemporary' poet isconcerned only w'
al and theirrelevant. L ater headmitted tha
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sidetrack the poet into narrowness, aridity, and even hypo-
crisy, whilehe conceded that the contemporary world must
be faced, for "every man everywhereis more of histime than
of his nation." Theoretically, he believed in revelation; in
practice he was exceptionally deliberate in selecting and
arranging his material. He made himself a poet and, as poet,
he was essentially a maker. Some might suggest that he made
his bricks without straw or, at least, out of very odd mixtures
of clay and grit and rubbish. The great fact is that he made
them.

His doctrine of poetry may have been unsound but it does
not compare too badly with the doctrines of his contempor-
aries or immediate predecessors. With that, for example, of
the Symbolists and their English disciples who turned their
backs at once upon society and statement. Or with that of
the American Imagists who renounced al | use of generalities.
Orwiththat of A. E. Housman who in The Name and Nature
of Poetry renounced the element of meaning. Or with that of
the Surrealistswho, following Housman'strend still further,

the poet a "modest registering machine" modestly
- hng the Unconscious. Or with that of T. S. Eliot who
ed personal enthusiasm and implied that adislocated
'quired dislocated poetry. Or with that of Miss
"ding who, more logical than earlier advocates of
try', would purge it not only of description and

id moralizing but of emotions and sense-imagery
hthat of W. H. Auden who, inrightly impugning
between poetry and life, went on to infer that
difference in kind between poetry and other

ties. Or with that of the Communists who de-

etry shall be propaganda first, foremost, and

have seen from his practice (and | have aso
tatements of his in support of this), did not
-not, at least, if we consider his work as a
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whole. He did not turn his back on either sodety or sate-
ment; he did not renounce generalities and confine himsalf
to 'shats of the particular; he was not ashamed of personal
enthusiasm; he did not believe in didocation; herepudiated
theflux of the Unconscious, hedid not attempt MissRiding's
rarefaction; unlike Auden, hethought of poetry asa special-
ized activity; unlike the Communigts, he refused to think of
it as advertising.

In thefirst chapter | raised the question whether Yeats
was sncere. In succeading chapters, | have conceded, as
Yeats conceded himsdf, that in many regpects he was a
poseur. Owing, for example, to a belief in aristocracy he
faked a legend about his family. Owing to a belief in mys-
ticism he pretended to mystical experience. Owing to a
belief in Ireland he—at times—misepresented her. His
distortions of fact, it will be ssen, were accounted for by a
belief; believing that things ought to be o, hewrote asif they
were 0. Thiswas not, on his premises, sharp practice, Snce
it can bereferred back to another, morefundamental belief
of his—that theartis'swor ld iswhat theartist makesit. (The
fact that he is thinking primarily of the artist's world ab-
lves him at least to some extent from the fallacy implicit
in propaganda poetry.)

It could be argued that while it is one thing for a poet to
digtort his facts when he is writing within a convention not
dependent on himself (aswasthe caze with the Troubadours
and the poetsof theRoman Empire), it isquiteanother thing
for apoet todistort hisfactswhen heingds asYeatsdid, that
poetry is personal utterance. When the Troubadour pro-
fesesextravagant lovefor alady he hardly knows, we accept
this as deliberate dramatization—hardly even sdf-drama-
tization—for inthe Troubadour'spoeticworld theparticular
facts of sdf are entirely subordinated to a convention; both
he and his readers, consequently, know where they stand.
Ye%ts, on the other hand, denied that he accepted any such
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&t of values or conventions from outside himsdlf; his outlook
was to be conditioned by his own personal emotions, each
poem was to embody a unique experience. This leads us to
condder whether Yeatss emotions were genuine. If he mis
represented facts in order to square them with his belief,
if he even faked his beliefs because he so much wanted to be-
lieve, isit not possblethat he sometimesfaked hispasson be-
cause he so much wanted to be passonate?

Perhaps sometimes he did fake his passon but certainly
not always. That he may have done so can be to some extent
excused if we refer back his pseudo-passons to a 'passon for
passon’ just aswe havereferred his pseudo-bdiefs back to a
'belief in belief'. Every poem cannot be taken at its surface
value. | would not contend that pseudo-passons arejust as
good—even in poetry—as real passons Yeatss would-be
mystical reactions to external objects cannot be compared,
even asingredientsfor poetry, with the more genuine mystic-
al reactions of Rilkeor D. H. Lawrence. | would maintain
however, that they do not necessarily falsfy his poetry—
any more than the poet who recollects emation in tran-
quillity faldfies his poetry because the emotion itself is padt.
A great deal of poetry can be explained asa sort of emotional
couvade; the poet makes believe that heis bearing the suffer-
ings of the world, or at least those sdect sufferings which
interest him. Such make-believeisnot sentimental if the poet
himself takesit serioudy. Though Yeats may not always have
felt what he said he felt, he did not make such satements
with his tongue in his cheek. The actor playing Lear in his
madness does not have histonguein his cheek because heis
sane.

| would say, in fact, that Yeats, as a poet, is characterized
by integrity. He talks a lot of nonsense, he poses, he sup-
preses, exaggerates, misrepresents. Working, according to
his lights, on a priori principles, he refused to give way to
what others would consder evidence. We may consder this
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deplorable, but we should not call it dishonest. Who would
impute dishonesty to Spinoza?

Poets of my generation, who distrust a priori methods, tend
to found—or think they found—their own beliefs and their
own moral principles on evidence. These bdiefs and prin--
ciples are, in their opinion, of the utmost importance to their
poetry. So they are, but not necessarily because they are the
‘right' beliefs. Poetry gains body from béliefs, and the more
suited the belief is to the poet, the healthier his poetry; one
poet can thrive on pantheism and another on Christianity;
Housman. as a poet flourished on beliefs the opposite of
Browning's. It is not the absolute, or objective, validity of a
belief that vindicates the poetry; it is a gross over-simplifica-
tion to maintain that aright belief makes a poem good and a
wrong belief makes a poem bad. First, beliefs are not so
easily sorted out into merely right and merely wrong;
secondly, by the time a beliefis embodied in a poem, it has
suffered a biochemical change, has become blended in-
extricably with mood, picture, and drama. We can, however,
say that at certain times in certain places there are certain
beliefs affecting us so widely and deeply that they are for us
the right ones. This being so, we can argue that some of
Yeats's beliefs were wrong and can go on to infer that better,
or greater, or more 'significant* poetry than Yeats's could be
made, given better ingredients. This inference, too, is poss
ibly correct (though we must remember that a belief, in the
narrow sensg, is only one ingredient out of many), but we
should be mistaken if we inferred that Yeats could have
written better poetry if he had had the 'right' ingredients;
he probably could not have assimilated them. Yeats, like
Gerard Manley Hopkins, was a special case. Those critics are
fools who lament that, if Hopkins had not been aJesuit, he
would have written much better poetry. If Yeats had been
different from what he was, if he had had different beliefs,
or even been capable of different beliefs, he might not have
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, written at all. The spiritual lesson that my generation (a
generation with a vagly different outlook) can learn from
Yeats is to write according to our lights. His lights are not
ours. Go thou and do otherwise.

Hecan srveusalso, perhaps, asan exampleof zes. Much
 moder n poetry hasinevitably agloomy content; so had much
of Yeatss poetry, but whether it is nogalgic, love-lorn,
cynical, darkly prophetic, angry over politics, or embittered
over old age, thereis nearly always a leaping vitality—the
vitality of Cleopatra waiting for the ap. The poet kicks
againg lifebut that isbecause hisdemandsfrom lifearehigh.
Yeats sdeter minist cyclic philosophy ssemsto my gener ation
defeatidt, but | would suggest that this determination is a
bluff, perhaps an unconstious one. Knowledge and power, if
wearetotakehim literally, arethingsimposad upon usfrom
outside according to our predetermined place on the gyres
of history; what is going to happen mus happen. But Yeats
puts the emphads dsewhere; his point is that it is worth it,
that wewho are on the gyres arelucky to bein at the deaths
and births of history, and that, whoever is responsble, who-
ever isthe author of the play, it iswewho hold the centre of

the dage—

A shudder in theloinsengendersthere
Thebroken wall, theburning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up,
Somagered by thebruteblood of theair,
Did sheput on hisknowledgewith hispower
Beforetheindifferent beak could let her drop?



NOTES

Ch.I'1,p.27.Pater'sworship of style. Style, if regarded asmere
dEcor or even meredress issomething compar atively trivial,
but before jeering at the Aesthetes for their triviality, we
should do well to remember that at least they avoided the
intellectualist error which the modern world inherited from
the Greeks and which still vitiates literary criticism, viz.
that it is the thought that dominates a poem and gives it its
value (an error well combated by I. A. Richards in his
Principlesof Literary Criticism and censured even by aMar xist
critic, Christopher Gaudwell, in his penetrating sudy of
poetry, Illusion and Reality). Thereis something in a sugges
tion madeby Her mann Broch in hisnovel, The Sleepwalkers,
where he wonders "whether even the thought of an epoch
is not a vehicle for its style, governed by that same syle
which attains visble and palpable expresson in works of
art; which amounts to the assertion that truth, the ultimate
product of thought, is equally a vehicle for the style of the
epoch in which it has been discovered and in which it is
valid . . ." [Trandlation by Willaand Edwin Muir.]

Ch.11,p.31. Sciencethe Tree of Death. | should have said more
about Yeatss phobia of science. He shared the error of Keats
in thinking that science might come to superssde poetry.
I. A. Richards in Science and Poetry points out that while
stience has made obsolete the "M agical View' of nature, the
bads of much of the poetry of the pad, it can never take
over the proper functions of poetry. Yeats could not be so
adequate a representative of histime as say Dante wasfor the
simplereason that hetried to build on a'magical view' which
was not acceptable to his age.
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Ch. 1V, p. 64. Yestss eye. Yeats was very short-sighted.
George M oor e complained that hedid not, as hewalked in
the open air, appreciate the beauties around him. Lady
Gerald Welledey (Leterson Poetry from W. B. Teatsto Dorothy
Wellesley) corroborates this, recounting that he hated
flowersand that " hislack of observation concerning natur al
beauty was almost an active obsesson ..."

Ch.1V,p.74. Teatsand mythology. ThomasM annin alecture
on 'Freud and the Future' maintains that Freud has en-
couraged the creative writer in his habit of "regarding life
asmythical and typical" [one usually connects this attitude
more with Jung] and of looking for " a fresh incarnation of
thetraditional upon earth." Yeatsin A Vision (ssepp. 123ff.
in thisbook) attempted—to the point of absurdity—to work
out such a mythology of types in his classfication of human
individuals. Guchulain, Clytemnestra, Parnell, Oscar Wilde,
all became types for Yeats, all became myths. And his
doctrine of reincarnation was intended to buttress the
traditional.

Ch.V 1, p. 129. Circuits of Sun and Moon. I. A. Richardswrote
in Scienceand Poetry: " ToMr Y eatsthevalueof The Phasesof
the Moon [the poem of that name] lies not in any attitudes
which it arotises or embodies [which according to Richards
isthe proper effect of a poem] but in the doctrine which for
an initiate it promulgates.” | doubt this. se Yeatss own
account quoted on page 129. He wished to affect his reader
emotionally, not to convert him.

Ch.V 1, p. 129. Michelangelo. Yeats (see p. 176) conSdered
that Michelangelo's ideal was " profane perfection of man-
kind." Michelangelo himsdf, an~ardently religious nature,
was unawar e of this; ssehisTwenty-third Sonnet, an address
to a beautiful woman, which isbasad on the Platonic concep-
tion of soma-sema, of the body asa prison or tomb.
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Ch.X,p.218. TeatsandD. H. Lawrence. |. A. Richardsin
Scienceand Poetry pointsout thistoo—that, in pite of their
different modes of excape, Yeats and Lawrencewere alikein
"dodging those difficulties which come from being born
into this generation rather than into some earlier age."
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