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PREFACE

In this thesis I have almed to esteblish certein thematic &nd
formal emphases in the work of W.B.Yeats during the last fourAyears of
ﬂis life. The variety of Yeals's intsrests in these years was as great
a8s in any other period of his life; I have chosen to explore those
interests whi@h brought him into contact clesely with public concerns
and with other writers. Thus I deal with Yeaié as & polltical philos-
opher and patriot, as a founder of the Irish Acadenmy of letlers, as a
broadcaster, as editor of an important verse anthology and as a corres-
pondent on postry with a fellow poet. By quoting widely from primary
sources I have tried to allow Yeats to explain himself, My purpose has
been historical exploration rather than literary criticism, end so my
approach is geared strongly to blography snd bibliography, especially
in the first two chapters. The picture of Yeats'to emerge will be thatl
of & poet strongly traditional in his views of polities and aesthetlcs,
defining his world view sharply io all his work. Although I ceﬁcentraie
on Yeats in all aspects as en Irish writer, for bim Ireland was of course
a microcasm of Europ@ and the modern world.

Chaplter One bsgins from a point strictly outlside the chronology
of the thesls in order to present necessary introductory material; it
explores the nature of Yeaté's pateiotism and his .political views,

- demonstrating his intense concexrn for the Irish nation as it defined



" discursive theorist on modern 'poe try and the lyric, much concerned with
the problem of poetry ags a public art. The following chapter turns
attention to textusl matters; although I have called it "[he Imsgery of
Music!" it also explores briefly aspscts of Yeats's late lyrical tsch-
nigue Including his use of the refrain in peoems. Chapter Four completes
the study by examining the two last plays in terms of the material of
the preceding chapters. I mist emphasise that ny interest is not-
prﬂnarily- critical. There are many books end articles which treat the
plays in literary criticel terms or as cbjeclts for drematic criticiswm.
My purpose is to see them as final egsays In drametic forn, dealing
essentially with the femilisr materisl of Yeats's last period.

I find thal the predominant theme of the late Yeats is the idesal
choracter of Irelsnd, its love of individuallty and heroism. The pré@
 dominent formal preoccupation is with. “i;f&diﬁi@ﬁ&l poe try,' the foll song
and the ballad. All of Yeats's work - poetry, plays and prose works -

considsred together, illuminates these preoéﬁupaticms;
Finally, I wish to thank Dr.Brian John, who has given advice and

encouragement generously in supervising the wrlting of this thesis.
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I
W.B.YEATS AS PATRIOT: THE FINAL YEARS
i
1
"This comntry is exeiting" ;, Yeats wrote to Olivia Shakespear
in April 1933; in this chepter I explore the nature of that excitement
for Yeats from 1932 to his dsath. Ireland had_always been the setling
of, and inapiration for, mch of his work, bud during the lagt dsceade
of his life it bscame all but an obsession. From 1932 4o the end of
1934 Yeats worked towards a definition of the Irish nation, bscoming
inereasingly dissatisfied with the chape the Ires State was takings
during 1936 and 1937 he wrote short poems aud ballads which concentrate
celabration and demumciation into slumple peetic forms; his lagt poems
and prose throw contempt on the objects of his hate In plain, often
crude, words and phr&sesgz Yeata's patriotism mst be traced through
its various aﬁtitud@s of pride, indignation, exaspsration, devotion and
exhortation.
EBarly in his ceresr Yeabts had Lirmly comwitted himself o

Iraland:

1
Lotters, p.809.

2 .
These three stages correspond with the following published
works: (a) The King of the Great Clock Tower (3934); (b) New Poems
(1938); (e¢) Lest Pesws and Tuo Plavs (1939) and Qo The Boiler (1939).

1



Know. That T would accounted be
Troe brother of s compony
That seang, to suseten Irelsnd's wrong,
Ballad end gstory, rann and song.
("To Treland in the Coming Times")

fh@se lines are instructive as a means by which we can.judge how far
the mexner of Yeats's committment had changed. In this poem he had

" clatmed the authority which came from the merbership of & companys; in
his late work the authority is lonelyg'ev@n when he claims descent from
a proud Mmglo-Irish group. Barlier, in singimg "t swseten Irelamd's
wrongh, he had identified himself with the prevalling lilerary-national=-
istic view of Ireland as the oprressed Kathleen ni Heulihean; es an old
men he was inelined to intérp?et such romapticism as & e¢loak for 11@303
" The aim of memy of the late poems is to unmask rather then st@eag%h@m

- romentic convictions, end yet in spirit Yeets remained en idealist. ﬁis
work espirved towards a definition of what constituted the Mindomiteble
Irishry? and an articulation of his ideals for Iralaédws the nation, its
people, leaders end poets.

Only from 1922 to 1928, when he sab as a Senator, had Yeats been
involved directly in the ;m@@esées of Irish governmant. During those
years he had developed a strong political philégephyg which exalted his
own Anglo-Irish b&ckgr@uﬁd; and welded aspsets from the thought of

Swift, Burke emd Berkeley inte & core .of Justificetion for that philose-

3 ] )
Cf., from "Parnell's Funerxall, :
A1l that was sung,
A1l that was sald in Irelond is a lie
Brad out of the contagion of the throng, ¢ « ¢ o



4

ophy~- conservalive, protestant and idealist. By all accounts Yeals

vas & loyal Senator, a supporter of the Cosgrave administrati@n,‘thougﬁ
severely critical of it at times. But by the end of the decade he was
no longer so hopeful that the Irlsh Free State would esteblish the
kind of twraditions he believed in. Mnd so the poet confronted his
country, striving to glve depth and weight to his falth in the new
Irisgh nation. He had hoped that the end of hostilities with Bngland and
thé foundation of the Free State would make possiblé a flowéﬁing of life
in Jreland, according to ideals which he recommended in spséeh and wrdt-
ing. These ldeals were based on his distinctive interpretation of
eighteenth=century Irish history, where he detected a vitalising lradit-
ionﬁ In the eighteenth century, he believed, the Renalssence had at last
reached Irelend, maling possible a genuins culture during one cen@ugbmw
fthe one Trish century that escapsd from dsrlmess end confusi@noﬁb He
thought that.the new Trelend would do well to build its treditions on
the values end thought of that century, and was dismayed when he saw his
ideal being m@naced by an intolerent, blgoted and ignorant Catholic
populace. In the Senate and in the press he vigorously attacksd the idea
of censorship, foreseeing the banishment of intellectual eneréy:

Ve have crea{ed a native literature - a vigorous intellect-

ual life in Dublin, but the blundsring of a censorship may -

drive mich Irish intellect Into exlle once more, and turn
vhat remains into a bitlsr polemical energy.

4
See Torchiena, W.B.Yeals and Georgisn Iveland, pp.85-113, and
- The Senate Spseches of W.B.Yeals, ed.Pearce, pp.lo-19.

5
Wheels and Bubterflies, p.7.




We have created something at onee daring and beautiful
and graclous, and I may see my life's work and that of
my friends, Synge, 'AR'; and Lady Gregory, sinking down
into a mire of clericalism and anti-clericalism.
Tamnglad ¢ « « t0 be out of politicas. I'd like %o

spend my old age as a bee and not &3 a wasp.
" "Clericalism and snti-clericalism': Yeats recognised that bigotry cut
both weys, that halred could spread llke a cancer untll it diseased the
vhole populace. Yet he himgelf, if he avolded the extremes of wagpish-
nese, hardly achieved the bae's‘quality of sweetness end light. He con-
tinued to identify himself with the minority whose liberty he believed
to be threatened in a way that often did nothing to conclliate his
oppenenta. Making an impassioned protast against a law prohibiting
divorce, he deflantly placed himself as an heir In the Protestent
Ascendancy tradition, deliberately melking a virtue out of his minority
position:

I am proud to consider myself a typical men of that

minority. We against whom you have done this thing

are no petty psople. We are one of the great stocks

of Europe. We are the people of Burke; we are the

people of Grattan; we are the people of Swift, the

people of Emmet, the psople of Pernell.”?

Yeats made his credentisls snd allegiences quite clear to the Senate.

il
Yeata'ls work in the Senate finished at a time when all the slgns
pointed to a change in the political climate of the country. De Valera

movad the less extreme Republicen menbers of his party to take their

6 : . '
Quoted in Torchlana, W.B,Yeals and Georglen Irelend, p.li3.

'i .
Senate Speeches, p.99.
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seats in the Dail; thereafter the government becams Increasingly open to
persuasion by Catholic feeling in the countyy. By 1932 Yeats was c@n«-
seious of changing attitudes, and was rationalising them into a theory
of Irish nationhood whieh sscounted for the failure of Irelsnd's new
leadsra to :;faﬁ@w that tradition of 1life he had located in ths eight-
“eenth century. It was 3n this new schems that Psrnell becams central.

The King of the Great Glock Tower (1934)9 of which "A Parnellite ab

Parnell's Funeral” is the first p%m;, is the culmination of one devel-
opment in Yeats's thought; more imp@rt&ﬁ‘ts. it marks the begimning of a
new tone in his poetic treatmsnt of Irish naterial.

M examination of the origins of the poem "Parnell's FumeralV
reveals the progression from a psricd of thought begsed on the great
"~ elghieenth~century trinity of Swift, Burke aﬁd Berkelsy to a wider
interpretation of the emergence of the Irish nation, with Parnell abt its
centre. The early stages eukﬂina‘t@d in the composition of the pley "The
Words upon the Window Pane" (written during 1930), with its long and
importent introtuction. Similar meterisl then appeared in the Intro-
duetion to "Fighting the Waves", whose intr@du@t‘:ion was written not
long after that to the Swift plays; this later introduction included a

stanza later worked into YA Parnsllite at Parnell's Funeral®. From this

8

Actually, this poem is part I only of ®Parnell’s Funersal" as it
appears in Collected Peemss part 11 first appeared as part of the poem
in New Poems, but it had been pmnmd aa the untitled conclusion to the
"Commentary on 'A Parnellite at Parnell's Funeral® " in The King of the
- Great Clock Towsr. See the appendix for oy argoment that psrt II vas
wri tten sc;r@ months ‘Iat@r then part I and for a fuller account of how

PPN
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material, Yeats worked towards a theory expleining the whole pattern of
Irish history, and the nature of the Irish ldentlty, in which Parnell
occupied the central i)lace.

The "Introdnction to 'The Vords upon the Window Pane! " is
essentially asbout Swift, bul the essay points forwerd to a sﬁcéessicn of
essays and speeches which later gather into "A Parnellite at Parnell's
Funeral", as this casual remark indicates:

~

The fall of Parnell had freed imsgination from practicsl
politics, from agrarlian grlevance and political enmity,
and turned it to imaginalive nationalism, to Gaslic, %o
the anclent stories, and at last to lyrical poetltry and
to drama.?

The fragment of the poem printed as part of the "Introduction to 'Fight-
-ing the Waves'! " emphasised the end of Parnell’s career as marking the
beginning of a phase in Irish life and literature. Yeats makes it
responsible for the wave of idealistic nationalistic literatuve, which
had included the work of M"AR", Padraic Colum, Lady Gregory, Synge end
Yeats himselfl; for,,

Repelled by what had seemed the sole resality, we had turned
to romentic dreaming, to the nobility of tradition.10

A more long-term result of Parnell's fall had been nothing less than &
nation's Yevulsion from itself, so that writers,
Instead of turning their backs upon the actual Ireland of

their day, . . . attacked everything that had made it
possible, and in Ireland and among the Irish in England

9
Yheels end Bubtierflles, p.5.

10
Ibld., p.63.




: 11
made more friends than enemies by thelr attacks.

This school of Cork Realists, eand the whole post-Parnell movement, 1s
mentloned only in passing; but here are the germs of the profound
. analysis developsd In the following two years. Already, Yeats sees
Parpnell's rejection by his Irish Parlismentary Perty and his death in
terns of a sacrifice, the hysterical mob panting for sacrificisl
violence, Parnell dragged down by his own people. The sacrificial note
is only one part of the historical theme which forms its background. I
shall examine this larger theme before lcokiné at the final form of the
posie

Many events came together in 1932 to incite Yeats to an under-
gtanding of the events and literature of his own life ag history; the
ro-writing of A Vision was already leading him in the same direction.
When Lady Gregory died, a pcwgrful link with the past was broken, and
Yeats's frequently used phrase "Mngusta Gregory, Jolm Synge and I" took
on added vibrancy, representing e csll to past and passing greailness and
nobility. Then De Valera took power with the Flanna Faill party, an event
vhich diswasyed Yeats. Finally, Yeats undertock the organisation of an
Irish Academy of letters and - pertly with the aim of ralsing support
and money for the Academy - set off oﬁ hig last lecture tour of Awerica.-
With this backgrouné in mind the shape and content of the address he
used on his tour is clearly understendsble. He spoke on "Modern Irelemd"
and again developed the theme of the Irish nation after Parnell. It is

quite clear that this lecture grew oul of parts of the two introductions




Parnell is the dominating figure in this address, and his fall
is the key event. The emphasizs is on the twentieth century, and ltsg
importance in the finding of a national thems; consequently the
eighteenth century - Swift and Berkeley - occuples only a single page.
There is much more ebout sacrifice, which Yeats believed had been a
_-necessary preoccupation of the Irish people since Parnell's death. I
"searching for the origin of what he calls "the Irish exciﬁsmant" Yeats
goes back to the begimning of the eighteenth century:

The modern Irish nation began when at the end of the seventeenth
century the victorious Protestant governing class quarreled wilth
Englend sbout the wool trade. Im 1705 or 6 Irish intellect
declared its separate ldentity when Berkeley defined the Whig
philoscophy of Locke and Newbon and wrole after his definition
"We Irish do not think so.! 12
A further "formative moment! one century later allowed the peasentin
Nggsert thedir will and . o . @iscovezﬂ constitutional agitation and
democratic Catholicism." The third momént, and now for Yeats the most
importent, wes ‘the moment of Parnell. It occurred not at Parnell's
depasition; but at his Interment in Glasnevin. |

Yeats may have come %0 vegret that when he mot Meud Gonne on
Kingstown Fier he did not accompany her to Glasnevin cemetary to see
Parnell's body lowered into the grave, for the phenomesnon that happsned
at that moment was now a central myth for him, and a cornerstone of his
explanetion of modern Ireland and its literature. He quotes Standish

0'Grady's sccount of the event:

« « « I state a fact; it was witnessed by thousands. While

12
"Modern Ireland!, in Irlsh Renalssance, eds.Skelton and Clark,

p.13.



his followsrs were committing Charles Parnell's remains
to the earth, the sky was bright with strange lights
and flames. Only a coincldence, possibly: snd yetb
persons8 not superstitious have maintained that there l1s
some mysterious sympathy between the humen soul and the
elements, and that storms and other elemental
disturbances have too often succeedsd or accompauied
great battles to be regarded as only fortuitous. . . .
Those strange flomss recall to my memory what is told
of simllavr phenomena sald to have been witnessed when
tidings of the death of the great Christisn Saint,
Columba, overran the North-West of Burops.l?

Standish O'Grady's account, raising the possibility of “mysterious
gympathy! between the human socul and the hsavens and perhaps linking
Parnell with Saint Columba, was obviously sulteble as em account of the
central myth. Yeats goes on to expand the few hints he had already given
(in the "Intrceduction to "Fighting the Waves' ") and recounts how
_ Parnell's degradation and death led first to an imaginative national-
istic literature, when young men turned "awsy from politics altogether,
taking to Geelic, taking to literg%ure, or remaining in politics that
they might substitute for speech more violent sction." Parnell was a
"sacrificialrvic%im", end his tragedy wvas a Mhgtional disaster":

From %héﬁ national humilistion, from the'resclution to

destroy all that made the lumiliatlon possible, from thatl

sacrificial victim T derive almost all that is living in
the imagination of Ireland t@day°14

Yeats them recounts the famous eplsode in James Joyce's A Portrait of

the Actist as a Young Man which comes to a climax when Charles Casey,

13 )
Ibid., p.lh.

14 .
Ibid., p.l5.
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. 15
his heed buried in his hands, sobsf’l?eor Parnell. My dead King."

The Parnell history, and its fecus in the story of the Glasnevin
interment, constituted a powerful wyth for Yeats end was the cormerstons
of his explanation of the emergence of modern Irelsnd. It had made a
literery revival pogsible becsuse 1t led writers away from the futility
of politice to express the life of the psopls in a literaburs which was
heroie, imaginative sund based on the peaseniry. Lady Gregory, when she
said "we do cur work to restore dignity to Irelend", summsd up the
uncongeious agpirations of the post~-Parnell litersture. This literaturs
wag o reaction against the national debasement, a glorification of Ire-
land's past (end thus her soul, and perhaps her destiny) in literature.
Lady Grogory, Synge, Yeals and Jemes Stephens sre named ag the "typleal
figures of the first movemsnt of thought efter the death of Parnell.¥

Yeate's feseination with the thems of sacrifice can be traﬁeé‘i
in the Mmericen address end in "A Parnellite at Parnell's Funeral and
its "Commentary o . e“.e Ssexifice was of ma;ny kinds, howsver, and Yeats
is not altogesther consistent in his ‘us;% of it as thems end sywbol. One
traditional use of the sacrifice themwe found ultimsts expresaion in

Pesrese's femous poem, translated by Ledy Gregory, which he quotes:

15
These quotations from thres contemporaries,; 0'Grady, Joyse and
Yeatz, suggest the centrality of Parnell &3 a fignre of myth in modern
Ireland. Yeats was neither original nor vausuel in singling out Parnell
as the Saint of modern Iveland.

16

Xrish Renalssence, p.16.
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I am Ireland,

Oldsr than the Hag of Beara.
Great my pride,

I gave birth to brave Cuchmlain.

Great my shams,
My own children killed thelir mother.

I am Ireland,
lonelier than the Hag of Beara.l’

This is the clsassie theme of Irish treachery and duplicity where Ireland
appeals for help in the gunise of an 0ld women (25 in Yeats's own
PXathleen ni Houlihan") and is often be“bra&ed; In "A Parnellite . . M a
central polnt is that Parnell wes ba‘hrayea by his own peoples

None shared cur guilt; nor did we plsy a part
Upon & painted stage when we devoured his heart.

This particular aspsct of sacrifice was embodied in the figure end fate

of Parnell. The first part of the poem combines many details of
18
sacrificial symbolism 81l of which interweave to assert the efficacy

of the sacrifice; as Yeats remarks in the "Commentary . . .Y,

I think of the symbolism of the star shot with an arrow,
described in the appendix to my book Muteobiographies. I
ask if the fall of a star may not upon occasion, symbolise
sn accepted sacrifice. -

The thought ‘o:f:‘ part I is clear, and in keeping with -the foregoing

17 ‘
Ibid.s pp.21=22; Yeats later included this in hls Oxford Book
- of Modern Verse.

18
The details of +this sywbolism can be traced back to 1896. See
lottors, p.266; Mythologles, p.340; futoblographies, pp.372-375.

19

Variorum, p.834.
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enalysis of the modern ITcrish nabion. in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries the deaths of thelr herces affected the psople only
superficially whereas Parnell’s betrayal was an Irish blasphemy, an |
event which gavs the lie to tﬁe romantic pétrioﬁism of the past. Because
it was an accepted sacrifice it could give new life to the "bars soul"
of Ireland. But, as Yeats points ont, the new life counld come only if
the people would consume Parnell's heart. Indeed, at first the most
galutary effect of the degradation was a mood of "mational gelf-
contempts

Joyce was to be the most famous of a movement of imagination

that was, I am convinced,; a direct expression of the nationsal

self-contempt that followed the dsath of Parnell.<V
Joyce, he claims, was an insignificant influence on Irish writers, bub
he was the most brillient of a group that ineluded Frank O'Connor, Sean
O'Feolaln, Liam O?Flahérﬁyg Sean O'Casey and Francis Stuart. All these
writers were vealists end satirists turning to rend Ireland rather than
England, not fully avare that thelr natlon's urt vas self=-inposed.

A further aspect of the sacrificial theme had already been sug-
gested by Yeats in the poems "Bagter 1916" and "The Rose Tree!, which
emphagised the voluntary self-sacrlifice of some of Irelamd's heroes,
sacrifices made conscicusly for the sake of Ireland. This theme would
have been familiar to members of the American audiences who had read
these poems sbout the Faster Rising. Between the death of Parnell in
1891 and the execution of the leaders of the Rising in 1916, Yeats told

" the andience, "the mood of the mystic vietin" entered the life of Ire-
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vhere of impending disastsy, a hope for ultimate salvation for Ireland
vhich would be brought gbout enly by voluntery bloodshed. This d@@triné
vhich impelled the leaders of the 1916 Rising was wmore terrible than
anything which had preceded it. Parnell as vietim had been sacrificed by
the nation; the 1916 heroes acted the double role of priest and victim.
The "Commentesry . o " sets the poem in the same context as that
frovid@d by the lecture "Modern Irelend", and thus makes it quite clear
that the poem is not exclusivwsly ebhout VP&Eﬁéll but alse sbout the Irish
nation and the moment that brought modezﬁ Ireland into being. Yet the
| poem, in & sense, reads betler as it stends on its own fest in the foll-
ected Posms. Yests wes trying to synthesise events and literary move-
ments into a coherent; unified; syrbeolie intg*%pa“@t@‘é‘i@ﬁ of his country's.
‘higtery. Pert I of the posm wes finished after his return from Auerica

21
énd endsd the poetic zilence he had endured since Lady Gregory's death.

Clearly, it drawa on the thoughts of the lecture and translates them into
a complex posm, integrating o number of previcuzly-used symbolic detalls.
The five stenzas catch the funeral scene in a mme:nt of mythie 11loimin-
ation, forcefully emphssising the significance of the moment as en
Raccepled sacrifice'. The othexr empheses are on the real nature of the
event as opposed to rilualism; the guilt of Paxrnell's own people; the
éugg@s*ticm that the sacrifice was completed by the eating of the slain

King's heart; snd the willed desclation of ean onlocker like Yeats,

thirsting for accusation to be turned on himself and his "bare soulV,

21
Isttorg, p.808. In April 1933
"I have been in a drosm fﬁvmﬁ"linﬁ a posm
s

Lady Gregory's death. Ausvicen 3@(3\51 co

sa

Yasts wrote to 0livia Shakespesar:
m, 't.w £irat I have done since
end g0 on £illed up my tims."
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But in all this there is nothing of the theme of the self-
Iinposed "mystic sacrifice" of Pearse nor of the theme as it was found by
Jrish writers:

¥hen I would represent the finding of the theme, I think of
a strange Bastern tale, of the Japanesse boy who ran scream-
ing from an abbolt who had cut off his fingers, then, stand-

ing and looking back, suddenly attained Wirvena. The poetic
theme is found, like sanctity, through desire and humiliation.

22
Or, a8 he put it in the "Commentary . . "3
Wa had passed through an Initiation like that of the Tibetan

ascetic, who staggers half dead from a trance, wheve he has

seen himself eaten alive and has not yet learned that the satler

was himself.<3
The very different second part, appended to the commentary before its
printing and later worked in as a balance to the fivrst part of
"arpnellls Funeral®, is in fact a bebler gloss on the msening of the
poen. As a whole, 1t dees not £it into the discussion of the litersry
thewe or its Eastern illusirvations bul is essentlally a comment on Irish
nationalism and polities, especially since the creabtion of the Free
State. The unsald sentence, the suggestion that the Irish psople devour=
ed Parnell's heart, showed that Yeats had changed his mind, 56 that the
sacrificial. symbolism 1s sed up only to be destroyed. In Yeabts's terms
the sacrifice depended for 1lts completion on the mob devauring‘the slain
victim. The poem as a vwhole of two parts makes a point that has nothing
to do with the poetic theme erumclated in the spsech and commentary. Ib

reflects Yeats's disappointment with Ireland's leaders who had not

learned from Parnell.

22
Irish Renalssance, p.25.

23
Variorum, p.835.



15

The wheel had come full circle, aﬁd the eighteenth-century theme
again prevaileds the entithesis betwsen Swift of the dark grove of soli-
tude and bitter wisdom on the one hand, and Ds Valera the demsgogue on

~the other. The "second thoughts" of the sppended quatreins direcled the
meaning of the whole away from ite first design so that the dead King
Parnell stends in Judgement on his countrymen. By condemning mob medio=
cxlty, demagoguery and c¢ivil renccur Yeats contributed to the school of
realisu in Irish literature. If he was at one wlth Jemes Joyce snd the
other writers he eclassified in this school, in turning his sttack upon
his owm people, the posms do not suggest that through this painful
recognition of national culpabllity he found either sanctity or Nirvena.

I have shown thet Yeats returned from his fmerlcan tour uiﬁﬁ é
store of metured thought and emotion which achieved poetic form in
"Parnell's Funeral®, I. On his retwmn he wes engaged in "endless oeccu-
pation®, the publie aspeets of vhich gave materisl for other poetry. From
the letiers, the bibli@gréphi@al lists of Yeatsts fwedu@ti@ms Guring the
last five years of his 1ife, snd the blographies, it is posaible to £ill
in the relation betwsen this "endless cecupation", his thought and the
poems of thenlagt years. The following account should show how "Parnell's
Fanersl! resched its final bi-partite form when Yeabts's cbservation of
the political life @f the Irish Free State produced the judgement we see
in part IT of that poem. The same reflections led him into what some
readers have thought of asvhis Yageist engagement and the writing of the
MThres Songs to the Same Tune".

Yeats did not ease himgelf into the rhythm of composition again

until lats in 1933. The Acadewy, the Abbey Theatre (undergoing mejor



16

o

* changes in policy and administration) and the thoughts of his Americen
address kept him occupied. A more significant reason for the 1933 silence
is provided in a letter:

At the moment I am trying in assoclation with [sn] ex-cabinet
minister, an eminent lawyer, and a philosopher, to work out a
social theory which can be used against Communism in Irelande-
what looks like emerging is Fascism modified by religion.

This country is exeiting. I am told that De Valers has gaid
in private that within three years he will be torn in pleces.
It reminds me of a saying by O'Higgins to his wife 'Nobody

can expact to live who has done what I have.' No sooner does

a politician get into powsr than he begins to seek unpopularity.
It is the cull of sacrifice planted in the nation by the
executions of 1916. Read O'Flaherty's novel Ihe Mewtyr, a
book forbidden by ocur censor, and very mad in the end, but
powerful and curious as an attack upon the cult. I asked s
high government officer once 1f he could describe the head

of the I.R.4. He began 'That is so eand so who has [the cult]
of suffering end is elways pubting himself in positions whers
he will be persecuted.! <4

Literasture and life were strongly interacting. The Ycult of sacrifice!
th&trYeaﬁs had spoken of in "Modern Iréiand“ conditioned his thinking on
the political events which were occurring during 1933.

I heve already mentioned Yeats'!s aisliké of De Valera and his
party, which had come to powsr in 1932, Yeats was an anxlous observer of
political events from the time of his return to Ireland in 1933§ He saw
the Church (especially Jesuits) and the De Valera ministry as sgents of‘
ignorance, opposed tq the new Academy which was preparing to fight cen-
sorship; he anticipated a period of conflict before De Valera would be

25
prepared to repudiate the mob which supported him. In a later letter he

24 :
lotters, pp.808-809 (April, 1933).

25
Ibid., p.805 (21 February 1933).
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. compared De Valera to Mussolind &I}d Hi;bierm A1l three have exactly the
same aim so fer as I can judge.,"zo Vhen Olivia Shskespear asked him why
he could not get over to London, he wrote and told her that he had to
stay in Dublin beceause of the Irish Academy and the fbbsy Theatre-- to
prevent the first from flying apsrt, and the second from "complete cler~
ical d@mina‘tiem”w In the same letter he mentions beglmning Y& longish
poen'; presumebly "A Pernellite at Parnell's Funeral®. The April lettexr,
already quoted sbove, shows all these strands coming together and Yeats
‘p&?'ticipaiing in designing a social theory to combat the democratiec
nasses, for the first time mentioning Faselsm as a possible bulwark
againgt chaos. Again,; the fanaticism of Treland appsars in the form of a
mania for sacrifice end martyrdom-- De Valera, O'Higgins and O'Flaherty's

By July Yeats wes already vaguely associated with the Blueshirts 9
supporting a “aseist opposition . . . forming behind the scenmss" in
readiness to act when ez.zallenge or chence gaffe the @ue,QS Politics had
again become a mabtter of herolsm, onl;%r now the valour wes not found with-
in the goveranment (a3 it had been when Yeats's friend Kevin O'Higgins, as
Minister of Justice, faced continual denger) but was forming, according

to Y@iats; smong the educated who were being forced by De Vale.ra to dofine

the "mosgt fundemental lssusg!.

26
Ibid., p.806.

27 .
Toid., p.808 (14 Mareh 1933).

28 o
Thid., pp.811=812 (13 July 1933).

[ ==veotaty
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The spirlt of these letters is excited, even optimistic, but Yoats:
soon developad misgivings. An old friend, Gaptain Dermot Maclanus, brought
the chosen leader of the Blueshirts to see Yeals and discuss with him an
anti-democratic philosophy“.29 Yeats waé sceptical of MacManus's
assertion that the leaders of the new Blueshirts wopld be assassinateds he
dismissed it as a dveam. Here, 8s in the "Commentary on the '"Three Songs!'! %,
he is leevening hercics with irony. He did not think O0'Duffy a great men
“and confessed that he would doubtwless hate the new regime when and if i%
took power. But he reserved his most camstic statement, which suddenly
reduced the siruggle to the level of the undifferentiating logic of
‘history, to the end of the letter:

Wo are sbout to exhaust our last Utopia, the State. An
Irish leader onee said 'The future of mankind will be much
like its paest, pretiy mean.!
In a later group of poems, Yeals s%rgngthens this epigrammatic tersencss,
as in "Parnell's

Parnell came down the road he said to a cheering man:
Treland shall get her freedom and you still break stone.! 30

Excitement and scepticism continuaelly balance each other. Yeats wes less
interested in or hopaful about the success of the movement than he was
glad that "1t will certainly bring into discusslon all the things I care

31 32
for.' By November even Yeats was talking sbout "our political comedy.m

29
Ibid., pp.812=-813 (23 July 1933).

30 :
The words of the second line are direct quotation of Parnell.

31
Ibid., p.814 (17 Mgust 1933).

32 - '
Ibide, p.815 (20 Septenber 1933).
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This comedy ended very anti-climactically; De Valera's party remained in 5
power, while O'Duffy took temporary leadership of Coégrave's Dail ﬁpposit;
ion. It 1s difficult 1o see Yeats as a doctrinaire Fascist in the light of
‘these letters; hig "flirtation" with O'Duffy's Blueshirts had lasted no
l@nger‘than gome geven months.

It was during O'Duffy's visit to Yests in July 1933 that the latter
promised to write a song for the Blueshirts. The pﬁoposed "mational song"
became the "Three Songs to the Same Tune'; they show Yeats turning from the
hope that his ideals of government, derived from his eighteenth~century
idealé, might coincide wilth the aims of the new movement, to a recognitien
that no chenge wag foreseesble. The three'songs wenﬁ_tﬁrough geveral re-
visions; Yeats claimed that he increased their obscurity but essentially he
merely mede two of the choruses indirect end femeciful. Several details of
the composition record,; and the remarks Yeats appendsd to them in the

Spectator end The King of the Great Clock Tower, cast doubt on the stondard

interpretation that they were originally intended for the use of marching
Blueshirts,BB despite Yeats's own hintséégiehard Ellmenn gives the dafes of
composition as Nov.30, 1933-Feb.27, 1934. The first date is suggested by
Yoats'ts remark in & letter to Olivia Shakespear,BS but even there he was

talking about possible performence al the fbbey Theatre, rather than about

33
See, for example, Unterecker, Reader's Guide to William Butler
Yeats, pp.R44~245, and Ellmann, Yeals.The Man end the Masks, p.277.

34 :
The Tdentity of Yeats, p.293.

35
letters, p.818 (30 November 1933).
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their use as popular marching s_sohgs; Mud weeks previously, s,s‘ I have shown,
'Yeats had beguon to soe the Blueshirt excitement as a comedy~-flasco. It is
not likely then that he was ever very confident that they would become a
rallying cry for O'Iuffy's supporters.

The long nole which Yeats hed printed after the title when the

songs &ppearéd in the Spectaltor suggests the nature of his difficulties. A

reminder of the eighteenth-century ideal, and the presence of Burke, are
evident in the first sentence:
In politics I have but one passion end one thought, rancour
. against all who, except under the most dire necessity,
disturb public order, a conviction that public order camnotb
long persist without the rule of educated and able men.36
These fixed ideals for the state and Yeats's growing penchant for simple
lyrics set to music and sung by the people came together In the songs.
One sentence from the Spgetator note provides an extraordinarily
“perceptive comment of self-analysis which should have been taken into
account by redders who havs seen in tﬁese songs signs of a politically
commitied Fasclst poats |
Some months ago that passion [jee¢, rameouiﬂ laid hold upon
-me with the g%olenca vhich unfits the poet for all politics
but his own. :
Yeats would have been delighted if songs of his could have been used ln the
service of a state that shared snd expressed his ideals. But'the songs, he

admits, were the work of a post passing through a phase of passion and

indignation; and so they emerged ss simple emotional attitudss, "rhetoric-

36

Varlorum, p.543.

37
Ibid.
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alv, “,exaégera%;ed” and "rancorous", the type of propaganda in poetry
Yeats often deprecated. But the propagands was all on the poet's own
behalf, a helghtened presentation of his oun emotiomal attitudes. While
the Fascist ajms of Dermot MacMayms end OfDuffy mey have been the near-
est equivalent possible to Yeats's passion for discipline and order in
‘the service of ecﬁzea’ceci rulers, they were not very nearly equivalent; so
the songs were offered to enybody who found them "singsble o . . and
worth singing'. |
The picture of companies of young Dubliners end others, elad in
“blue shiris, merching the streels singing verses from any of the three
songs is ludicrous. For example, the second vergse of the third song (in
its original version) is the poel's attempt to creats a feeling of
lsimplsy patriotie fervours |
| VWhen Nations sre empty up there at the top;
Vhen order has weskened or faction is sitrong,
Time for us all boys, to hlt on a tune boys,
Take to the roads snd go warching along;
Lift, every mother's son,
Lift, 1ift, 1if% up the tune.
Kipling's wmarching songs are egqually hanal, but they sppsaled to a widsr
raige of soldiers' emotional attitudes; Yeats achievas only & single
banal sentiment, the forced camaraderie of "boys together" and "true sons'.
s patriotlc songs they were misconceived for 1f Yeats had known amything
éf the songs used by youth and pare-mllitary orgenisations in Germeny and
Italy he would have realised that they were promoted b;r monolithie govern~
ments adept at propagsnda. In Ireland there may not have been more than
twanty people who understood, let alone supported, Yeats's phtlosophy of

. _ oAl \ o " - o o s &
and O'Duffy wag certainly not one of them), vwho believed that
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~ the Nation was Rompty » o o ab the‘%op"; and, of course, iﬁ.liﬁeral
terms 1t would hawve been this group thét composed a factlon. Swift
would surely havé recognlsed this lrony. Dreaming apart, even Yeats did
not reslly think that the answer to Ireland's problems was to send all
enthusliasts on to the roads to march and s:’mge

Yeats mey have liked the idea of the songs because they do pub
his political philosophy into simple, vigorous languaege, and give them
s’ emotional conbent; but bhoth words and emoticns ﬁecome 8o exaggerated
and crude in parts as to vitlate the artistic purpose-- as-wheh he
weites "Mhat's equality? - Mack in the fard." A1l the sams it is a
distinctive sort of talent that can fit words and phrases iike "justify“
and "renowned generalions" into the strict metre of a song, then mateh
them with colloguialisms like "a {trouble of fools',

When he wrote the "Commentory o o Y esrly in 1934, Yzaﬁs
offered "these trivial songs and whaf remains to me of 1ife"3 to a
government or party which would follow his owm %ims for the stats, by
seeking to glve the naltion a "Unity of Gulture"Jg on which to found 1ts
life; such a govérnment or party would, he adwitted, "meed force,
merching men « o " and 1t would promise "a disclpline, a way of life'.

It is clear from this major section of the commentary thal Yeats was

38
Vexiorum, p.835.

39

Unity of Culture meamt, for Yeats, the wider quality in the
state analogous to Unity of Being in the individual. In terms of A Vis-
lon 1t Is Pull Moon or phase 15. It was attained in Byzantium, wherve
all workers were "absorbed in thelr subject matter and thebt the vision
of the whole people! (A Vision, pp.279-280). Yeats's admiration for
modern Sweden, expressed in the section of Autoblographies called "The
Bounty of Sweden', suggests that he thought modern Sweden came close to
achieving such a unity. , '
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not prepared to endorse General 0'Duffy and his Blueshirts in 1934. The
postscript appended to the preceding commentary and dated Migust 1934
was in fact 8upefflucus except that it made expliclt whalt was slready
implied: that no party "had, or was about %o have; or might be per-
suaded to have, some such aim as mine".

The postscript, like the mein body of the comﬁantary, is

‘rather gnomic. Yeats wass capable of writing letiers and prose commernt-

aries with tongue £irmly in cheek; the reader must often read hetween
the lines to catch at the intended meaning. For instence, although
Yeats clalmed to have rendered the songs unsingable by eny party, there

is no reason to suppese that If O'Dulfy'ts party could sing the versions

Cprinted in the Spsectator they could not sing those which appeared soms
P $EISNY AT : P

- monthe later in The Xing of the Grest Clock Tower. Technlcally, except

for two of the choruses; thers is little difference in the sultebility
for singing between the two sets. The two choruses which replaced the
single quatrain of the sarlier versions bear so 1ittle relation to the
songs that the original quatrain could easily have besn substituted for
them in performence. Little was altered in the revisions. The second
song of the original set became the first of thé revised set; new lines
vere substltuted for the fifth and sixth lines of each stanza in this
song, which thus lost a repeated refrain appended to each stenza; the
chorus to the Lirst song of the original set, vhich had served for all

three songs, was replaced in the new songs I and II Ly new quatrains,

. indirect and unrelated to the songs, rhythmically too irregular for the

metre of the tune. OFf the more extensive revisions to Song ITI (the

same mumber in esch printing), not all wrenched the simpier rhythws to
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make singing impossible. Tn fael, 1t was the revised third song which
was published as a Broadslide in December 1935. Yeats was still atiract-
ed to the idesa of having his ballads sung.

The prose camentary to these three songs in The King of the

Greal Clock Towyer indicates only that Yeats was experimenting with the
form of the popular ballad with political materiesl; that he found some
suitable incentive to write such ballads; and ﬁhat; when he thought
there was a danger of being taken seriously pglitiéailys he went some
wvay ‘towards dissoclating himself from any connection with the Blueshirt
movement.

During 1933 and 1934, then, Yeats engeged in a running eriticism
of Treland. The government and the church sroused ﬁis hos%ility becanse
of illiberal attitudes towards censorship, the new ITrish Academy of
letters, and the Abbey Theatre. The Ymob', that undefined mass always a
target for Yeats's barbs, could not draw him away from his conservativs,
anthoritarian philosophy. The final word to emsfge s & summaiion of his
growing scepticism at this time was the untitled two stenuas appended
to the postacript of the commentary discussed sbove. Surprisinély and
dramatically, end very explicitly, it posed a question which could leave
the reader in no doubt that Yeats was calling a plague on all houses,
end thoroughly disengsging himself:

Here is fresh matter, poetl,
Matter for old age meety

Might of the Church and the State,
Their mebs put under thelr feet.

0 but heart's wine shall run pure
Mind's bread grow sueet.
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That were a cowardly song.

Vander in dreams no more;

Vhat 1f the Church and the State

Are the mob that howls at the door?

Wine shall run thick to the end,

Bread taste sour.
No wonder ‘that Yeats's authority was & lonmely authority. His thinking
during the twenties had imaged forth a State that was a country's pride,
a Utopia; now the Utopla was exhausting ilself. The rule of the mob, the
bigotry of the Church, the stupldity of parading "Fascists", the weak
demagogusry of the government-- there was, after all; no viable cholce
here for the idealist, conservatlve poet. Was there, after all, amy

distinction between the mob and the institutions? Yeats feared there was

not, and his voice became scornful.
iii
Such was Yeats's developwent as patriol and politicael thinker up

to the publication of the volume Ihe King of the Great Clock Tower in

1934. Examination of his work in the years preceding the publication of
his New Poems (1938) shows Yeats cultivating the extreme rage of an old
man, & m2sk he adopted consciously and was capsble of donming with iron&o
But during 1934 Yeats turned sbhruptly avay from thinking and writing about
his country end its political life. "Political' interests gave way to the
composition of the play "The King'of the Great Clock Tower", and later
some of the "Supernaturasl Songs'; the latter were written repidly while
the Cuala volume bearling the name of the play as title was wlth the
printers. To Ollvia Shakespear Yeats wrotes

I think I have finished with gelf-expression end if I
wrlte more verse it will be impersonal, perhaps even
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40
going back to my early self.

Then, in 1935, he was commissioned to compile the OxFford Book of Modsrn

Verss and his friendship with the poet Dorothy Wellesley began. During
this period his profound interest in the possibilities of lyrie poetry
developed as he defined his kind of poetry as against that of other
.'moderns. In 1936, with the Oxford anthology work completed, two domin-
-a'bing Interests came together-- the interest in lyric poetry, ballads and
folk songs for music, and the exei'bemeﬁ'b of political attitudes which had
seemed to diminish during 1934. Yeats héd not lost Interest in his own
political views, howsver; they were merely in absyance until soms
incident should spur him into strong expression again.
letters to Bthel Mannin written during the period 19357 show

" Yeats picking up the debate about the relatlonship between the poet and
politics. It seems that Ethel Mannin felt strongly that a weiter should
commit his political views %o paper. Yeats had in fact done this directly
and Indirectly over meny years, but he was now ready to deprecate such
activity, distinguishing sharply betwsen postry on the one hand snd
politics, propaganda and Journalism on the other. For instence, he wrotes:

Our traditions only permit us to bless, for the arts are an

extension of the beabitudes. Blessed be heroic death (Shake-

speare's tragedies), blessed be heroic 1life (Cerventes),

blessed be the wise (Balzac). . . . There are three very

importeant persons (1) a man playing the flute (2) a mam

carving a statue (3) a man in a women's srms. Goethe sald we

mst renounce, and I think propaganda - I wish I had thought

of thig when T was young - is among the things they thus
renounce .4l

40

g

,I_Qj‘g” ppc83l"°832a ’
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Thms, when 1t came to the point, Yeats defended the impersenal detach-
ment of the artist, who was essentlally a celebrator of beauty and love.
The sams thought provides the l1dsa of the posm "Politics", written in
1938:

MInd maybe what they say 1s true

Of war end war's elarms,

But 0 that I were young again

Ind held her in my arms!
The poet must rencunce propagsnds becamse it brings bitterness into art
vrhoée business it is %o bless. By '“prc-paganda" Yeats means %hire cultivat-
ion of intense, personal emotion in & cause ocutside the poet'as sphere of
beatitude. Like rhetorie, propagends establishes a dengerous 1ink betwsen
the poet and hils sudiencs, -brea‘&iﬁg down the vitel distinetions between
poet and publie, lsader and mob. It is the t‘mtiﬁhasis of that Ygense of
something steel-llke and cold within the will“éé wiiich he recommsnded o
Dorothy Wellesley. The debate with Ethel Mannin was a dobate within the
poetts self, the resolution of which was to heng in the balemce till the
end of Yeatg®s life. For much of his poetry was indeed personal in the
sense that It conveyed wnmistakably S‘i;rcﬁg , sometimes wilfully exaggerat-
ed; pnlemleal emotlon. There was throughout these years a see-ssuwing
between the cultivation o.f.‘. impergonal apoliticel song and the cultivation
qf "lust and regel.

His return to this public poetry cams about when the ageing
43

anthor of a book on Pmrnell asked Yeats for gupport in vindicating

42
Ietters on Poelry, ps7.

43 .
Henry Harrison, the amthor of Parnell Vindicated (1931).
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Parnell's reputetion. This Irish hero was alrveady, for Yeats, the

symbol of the ideal leader, the proud, lonely and aloof man who worked
for his country's well-being vwhile refusing to beccme a mere Iinstrument
"of the pesople-- a nen of the same stemp as John O'leary and Kevin
Oinggiﬁsa The resulting ballad, “Come Gathew Round Ms, Parnellites¥,
combines some of the generic features of Yeats's Irish ballads. His
central figure is a wronged wen wao has clsims %o admiration-- he wes a
"hunted man", "he fought the might of England/And saved thé Irish poorW,
he "loved a lass", and shove all he was the true subjeect for such a song,
a ?réudg lovely man. The ballad form was a natural instrument for vindle-
ation in Yeats's hands, 1deal for the business of colebration. It joined
here and followers in a ritual preise of those ideéi qualiii@s which are
not far removed from the three figures mentioned in the letter quoted
gbove: "a man playing the flute, s men cerving a statue, end & men in a
vomen's erms.® The Parnellites of the ballad ave identified with their
leadsr in their manliness, thelr love of heroigﬁg a filled glass and a
pretty girl.

It wes no.&ecident that this Parnell balled wag the fifst of a
geries @alébraﬁiﬁgg vindicating and defiling. Yeats was finding the
ballad form congenlal and exulting in the vérbal and rhythmical qualitles
vhich made music a naturel sccompsniment. There was a subvle process of
essociation of ideas at work here. The poet's business wes to Vsing®:
song, for Yeats; had comnotations linking form and content, since the
~ form had to be kept simple end singable end the content wes celebration

of some kind, a&s in the traditional usage of the classical eple poets;
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song, becanse it united poet to psople, was impsrsonal. Here is one of

the basic reasons for the apparent inconsistencles of Yeats's positioﬁo
By attempting to escape from persanél, propagandist emotion.thrﬁugh
ballad writing, he wes bringing himself closer than ever to it in poetry.
The ballad form, becsuse 1t destroyed the separate ldentity of poet and
. eadience, impslled the poet to project his owm "lust éﬁd rage" into its
‘most simple and potent form.

"Come Gather Round He, Parnellitss" was proparly groupsd, in New
Poens (1938), with a number of other bailads concerned with praising and
defiling, written in late 1936 and early 1937. There was a ballad on

Cromwell, two on Roger Casement, one on the O'Rshilly, a further epigram

ebout Parnell and a brief praise of revolution. The Jetlers on Poslry
serve as.a linking commentery on these poems, and one letter in pertic-
ular is revealing:

I write poem after poem, all intended for music, all very
gimple~= as a modern Indisn poet has sald ‘no longer the
singer but the song'. I will send you that Cromwell when I
cen got 1t Typsd. It is _ very poignant because 1t was nmy
own state watching romsvce & nobility disappser. I have
recoversd a power of moving the common man I had in my
youth. The poems I can write now will go into the general
WEMOLY o 4D '

To this letter he appended three brief epigrawmatic poems - "The Great
Dayty, "Parnell? and "What was Lost" - end said that they "give the

essence of my politics'. The message of each of the three is similar:

44. . . A
Cf., from "Under Ben Bulben®,
Irish poets, learn your trade,
Sing whatever is well made, . - « »

45
letters on Poetry, p.lR3.
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Horrsh for revolution end more canncn-shot!

4 begpar upon horseback lashes a begger on foot.

Hurrah for revolution emd cennon come again!

The beggewrs have changed places, bLul the lash goes on.

: ("The Great Day")

Thus there are two kinds of poem referred to in this letter, the ballads
such ags "The Curse of Cromwell" end the epigrams cealled "Fragmenits" when
they vwere first printed. The ballads are exulting and extravagant, a
praise of the proud end & reviling of the mean. The specifie subjects,
Parnell, Casement and the O'Rahilly, embody Yeats's values so that his

role I8 that of celsbrant. The simplicity of thsse ballads is bardic;

Yeats is essentially lsmdabtor temporis acti, "watching romence and

nobility dissppsar". In passing from figures like Swiit; Burke, Berkeley
to Parnell, Casement and the Q'Rshilly he was accen%uating even more pere
sonal qualities, clear and unequivocal emotions which glorified a humsn
being. The eplgrams, éhongh they may represent "the essence of my polite
ics", are in fact far remﬁ%ad from eitsrﬂal polities and owe nothing to
any possible admiration for Fascism Yeats mey or msy not have entertained.
The "egsence' was de%@fmined by the two firm aspects underlying his phile-
esophy, one the certainty of a perpstual cyelic pattern in history which
precluded ideas like "progress", the other an instinctive end conservative
gcepticism sbout menkind's ability to develop or psrfect men ag individual
or soclety. Violence, revolution, battles: all wers pert end parcel of
human energy consuming itself, without in any way affecting the naturae

of the world.

Yeats's poetic inspiration was working in two directions during
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You think it horrible'tha{ Just and rage

Should dance attention upon my old age;

They were not such a plague when I was youngs

What else have I to spur me into song?

("The Spur")

Inst end rage are appropriately linked, bgcause a Terment of excitement
was foreing itself into poems which explored the sexmal in frank terms
end poems which explored and exploited simple emotional states. The
fgrms of the ballad and terse lyric avoided subtle:irony, and conflicte
ing states end claims; they exploited the frustration and passion of o0ld
age. Yeats's rage Increased as incltements were offered which led to poems
incressingly havsh, bitter and intense. The Parnell ballad was written ot
the instigation of an old Parnellite with whcm‘Yeats identified himself
end the readers by calling on the old, faithful f@il@wersvﬁc Yatend
upedght while you can®=- the last members of a dylng clan. The tone is
boistercus, bawdy aﬁdldefiante But, as with all these poems of celsbration
there is a balance of praise and blame. Parnell was hero, end his stature
is increased by drawiﬁg attention to his victimisatlion by the Church and
the Party (appropriately ca@italisedsa "the mob at the door"), the
villains who spread false stories.

"The Curse of Crcﬁwell“ oved less to a particular lIncitement then
to a generalised historical view of Ireland that Yesis had developad
during the early thirties. Cromwell is the symbol of a puritan oppression
that cansed the split In Ireland between the life of gay, imeginative
revelry common to the lords end ladies end the beggar-singer and the
clinbing, materialist ambitlon of the upstart “whiégish"-Iriﬂho The

- EA

beggary of this posm could be landed with the aristocrals because "His
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fathers served their fathers before Christ was @ru@ified"eA
of these'poems of rage, "The Curse of Cromwall" ét&nds out es a
poen éf suggestive regsonance, transcending vilifieation. It first app-
eared as a Broasdside, eminently suited to a traditional folk tune, as
the words themselves owe much to phrases and attitudes end traditions of
- the Irish psasantry; the tone of the singer, again "ﬁa%@hiﬁg romance &nd
‘nobility disappear®, produces a genuine feeling of bitterness which is
larger then Yeatats simple rage against the modern civilisation which
scornz the poet and the world he stands for as things of no sscount.

On one side, then, Yeals exells thé man who stends alone, self-
Justified and resolute.-These men - Casement, the O’Rahiily, Parnell -
were the anchors of humanity for Yeats in that they stood firm against

- denger end death coming in their most petty forms. On the other hand

was the ncb, represented by the middle classes snd thelir Institutionge-
the State and the Chuvrch. Englend itself could serve asz a sgymbol for this
post-Industrial R@V@lﬂ%@@ﬂ world of the masses. Desplte his protests to

&7 '
Ethel Maunin and Dorothy Wellesley, Yeats displayed particular enimus

i

The phrase is picked up from the "Commentary on ‘A Parnellite
at Parnell's Funeral' Y, vhere it reads: "My fathers served their
fathers before Christ was crucified®; this was all but a direct borreow-
ing from e Geslic poet, Bgan O'Rshilly (quoted in Frank O!'Cenncr, The
Bagckward look, pp.113-114). Yeats also borrowed from O'Connor's transe
Jation of "Kilcash" for the lines _

e o o the lords and ladies gsy
, That wexe beaten into the elay « . « «

Cf. section V of "Under Benm Bulben". (See Jeffares, A Commentary on the
Collected Poows of W.B.Yeats, p4bd).

pht =t

47 :
Lettors, p.872; Letlers on Poetry, p.lll.
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. towards English institutions, including that of the Poet Leureate.

The ballad form, Yeats had discovered, fitited his materisl snd
his ai;ﬁ:imdeg c¢loselys he believed that his book New Poems was a better
collection than His previous volume:

I have corrected the proofs of New Poems, my poems of the

lJast few years, that for the moment please me better than

anything I have done. I have got the town out of ny verse.

It is all nonchalant verse - or so it seems to me - like

the opening of your 'Horses’'.
New Poems are now printed misleadingly as the first sectiom, thirty-five
poems, of "Last Poems" in the collected editicns; there 18 a case 1o be
made for their stending as & separaite volume. The book was remarkably
homogenecus because = contracy to Yeats's statement that they were "of
the lsst few years" - the poems were all writben within the space of
little more ‘thaﬁ a year. Yeats did nol compose quickly. He was exc:i.'téd By
this volume partly because the poems had come repidly and easily as a
result of new energy, a s‘tﬁ.xmiaﬁing friendship and an sesthetic
preoccupation with the ballad form.

¥hether or not one agrees that New Poems deserves a high estimate,
there are points of strength in the volums. "The Gyres" and "Lapis Lazuli®
are fine poe;:ns in Yeats's more traditional mammer, and "The Municipal
Gallery Revisited® should convince rea&ers seeptical gbout the gincerity
of his back:ward—-lookriﬁg, vindicating menner. But by a stroke of genius,
the last two poems together sum up the theme of the voluue. The- groatest
temptation was to sink, surfeited with emotion; the challenge was to con-

front life as it offered up its models of excellence to oblivion. Yeats

48
letlters on Poetry, p.l53.
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accepted the challengs, praysd for "en old man's frenzy', sang of hero-
ism, galety snd wildness and rejected the tempﬁaﬁion of mere “good comp~
any". The title of the last posm, Wire you Content?"; echoes other quest-

iona of the volume-= " ‘What then?' sang Plato's ghost. 'What then?'

and the refrain to "The O0'Rshilly%, "How pgoss the westher?® Such quest-
ions are unanswerable but - one year before his death - Yeals would not
sgree to becoming "en old lwnter talking with Gods':

Infirm end aged T might stay »

In some good company,

I vho have always hated work,

Smiling at the aea,

Or demonstrate in my own life

What Robert Browming meant ,

By an o0ld hunter talking with Gods;

But I em not content. .

Plato's ghost might sing "what then?®™ but Yeals was nol ready to talk

with Godss he had wmore poems, plsys aend essays to wrlte.

iv
The work of Yeats'e lest year or so¢ Qfllife wes vigorous and dive
erse-= posms, two plays, essays end introductions designed for the defini-
tive collected edition and a polemical occasional pablication. Two books,
both posthumously published, included the work of a pert of 1937, 1938 and

Jenuary 1939. These were Lagt Poems aud Two Plays end On the Boiler. Con-

trary to widespread belief Yeats had not given finality to his work when
he died. "Under Ben Bulben", the poem now placed at the end of Collected
Poems, can give the impression that Yeabts planned and wrote last wordss

L9
actually, ag Curtis Bradford points ocuty the final work that Yeats sec~

49
"On Yeata's Lest Poems" in Yeats:"lest Poems", ed.Stallworthy,

pp.T5-77.
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omplished wag to write out in_nuﬂbered:order the contents for his next
projected volume of poems and plays, of which "Under Ben Bulben" was to
be the first poem.

If New Posms end Lagt Poems were to appear as distinct sections

of the Collected Pooms, as they logically should, the reader would

readlly sense differences belween the two. He would notice that Yeats
finally moved away from the ballad form to writes poems more formal and
coﬁplete (with a few exceptions); he would notice abwider variety of
thems in the later volume, and a different treatment of the Irish theme.
'It is this last treatment of the poet's ﬁaticnal theme I wish to discuss

briefly in the final section of this chapter, as it appsars in On_the
50 :

Boiler and Last Poems.
There ave poems which look back in time, wecalling past experi-

ence to question 1t, as in "The Men and the Echo!:

A11 that I have said and done,

Now that I am old and il1l,

Turns into a question till

I lie awake night after night

Mnd never get the answers right.
The same posm volces an equally important concern, & questloning of the

future:

O Rocky Voice
Shall we in that grealt night rejolice?

This kind of questioning about the nature of experience after death runs
through the last volume, but an equally significant aspect is the pro=

phetic gaze divected towards the future experience of Ireland and of the

50 . '

The plays "Purgatory" and "The Desath of Cuchulaln" were printed
in Lagt Poems and Two Plays, the former also in On_the Boiler; I reserve
discussion of these to the final chapter. ’
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world, which makes the term Yepocalyptic" appropriate to On the Boiler

snd Legt Posms. Despite Curtis Bradford, the positioning of "Under Ben
Bulbsn" in the latter volume - either at the begimning or the end -
doss not really matter; in either plagce it underscores the themes of
the last body of work.

In all this last work, Yeats's reactions to the world ocutsids
‘hin are importent, indeed create & framevwork which is Important pre-
cisely bacmuse we see how the poet, the writer who had sometimes
suggested that the poet's world was self-conteined and auntonomous,
persistently related his own postic world to Treland and Eurgpse In
doing this, there were problems for the poet who had already designed
“hls cwn systematic interprat&tien»of history end was tempted to inter-
- pret contemporary events by its light. However, one cen esteblish at -
laasi three weys in which Yeats adjusted his poetic vislon to the world
cutside himself. First, he shared a sense of the state of crisis in
Furope with others of his tims, writers end intelligent lsymen; simply
expressed In prose end verse this sense pficrisis appears to be no
different %ﬁan that expressed in the work of other contemporsry poets
like T.S.Eliobt. Second, since A Vision SPecificéliy interpreted world
history in terms of oppositions, contrary movements and moments of
cerisis, Yeats often contained his own sense of world crisis within the
framevork of his system. This accommodation of contemporary events to
system snd prophecy disturbg the resader who rejects the theory. Third,
thexre is the Yeals who delibsrately cultivated and exaggerated his owm
natural blasses, who prophesied, then willed what he had prophesied

becanse he ssw the coming violence aes inevitable, if not desirvsbls.



This 1s the poet of ‘the apocalyptié vision who has been accused of
political lrresponsibility, extremism and Fascist tendencles.

In a letter to Ethel Mannin in 1936 Yeats revealed his horror
at wvhat was happening in Burops while carefully disclaiming alleglance
to any political systems

Do not try to make & politicien of me, even in Irelamd I
shall never I think be thalt again--~ as my sense of reality
deepeng, and I think it does with age, my horror at the

. cruelty of governments grows greater, and if I did what you

. want, I would seem to hold one form of government more
responsible than any other, and that would betrsy my con-
victions. Communist, Fascist, nationallst, clerical, anti-
clerical, are all responsible according to the rumber of
their vietims. I have not bsen silent; I have used the only
vehicle I possess—-- verse. If you have my posus by you, look
up a peem called The Second Coming. It was written some
sixteen or seventeen years age and foretold what is happen-
ing. I have wriltten of the same thing again and again sines.
This will seem little to you with your strong practical
sense, for it takes fifty years for a postfs weapons to
influence the issue « ¢ « o

Forgive me my dear and do not cast me out of your affection.
I am not callous, every nerve trembles with horror at what is
happening in Europe, 'the ceremony of imnocence is drowmed.t! 51

However, real as hls sénse of this state of crisis undoubtedly was, he
saw no point in writing of it for its own sake. Violent upheaval,
revolution and var were not only inevitable, they were also a generative
powar in world history, the meens by which an antithetical civilisstion
would be ushered in. Thers is coﬁsequent detachment in Yeats's expressed
opinions, a certain lack of surprised horror: '

.. . why should I trouble aboub commmism, fascism, liber-

alism, radlcalism, when all, though some bow first and some

stern first but all at ths same pace, all are going down stream
with the artificlal unity which ends every civilisation? 52

51

letters, pp.850-851.

52
L@iﬁc}« $ po 869 )
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By seeing history, in A Vislon., as & series of opposing historical
eras, Yeals was able to chennel hié own senge of discomfort with the
twentieth century iInto a system, a wnifying framewerk. He could intensify

“his owm speech and the framework of deterministic myth In the background
might avert the charge of prejudiced political writing. Thus, in the poem
"The Statues", the Irish
borin into that ancient sect
But throwm upom this £ilthy modern tide
Mnd by its formless spawning fury wrecked
are not altogether to be blamed for this degeneracys; the movement of the
tides- is influenced by the moon. Howsver, even Yeats fell the tuge-of-war
between predestination and free will, and could be carefully ambigucuss
e o o Civilisation rose to its high tide mark in Greece, feoll,
rose again in the Renalssence but not to the sane level. Butb
we may, 1f we choose, not now or soon but at the next turn of
the wheel, pmsh ocurselves up, belng curselves the tide; beyond
that first mark. But no, these things are faled; we may be
pashed up.23
The Trish could not push themselves up, but could help themselves to bs
Pﬁ.ls}lsda

Ultimately, every critic smst put aside Yeats's systematic frame-
vork and. explore his ideas as his own abtitudes, interpreting them in the
light of his character, temperament, environment and published works. Yeats
himself threw off the mythical structure often, to spsak in his owun person
and in lenguage other people could understand. Planning On_the Boiler, he
wrotes

I mist lay aslde the pleasant paths I have built up for years and
seek the brutality, the i1l breeding, the barbarism of truth.0é

53 '
On_the Boller, p.<9.

54
Lettors, p.903.



The reader can make allowance for my blas, end certainly I am a _
biasged man', he admitted in the pamphlet itself. The bias, bm‘tal;tty;
111 breeding and barbarism were all signs of the prophetic, apocalyptic
approach to éontemporary,events. Extreme statements are set down with
stark clarity and simpllcity so that they seem to project beyond the
-confines of A Vision to a final unity. In the emph&sié on violence and
‘warfare there is an extremism which is not discontinucus with Yeats's
expressga eveyday views; it develops them to a final point, to a
projection of a post-erisis Utopla based on traditional, landed conserv-
atism, Intellectnal suthoritarienism and philosophical idealism.
Both Dorothy Wellesley and Ethel Mennin accused Yeabts of strong

anti-English feelings, and indeed differences between the two nations
- emerge Insistently from On the Boiler. Yet, as Yeats replied, Englend
was the country of Shalespsare, Morris and others--~ how could he hate
England? The argument against Englend was actually a locus for sets of
oppositea, one side of vhich Yeats wented to identify with Ireland. Thus
there was rationalism set agalnst spiritualism, materialism against
Berkeley's idealism, democraéy as égainst aristocracy, the masses against
the individual, the town sgainst the country, the "newspaper" mind
against the Irish mind. Yeats believed wehemsntly in somethiﬁg he called
"the Jrish intellect" which stood against everything he hated:

e o « & beg our governments to exclude all allen appsal to mass

instinet. The Irish mind has still in country rapscallion or in

Bernard Shaw ean anclent, cold, explosive, detonating impartial-

ity. The English mind, excited by its newspapsr proprietors end
its schoolmasters, hag tuimed into a bed-hot harlot.55

55
On_the Boiler, p.31.
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The exhortatory nature of On the Boller and."Under Ben Bulben® impelled

Ireland forward to a future which ﬂauld recognise md build its life
on these differences.

The attack on the masses, devicusly given a pseudo-sclentific
basis in the passage on eugenics, gave rise to the most uﬁpalaﬁable
ﬁortion of "Under Ben Bulben':

Scorn the sort now growlng up
All out of shape from toe to top,
Their unremembering hearts and heads
Base=born products of base beds.
No political group in either Ireland or Englend recognlsed his own phil-
csophy. He sew a desp cleavage between the aristocracy (which he tended
to equate with ability and "intellect!) end the half-educated mass of the
people; hence thia directives
I say to those that shall rule here: If ever Ireland agaln seems
molten wax, reverse the process of revolutlom. Do not try to
pour Ireland into any political system. Think first how many
able men with pobllc minds the eountry has, how many 1t can hops
to have in the near future, snd mould your system upon those men . 56
This kind of enti-democratic idealism certainly seemed strangely out of
place in the twentieth cenbury. ) . ,

Education also comss under attack, because it had come to stend
for mediocrity snd uniformity of opinion, to produce bigotry (censorship)
and the reign of middle~class opinion. Yelt fundamentally the Irish
capaclty for Individual identity, whether in "country rapscallion or in

Bernard Shaw", remainsd. The Irish had also retalned a freedom from the

pressures of the popular press or unmiversal schoel'system, 8. freedom of

56
Ibid., p.13.
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spirit perhaps derived ultimetely from the heroic tradition. Something
of this spirit had been witnessed in 1916s »

When Pearse summoned Cuclulain to his side,
What stalked through the Post O0ffice?

" What else but some spirit still capeble of,ihfusing the life of Ireland?

The most extreme insistence In On_the Boller 1s on the necessity

of a war to unite the best minds in the country:

You that Mitchel's prayer have heard,
18end war in our time,; O Lprd!'

-- the inversion of & Christian liteny was Yeats's way of indexing in the
strongest terms the decay of Europsam civilisation, "the triumph of . . .
gangrel stocks". The messes were multiplying rapidly, and this
miltiplication could be halted only by a conflict in which the "educéted
clagses™ would selze and control one or more of the necessities of life,
"Humen violence . . . embodied in our institutions" would draw ocut the
loyalty of young and old, end promote the identity of the nation, for:

A government is legitimate because some Instinet has compalled
us to give it the right to take life in defence of its laws
and shores. « « «

I write with two certainties in mind: first that a lundred
men, their creative powsr wrought to its highest plich, their
will trained but not broken, can do more for the weslfare of a
people, whether in wer or peace, than a million of any lesser
sort no matter how expensive their education, and that although
the Irish masses are vague and excitable because they have not
yelt been moulded and cast, we have as good blood as there 1s In
Burops. Berkeley, Swift, Burke, Gralten, Parnell, fugusta
Gregory, Synge, Kevin O'Higgins, sre the true Irish people,
and there 1s nothing too hard for such as these.57

The charscteristic roll-call coneluding the ebove passage is an Indicatlon

57
Tbid., p.30.
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that the thought, though ext:ema,,is not altogether unfamiliar; among
othef thoughts, this is the call to the nation to heed eighteenth-

century ldeals and models.

The Yeats who produced On the Boiler was very mmch in the tradition

of the irascible patriot Swift of A Modest Proposai, as Torchlana has
A 58
pointed out. It is in the name of Swift, and in that of Berkeley, that

Yeats offers his challenge to rationalism and "whiggish" science,
affirming the wisdom of ancient Ireland as he aéknowledged its presence

In the poems~- "From mountalin to mountain ride the fierce horgemen.”

Yeats is very careful that his insistenée on immortality is not taken as
the mere superstitious, pagan quirk suitable to an Irish post,; for as we
Xnow from the whole body of his work, this is the aspect of the "Irish
intellect" most fundamental to his thought, as it is in the firs%
declematory section of "Under Ben Bulben':

Many times man lives and dies

Between his two extremities,

That of race and that of soul,

Ind ancient Ireland knew it all.
Vhether man dies in his bed

Or the xifle knocks him dead,

A brief parting from those dear

Is the worst men has to fear.

Though grave-diggers toil 1s long,
Sharp their spades, their mscles strong,
They but thrust their buried msn '
Back in the human mind again.

The relevent gloss in Qn_the Boller sets the same affirmation in the

context of Swift, Berkeley and the attack on mathematics, democracy snd

naterlialisms

58 A .
Yeats_and Georgian Ireland, p.340.
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Man has made mathematics, but God reality. Instead of hierar-
chical socliety, where all men sre different, came democracy;
instead of a sclence which had re-discovered Anima Mundi, its
expariments and observations confirming the spsculations of
Henry More, came materialism: all that whiggish world Swifid
stared on 1111l he becams a raging men. The anclent foundations
had scarcely dispsrsed when Swift's young acquaintance Berke-
ley destroyed the new, for all that would listen crested

- modern philosophy and established for ever the subjectivity
of space. No educated man today accepts the objective matler
and space of popular sclence, and yet deductions made by
those who believed in both dominate the world, make pessible
the stimlation and condonation of revolutlonary messecrve and
the mltiplication of murderous weapons by substituting for
the old humenity with its unique irreplacesble individuals
sonething that can be chopped and measured like a piece of
cheese; compel denial of the immortelity of the soul by
hiding from the mass of the pﬂopl@ that the grave diggers
have no place to bury us but in the humen mind. 59

This belief, for Yeats, was a part of the Irish heritage thatl created a
link between the aencient herocic sagas, Catholic Ireland, the Protestant
: Ire;aﬁd_of the eighteenth cenlury and his own work up to his death.
There have bsen seriocus sttacks on the Yeats discussed in this
chapter, as he emsrges from the last volumes of poetry, the letters end

60
On_the Boller; one modern critic places him in a modern group of

“reactJonarlps" who were all hostile to.democrscy and characteristic

61
twentieth-centuxry pollitical thought. The identification of Yeats with
thinkers of Fasclst tendency wlll never be altogether affirmed or rejected

because there is not sufficlent evidence of the extent amd real

59
On_the Boller, p.26.

60 ~
See, for example, Conor Crulse O'Brien, "Passlon and Cumming: An
- Essay on the Politics of W.B.Yeats", in In Excited Reverie, eds.Jeffares
and Cross, pp.207-278.

61 :
~Johnt R.Harrison,; The Reactionaries.
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nature of his committment to Fascist ldeals, nor is there a fully devel-
oped understanding of what 1t meant; in the nineteen-thirties, to be a
"Fagelist sympathiser! or s "Commnist sympathiser". These terms remaln

vague in luport end therefore meaningless to a point, espescially when
applied to writers and artists. To ewbark on o discussion of this sub-
jeet would raise a whole field of difficult questlions about the relation-
ship between politics and art. Yet the difficulty of Yeats's views will
renain end may increase for fubture resders further removed from knowledge .
of pre-Vorld War II Europs. |

Yeats was certainly out of sympathy with the twentieth century, a

point he mads ﬁo effort to conceal; he even worked 1t into hls systenm
atlic classificatlions of types end phases. I have stressed. his consery-
atism, his ldentification with a particular group in Irish history aid
his oun awsreness of the awblguities of his relationship with polities. Yet
1f Yeats vas indeed a ﬁreactiéﬁary“ (a term which seems calculated to
confuse rather then elarify the issue) the natnrétpf hisg reaction should be
explored in its complexity, if only to reveal how many-sided 1t wag. It
cortaeinly went much further than "Fasclst tendency® would account for,
end it was'ﬁasad on many positive beliefs which influenced both life
and art. The most useful direction to.mgve iny, if one wishes to vindicale
Yeats, is to stress these positives~- Imagination, a tragicAsénse of 1lifs
vhich nevertheless produced ecstacy and Joy, & love of heroism and trad-
itional virtues (bensficence, honesty, pride); end, as I haveAshowny a
patriotism which was critical yet thorgugthoimg,.and which saw ﬁhe.

nation and the nationsl ideal 83 a reality. One would stress; too, the
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inter-relationships between aspects of his thought, and the violent
suggestive manner in which he voiced his thought.
Yeats actually anticipated meny of the critiques of modern life since
vritten by liberal thinkers (for example, F.R.leavis, Richard Hoggart,
62

Roymond Williems ) who have deplored aspects of democracy and technology
which have weskened commmal life and instinctive values while meking poss-
-ible the tremendous powers of persuasion used by newspapazrs and other mass
media to impose uniformity on people. Yeatls's last-written poem, "The Black
Tower", shows him aware of the tempiaticns to be faced by those who defend
old valuess

Those hanners cowe to bribs or threaten,

Or whisper that a man's a fool

Vho, when his oun right king's forgotien,

Cares what king sets up his rule.
Yeata never did forget his right king or the right rule, and wuntil his death
"sang" of the themes he set against the "f£ilthy tide® of modern life: besauty
and love, herolc Irelend, tragic defeat and the conscliousness of age. I
Yeata's list of contents for his projected volume of poems were followed today,
his answer to those who accused him of pélitical bigotry would be his
last word:

And maybe whet they say is true

Of war and war's alsrms,

But O that I were young again

And held her in ny arms!

("Polities")

As lyric, this poem rejects iIn its wery form the large claims of politics. I3

leads us to the subject of the next chapter; where I turn from the public theus

of patriotism end politics to examine Yeats's pession for the lywic.

62 = i
Sse, for éxample, most of leavis's books, Richard Hoggaxrt s The
Uses of Literacy and Reymond Williams's Culture and Society 1780-1050.
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THE LYRIC INTEREST

“Lady'Gregory’s death, the lecture tour of.émerica and the yub-

lication of The King of the Greal Clock Tower were the key polnts of &

EeRvrestsiony

traneitional rhese In Yeata's career as a poet. The temporary bresk in
poetiec activity impaileddie&ﬁg to think ‘through his bellefs about
poetey so that he could resume his work. Yeaté was not a theorist.
kogthelics and poetic theory had always interested him at the point
vhere they touched his oun needs and instinets sbout the neture of
poetry. Cemerally he had little cause to be deeply interested in the
theories and Imnovationz of "medern poetry" bescamse he found tradition-
al formg well sulted o his own subject matter. He achieved the necess~
ary marrisge betwsen content and form instinctivély, employing formal
patterng with & natural ease. His modernity was.larg@ly a matter of
catehing the rhythm of the spoksn languege; through syntax end rhytha
be bridged the gulf betwsen everydsy spsech and postle sp@eehaAWhen he
turned to theory and principle, then, it was neither because he wes
dissatisfied with his own postry nor becanse he thought he had discov-
ered a nev end vitel principle. In éh@@&ing to emphagise that aspect of
poetry which he callad_”so&g“ and Wlyrie" he was returning to a life~
long precccupation end mannére Some Gﬁ his Bést'early poens had been

balleds. His most recent collection of pooms was titled Words for Music

Parhang . There wazg »no vradicsl devaoriture in turnin
22500802 nere wag ng raglcil aeparaure A 1PN ALY
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the collection and writing of lyrics, to his interest in the assoclilat-
ion of poeiry with music, or to a conecern about the public performance
of poetry, whether spoken or sung. Only the degree to which this aspect
of poetics engaged his attention wes uwmusual.
C.Day Ilewis defines the lyric as:

o o o & poem written for misic~- for an existing tune, or in

collaboration with a composer, or in an idiom demanded by

contemporary song=-writers, or simply with music at the back

of the poet's mind. )
Yeats used the term lyric in some of these senses, as a synonym for
"song" or for a poem written "with music at the back of the poet's
mind." Many of Yeats's poems from 1934 on were intended for msic,
though not always for existing msic. New Poems (1938) contained five
pages of tunes, end in the two series of Broadsides (1935 and 1937)
poems, illustrations and tunes were all brought together by design.

Vhatever the reasons for the lapse in Yeats's peetry writing
between May 1932 and July 1933 (that period covering Lady Gregory's
death and the Americen lecture tour), the return to poetry lay through
the writing of the dance play "The King of the Great Clock TowerM:
I made up the play that I might write lyrices out of draw-

atic experience, all my parsonal experience having in some

strange way coms to an end. They are good lyrics a little

in my early manner.?
As a method of finding poetic inspiration this may appsar strange, but

1t wvas nataral for Yeats in terms of past expsrience and his passion

1
The Iyric Immlse, p.3. This definition relates the lyric to
melc more closely then does current usage of the term in literary
eriticism.

2 :
letters, p.819.
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 for Mimpersonal' poetry. Many of his pl&ys.included gongs. The Noh form
of thé drema and iﬁs sdaptations wore a natural setting for songs be-
cause this drama was based on ritusl and asssthetic elements far removed
. from dvometic Yrealism". '"The King of the Greal Clock Tower! is a very
tight modification of Noh principles. In its first performsnce end in
the form of ite firet printing, as part of the wolums bearing its name,
the lyric nature and purpose are very clesr. The dislogue is in prose,
cut to the essentlial minimim, while the lyriecs and dences are empha-
sised, The play is held together by aesthetia'"momants"B and these
rather then the prose dialogue concentrate the commnicated meaning.
Tims the lyrics eve impsrsonal and dramatic. Of the four lyrics in this

prose version, one appzared later in Collected Poems as "The Alterna-

tive Song for the Severed Heed! and the final song (which was sung as
the curtains weve closed) appeared ss the Februery Brosdsids of the
1935 geries, titled "The Wicked Hawthorn Tree".

Yeats used the term "song" in two distinet senses, one 1it@r&i
and one figurative. In the litersl sense song described poems set to or
intended for msic. Such songs could be lyrics, folk songs; ballads or
marching songs. Yeats may have possessed little formal knowledge of
appreciation of musie, bubt he certainly studied espscis of the relat-

ionship between words and musle sufficlently thoroughly to be &bls %o

3 A

Yor =m exposition of Yeats's concept of the "moment", gee
Melchiori®s The Whole Mystery of Avt, pp.283-286. I use the term only
ag an snalogy, suggesting that the dances end songs in the play
capturs end hold 8tlll in an aesthetlic context that moment in Jife when
a person achieves Unlity of Being (es doss the dancer in "The Pouble
Vision of Michasl Robartest),
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undergtand some of the &es*theg’cics preblems Involved. As é@rly a8 the
firat decade of the century he was experimenting with #imple string
msic a3 & possible aid to the musical mnditién of apsech. Out of
these experiments be wrote the esssy "Speeking to the Psalt sry".L Mozt
of hig idsos on msic as an ald to poetry reading derived from this
early essay; he was able to put them to use again in his broadcasts of
1936 and 1937. The Broadsides were an opportunilty to carry his ideas
gbout mslc and poetry s stage further. Yeats's sisters at the Cuala
Press had produced cccasionel sheets of poems linked with m'usi@ and
pictures. Yeats himgelf had writien p@@rzis based on foll song and ballad.
models. Now, with the help of F.R.Higgins, & poet whose best work was
in the folk gong -~ ballad form; he deeided to launch a ser of such
Broadsides to appsar monthly bringing together poems, tunes and illus-
trationg. The poems were all to bs the work of Irish wrlters, a trad-
1tional posm and a modern one peired in esch issue.

The épp@arsm@e of a traditional poem easch month emphasised one
of Yeats's purposes which was to revive a traditional art. By publishe
ing the Qmég@ﬁ a8 a bound set at the end of the year with a fors-
word he underlined this purpose, despite the fact thalt few of »‘i;he
modern poems could be classified strictly as folk song, ballad, polit-
icel beallad or lyric. However, Yeats and his fellow-writers fulfilled
an eesthetic espirabtion in a way authentic and novel-- the printed form

of the broadsides themselves. They showed that even if such poetry

4 :
Bessays and Intreductions, pp.13-27. A useful treatment of
Yeats's association with Florsnce Fery 1s to be found in Bdward
Malinie, Yeats and Music (The Dolmen Press Yesms Centenary Papers),
. PP 487=493
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coald not be truly "popular", poets and musiclens could still produce
satisfying work within en earlier tradition.
Ths foreword to the collscied volume of 1935 was signed by

* W.B.Yeats and F.R.Higgins but both Yeals's references to it in lettersﬁ
and its style Indicate that, however much technicél information Higgins
provided; Yeats was mainly responsible for it. It is headed "inglo-
Irish Ballads"; the first section very briefly Qutliﬁes the history of
the ballad in Ireland from the Babltle of the Boyne, but the second
section is clearly a justifiéatiom by Yeats of his own thsorles about
the qualities of Trish music which made 1% suitable for poetry:

Both town and country ballads get their characteris%ics from

the msle. Because that music permlitls, like much Asiatic msic,

quartsr-tones, the stress will sometimes lack sharpness, cer- .

taintygé
Yeats identified the main problem of the composer who writes a tune for
vords: that of Litting the mefv@ of the tone to the metrical pattern of
woﬁds° For Yests, msic's function was to aid the vords, not in the
sense of interpreting them but in psrmittiing "speech to rise impercept-
ibly into song" while serving the words, letting them retain their own
rhythn and s@und qualities. It was this cruclal difficulty thet he gave
most thought to. In good poetry, thsre‘is almost invarlably a certain
degree of "couﬁterpointing" of rhythm against metre. Yeatls himself never

rejected formal metrical pattexms, yet the rhythms of his poems create &

tension with the underlying metre. To surmount the difficulty as far as

5
See Letters on Postry, pp.33-34.

6

"inglo~Irish Ballada" In Broadsides (1935), n.p.



51

song wes concerned, where a regular btune will not allow this counter-
point, bhe claimed that mmsilc freed from the modern diatonle scale would
in turn free the metricel pattern of the song, allowing the rhythm of
the words to create theilr proper stress system:

In "The Groves of Blarney" the third line

"Being banks of posies that spontanecus grow there"

halts because the stress falling upon "spontaneous" carries

too many syllsbles. Sung to Irish musice all runs swmoothlys

the stress, though falling mainly upon the second syllable,

~  enriches the whole word. A singer camnot indeed ging it ade-~
- quately if he does not like words for their own sake however

1ittle he understends them. IT he seng to a musician trained

in modern msic he would be condemmed for the imperfection of

his ear, yet no rich-sounding two or three syllasbled word can

be spoken or sung without quarter-tones.?
Maslically this makes 1little sense. In fact, the strictly tuned distonlc
scale of modern music (d.e., post-sixteenth centurj) has made it imposs-
ible for all but the most highly-tralned singer to distinguish and
reproduce any scund smaller in interval than a semitone. If quarter-
tones conld be fixed and reproduced, they would have no liberalising
effect on metre and rhythm. Yeats's argument reslly derives frgm his
conviction that music mst be freed from the rigidity of fixed msical
notation, which is why he disliked instruments like the plano where the
arrangement of the keys limits the possible sounds to those of the dia-
tonic scale. His argument also explains his favoured instrusents, the
drum, flute and violin, which can produce tones other than those fixed
by the scale.

Yealts, then, disliked the two regulated aspects of written mslc

which set it epart from poetry-- fixed metrical system and regulated
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piteh. On the other hand, msic could; if understood in his way, com=
plete the written poem by lifting it from the page, msking it possible
to be sung by simple people, thereby guaranteeing its lmpsrsonality,
dramatic qualily end “popularlty". The closest musical approximation to
what Yeatls wented of his music is found in ths reeitative sections of
_-opsra, pessages of diélogu@ sung in & mamer that follows as c¢losely as
‘possible the natursl rhythm of the intonations of the speaking voice.
Berpg end Schénberg gm@ng modern composerg pioneered this recitative
technique in opers. Becamse the scoring of such pessages has to be
extromely unspscific end becamse subtleties of spsech intonation are
possible to the singer but lmpousible to score by eonventional wmethods,
- gifted and sensitive performers can, indeed, produce the quarter-tones
so favoured by Yeats.

The theory that Yeats had propounded in his essay "Speaking to
the Pzaltery" and in the forewords to the two sels of Broadsides wes far
removed from the practice followed in the poem setitings themselves; end
has more relevance to his experiments in brioadeastihgo _'I‘hea fow minor
COMpPOsars w};;c undertook the mmsical side of the work followed Yeats's
wishes in writing only tunes, thus freeing the settings from fimed har-
monies whieh would heve limited the scops aveilable to his singers for
improvisation. Several of the tunes algo avolded allagiaﬁce to a striet
harmonic framework (for exsmple, "The Wicked Hawthorn Téaa“) s perhaps an
attempt by the composer to retain a suggestion of traditional Gaelic

misic. Othervise the seltings remain econventional, written in orthodox

8
See Yeats and Maslcs p.497, for a fuller discussion of this.
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notation and all with strict metre.

Yeats's songs in the 1935 series are the least derivative from
traditional literery models of those by modexrn poets and the three songs
have little in common with each other. "Tﬁe Rose Tree", which had been
written some two decades earlier as one of the posf»Easter Rising poems,
comes closest to being a polltical ballad, but it is too thoroughly
literary to deserve the nams. The subject matter is that sultable to the
political ballad but the style is closer to that of the literary ballad
with its resonant symbolism and perfectly balanced dialogue form. "The
Rose Tree" is hardly characteristic of Yeats's later ballad style in any
case, and of course it was not intended for singing when it was written.
When he selscted it for publication as a Broadside, 2ll but one line were
sufficiently reguler in rhythm for the tune; but the line "Maybe a bresth
of politic words" was'revised into the less awkwsrd "Some politlcian's
idle words". Yeats commented on ‘this'chaﬁge in his foreword, by way of
exemplifying his theory of quarter-tones:
| One of the present writers hed to change the word "politic" in

a song because it was "unsingable, but a country singer would

not have found it "unsingable", might indeed have taken a part~

icular pleasure in it. No word effective in speech should

perhaps be unsingable .?
He was partly right. Very few of the traditional ballads and carols are
sufficiently reguler in metre {to match, verse by verse, the metre of
tﬁeir msic; often notation mst be varied to accomodats varying numbsrs

of syllsbles and often, too, the rhythm and stress of the words must

govern the musical setting. But the issue here wag rather different, for

9 . S
"anglo-Trish Ballads! in Broadsides (1935), n.p.
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all but that line of the poem are so regular that one line containing
foc many syllsbles and an awkward stress would have ruined the song iﬁ
performance.

"The Wicked Hawthorn Tree", .from the play "The King of the Great
Clock Tower", is closer to Yeats's own conceptlon of the lyric in that
it is completely dramatised as a conversation betwaen'the "rambling,
‘shanbling travelling-man' and the "wicked, crooked hawthorn tree", the
ons & simple, instinctive peasant who l1s granted his moment of insight
into the world beyond mortal life (Gastlé Dergan come to life again with
its gay and gallant occupants), the other devious and worldly wise. This
lyric is neither restricted by ites literary qualities nor derivative
from treditional models. It adheres to the ballad conventions of the
fouffb@at line end the dialogue form,; yet it retaing the natural rhythm of
spsech. Arthur Duff mst have haed to employ some ingenuity to allew for
all the veriations in the mugber of syllables to one line of music, and
the different stress patterns throughout, yﬁt he did do this so that a
ginger waulq have help in knowing precisely which syllabls to sing to
which note and vhen to give one syllsable to two ﬁates of misiec.

Yeats's last contribution to the 1935 Broudsides = "The Soldiewr
takes Pride' - was a different matter; even Avthur Duff merely reprinted
as it stood the traditional tune he had chosen, because the variations
demanded for each of the three verses were so meny and complex. This
song was one of the "Three Songs to the Same Tune" prémpt@d by O'Duffy
for his Blueshirts; Yeats himself explained that the refrain was
replaced by one meré fanciful, in order to deflect undesirsbhle moveuments

from veing the song. The old man's refrain is typicsl of those Yeats wrote



- for his late ballads:

‘Yho'd care to dig 'em,'! said the old, old man,
'Those six feet morled in chalk?

Mash I talk, more I wallks

Time I were buried®, ssid the old, old men.

It works as a comment on the verses s shifting snd expanding its meaning
with each verse. By its last eppearsnce 1t comments ironicelly on both
the hollow nature of the "iree that has nothing within it" and the
hollow aspirations of the marching soldiers. The particular twist lies
in-the insult of the chorus which would have been sung by 'thé marching
men themselves; while they marched with stirring idealism they were to
sing of an old wan who also talked and walked, but with the cynicism of
a man who hag seen through life and the preltensions of the young. Iron-
iecally, too, the four lines of the refraln are the only successive lines
which match thelr part. of the tune syllsble for syllable. Some of t};@
verse lines are virtually impossible to sing agalmst the'nctss given
unless the tune is tempered wlth coné‘iderablye

In these 1935 Broadsidss 'bhc—z‘ emphaﬁs ves fairly narrow. The
contents were entirely Irish and were slantsd towards traditional
styles and forms even in the work of modern Irish poets; F.R.Higgins,
for instence, contributed four poems, all in the folk style. But already
thzft year Yeats plarmed a rather different serles for 193’7,,' and the
Broadside activity became one of a number centering around Yeats's
theories ebout modern poetry, lyrlcs and the public presentation of
poetry. In 1935 Yeabts was commissioned to prepere sn anthology of modexrn
verse for the Oxford University Press. This was to be no routine task,

but a challenge for him to define his own views on poetry:
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I | canrnaver do any kind of work (apart from verse)

unless I have a clear problem to solve. My problem this

time will be: 'How far do I like the Ezra,; BEliot, Aiden

school and if I do not, why not?' 10
In preparing the anthology Yeats made contact with other poets who
shared his views snd taestes in poetry, and found in Dorothy Wellesley
and W.J.Turner especially two poets who shared his enthusiasm for the
" lyric; Dorothy Vellesley became co-editor with him of the 1937 Broad-

sides, while W.J.Turner as music critic of the New Statesmen enthusi-

astlically reviewed them and wrote articles on the subject of.poetry and
msic. A group of poets, musiclians and readers centred arcund Yeats and
Dorothy Wellesley, involved first in the work for the Brosdsides end
later in Yeats's broadcasté for the B.B.C. _
There were,; then, two aspscts of poetry Interesting Yeats at this
time, vhich touched each other at several points. There wes the formulat- i

ion of Yeats's values In modern poetry; as they emerged in the long

introduction and contents of the Qxford Book of Modern Verse, velues of

1yricism, rhythmic strength, intensibty and personality; all these values
were sought in the poems selectsd for pﬁblishing.with misic as Broad-
sides. The second aspect arose from the first,; from Yeats's constant wish
to hear poems sung and recited well. This aspect of publié performance
resulted in the series of B.B.C. broadcasts. Yet it is clear that these two
aspacts were part of a whole; they were related strands of the Yeatsian
dogma thatipoatry is a popular art, binding intense thought and common

speech together into single, intense lyric utterance.

10
Letters, p.833.



57

The Oxford anthology mey not be the safest means by which to
approach English poetry in the first third of this cenfury, but as an
illustrated exposition of what Yeats himself considerea significant in
poetry it cannot be bettered. Throughout the introduction and the
selections we find the strongest emphasis 'given to the nature of the lyric
and the lyriec poet; the centrality of rhythm; the exaltation of personality,
herolc song, the folk tradition; and the growing love of what Yeats called
"strange philosophy'. These were not tﬁe values acclaimed by "modernist!
erts and critics, and Yeals was always aware of tﬁe Febexr publishing
house and the Faber anthology standing in the background, és the orthodox
opposition to his own point of view.ll _

The opsning selection of the Oxford Bock indicates the nature of

. Yeats's interests; he took the famous description of Leonardo da Vinei's

"Mona Lisa' from Pater's Renalssapce and printed it as free verse, in

order to show Pater's consclousness of rhythum and verbal mmsics

Pater was sccustomed to glve each sentence a separate page of
manuscript, isolating end analysing its rhythm; Henley wrote

certain 'hospital poems,' . . . in vers libre, . . . but did

not permit a poem to arise out of its own rhythm as do Turner
and Pound at their best and as, .I contend, Pater did.l2

Yeats admired Edith Sitwsell because she expressed the disillusionment of
the modern world by her artificial strsngeness, distorting metre and
language in her poetry, while still remsining "traditional':

Hor language is the traditional language of literature, bub
twisted, torn, complicated, jerked here and there by strained

11
See letters on Postry, pp.36, 58.

12 :
Oxford Bock of Modern Verse, p.viii.




resemblances, unnatural contacts, forced upon it bg terror
or by some violence beating in her blood; « « « A3

Yeats did not believe he was throwing the anthology into a historical
vacuum, but while he recognised that the quarn world was undexgoing a .
crisis in values and beliefs, he did not admire poets who turned to
satiric method and formlessness, or those who became passive in the face
of the undefined horror, cruelty and meaninglessness of life. His comments
on. T.S.Eliot show that Yeats recognised his stature while remaining
f‘uﬁdamen‘b&lly unsympathetic to his poetrys
o o o in Geseribing this life that has lost heart his owm art
seems grey, cold, dry. He is en Alexander Pops, working with-
out appavent imagination, producing his effects by a rejection
of all rhythms and metaphors used by the more populer romentics .
rather than by the discovery of his own, this rejectlion giving i
his work en unexaggerated pleinness that has the effect of
novelty. « « « Nor ecan I put the Ellot of these poeus [5..e.,
up to "The Waste Land"] among those that descend from Shakese
peare and the translators of the Bible. I think of him as
satirist rather than poet.lé
Yeats was more generous in his estimate of the later poetry, but clearly
did not consider Eliot-a "traditional! poet, in the sense that he regardsd
Bdith Sitwell, W.J.Turner and Dorothy Wellesley as traditional; their :
postry seemed to him closer to the criterion of a good poem: "em elaborat-
ion of the rhythms of common speech and thelr assoclation with profound
15
feeling." Rhythm gave life to poems. Yeals disliked the avoidance of

strong rhythunic quality he detected in T.S.Ellot, and looked for a rhythm

13
"Modern Poetry" in Essays and Introductions, pp.500-~501.

14

Oxford Book of Modern Verse, pp.xxi-xxii.

15
Essays _and Introductions, p.508.
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close to spsech, but artificial in its elaboration by the artist, its
dependence on a sense of word quali%y end thought. He had written to
Dorothy Wellesley, telling her that she had

« « o the best language among us because you most completely

follow Aristotle's advice and write 'like the common psople!,
You haeve the animation of spoken words and spoken syntax. The
worst language is Elliot's {Yeatls's miSwsEzlliné} in all his

early poenms-= a level flatness of rhythm.

Again, the two aspects are linked: the values of poetry are inseparsble
from those of artlculated lenguage. |
Rhythm, then, was linked wlth other Yeatsian values, such as the

ideal of folk poetry with its exaltation of porular themes, oral tradition
and heroic perascnality. These qualities Yeats found in the Irish verse
tradition, and 11t 1s for this reason that Irish poets were so generously
represented in the Oxford anthology:

In Irelsnd, where still lives almost undisturbed the last folk

tradition of western Furope, the songs of Campbell and Colum

draw from that tradition their themes, return to it, and are

sung to Irish airs by boys and girls who have never heard the

names of the authors.l?
English poetry, even that of Sitwell, Vellesley and Turner, was preoccu-
pied with philosophy, Irish poetry with perscnality:

The English movement, checked by the realism of Eliot, the

soclal passion of the War poets, gave way to an impsrsocnal

philosophical poetry. Because Ireland has a still living folk

traditiony; her poets camnot get it out of their heads that they

themselves, good-tempered or bad-tempered, tall or short, will
be remembered by the common psople. Instead of turning to

16
Ietters_on Poetry, pedd.

17
Oxford Book of Modern Versze, p.xiii.
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impersonal philosoph{é they have hardened and deepened
their personalities. _ ' :

It is not hard to see why Yeats excluded Wilfred Owen from the emthology,
yet represented the minor Irish poet Gogarty by no less than seventeen
poems, giving him as many pages ag T.S.Eliot. The contrast Yeats drew
between English and Irish poetry of the period could be summed up in the

comment of a fellow Irish poet (probably F.R.Higgins) vho reacted to a

poen of Turner's with the comment, " 'We camnot become philosophic like
. 19 .
the English, our lives are too exciting.' " It was characteristic of

. Yeatz to make much of these ﬁational differences; one of his favourite
sayings was the philosopher Berkeley's refutation of the dogmas of
‘Locke with the succinct phrase, "We Irish do not think so.®

Yet for Yeats the phllosophy he discovered in English poets like

Sitwell, Herbert Read and his two friends Dorothy Wellesley and W.J.Turner
vag strangely attractive. Much of the intrcduction to thé anthology is
occupied with an enalysis of the way.in vhich the poet's sense of crisis
in the modern world is trensmited into phiiosophy. It seems mystifying
that Yeats could write almost reverentially of the "exciting thought!
and "strange philosophy" of Turner's poems, until one sees that by
"philosophy" Yeats means something quite different from "abstraction", and
thaf he usually uses the words to describe that reliance on man's sense

- of the mystery at the heart of life we find in hils own posms. Uﬁfortunately '

18 :
Bssays end Introductions, p.500. .

19 '
Oxford Book of Modern Verse, p.xlv.
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" Yeats was not very clear in defining this.philosophy3 but in Turner and
wélleéley he admiréd.the sense of the mind's pover to penetrate beyond
the material world to one where the distinétion between‘?orn and,unborﬁ
. is indeterminate. In other words, Yeats followsd Berkeley as always,

and admired modern poets like Turner, who saw the world in terms of a
r.’;iv:'me s mysterlous landscape, and Dorothy Wellesley, who emphasised the
individual and indestructible soul as it passed from conception to life.
This kind of metaphysical, speculative poetry was the "philosophy"
admired by Yeats, and to him it was a part of the Irish identity too, as
I have shown in the previous chapter. Profound feeling, strange thought
and powerful rhythm-- all these things Yeats found in this poetry. .

In the work of the final school of peets considered in the
introduction - that of C.Day lewis, MacNeice, Spender, Auden and Madge =~
Yeats found a poetry foreign ‘bo his own tastes and yet admireble in its
strong intellectual character. To Yeals these poets seemed to have trans-
cended the passivity of the War poets; without éufting themselves off
vfrem the sense of suffering induced by the war and the sense of meaning-
lessness recorded by Eliot in "The Weste Land". Comparing them with
the Sitwell, Turner, Wellesley graup,~he found them "modern through the
character of their intellsctusal passion:

Although I hawve preferred, and shall agaln, constrained by a
different nationality, a man so meny years old, fixed to some
one place, known to friends and enemies, full of mortal frailty,
expressing all things not made mysterious by nature with im-
patient clarity, I have read with some excliement poets I had

approached with distaste, delighted in their pure spiritual
objectivity as in something long foretold.<0

20
Ibid., ppexxxvi-xxxvil.
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Yeats was, in factg fsirer to a school of poets basically incompatible
with him than he has generally been given credit for. But his prefor-
ences were clear: for "lyrile!" poets as against "intellectuél" poets,
.whether the former were in the Irish tradition of personality, heroism
end folk poetry or in an English tradition of rcmahtic; lyric "philos«:
ophy".

By preparing the Oxforé Book end engaging in a frequent exchange
of letters with Dorothy Wellesley, Yeals had done mich of the groundwork
fo& the later set of Broadsides. "I want to make another atiempf to unite
literature and music";21 Yeats wrote to Dorothy Wellesleys; this time all
the poems chosen were to be contemporary, and in each lssue an Engligh
poem end an Irish were to be paired. Most of the names of contributers
are famlliar from the Oxford book. Of the fourteen Irish poems selected;
Yeats wrote five, Higgins three, O'Comnor and James Stephens two each,

' Gogarty end Colum one each; four had appeared in the anthology. Dorothy
Vellesley an&>H;JeTurn§r wrote three poems eacﬁ for the series and the
four remeining were contributed by Edith Sitwell, de la Mare, Hilalre
Belloc and Gordon Bottomleys two of the English poems were from the
anthology. The music was the work of a nuwber of musicians inciuding
Turner and Edmund Dulac. The main significance of the 1937 Broadsides
combared with the earlier set lay in the nature of the songs. Theres were
soms folk songs and ballads in the pgraditional manner, including scme of
Yeats's series to appear later in New Poems ("Come Gather Round me Par-

nellites" and "The Curse of Cromwell", for instance), but a larger core

21
Ietters on Postry, p.29.
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of the series were some of the strange philosophical lyries which Yeals
had written sbout in the introduction to the Oxford anthology. The
difference In styls can be 1llustrated clearly by examples from these
twe distinct classes:
What shall we do for btimber?
The lagst of the weods is down,
Kilcash and the house of 1ts gloxy
Ind the bell of the house are gone;
The spot where her lady waited
That shamed all women for grace
When earls came walting to greet her
And Mess was egid in that place.
- In "Kilessh" by Frank 0'Connor the simplicitvy is that of the traditicnal
Irish folk song, formally regular end direct; its subject mabter tradit-
fonal in its lament for pest days. This ballad influenced Yeats in his
"The Curse of Cromwell? but In any cese it is typleal of the itype of
ballad being writien by Irish poets, Higgins in paviticular. More typical
of the English poems was Turner's "Mew fade like Roecls", with ilts sugg-
egtive rhythm and language, tending towards whalt Yeats called his
"strange pbilosophical poems":
Rock=-1liks the sculs of msn
Fade, fade in time.
Falls on worn surfaces,
Slow chims cn chime,
Sense, like a murmuring dew,
Soft sculpturing rain,
- Or the wind that blows hollowing
In every lane.
This kind of slight posm has been typified ss "pure lyrie! with its
tentativensgs and simpliclty and its emphasis on carefully produced

verbal music. Yeata's predilectlon for lyrie postry included both kinds

of lyrie, the folk lyric and its modern approximations and the lyrie



which comes Qloser to "art gong" form.

» An dmportent part of the new sefies was to be the introduction
signed jointly by Yeats and Dorothy Wellesley, but actually the work Qf
Yeats and W.J.Turner. When broaching the Sﬁbject of the intraéuction with
Dorofhy Wellesley Yeats wrote that they could "ge%.hold of Turner and
incorporate his musleal learning and‘pretend it is our ownﬁozz Turner was
regarded as something of an expert on English mnsig, opara and song, snd
eébces of his rather speclalised knowledge are readily deteptable in the
introduction, called "Music and Peetry". Turner had reviewed the 1935

‘ Broadsides in the New Statesmsn and besides writing two articles on msie
and vords for the same journal in July 1937, he met Yeats and discussed
the subject with him at Dorothy Wellesley's home. Mmong the musical nemes
Yeats cited in the introduction were those of Gluck, Pyrcell, Mozart snd
Wagners; the same namss.figured gs part of Turner's argumsnt in his Ney
Statesmen columm of 10 July 1937, wheﬁ he was writing on "Musie, Words

and Action". Turnerts article suggested strongly that musie snd poetry were
éeparate arts and concluded that "the post must eschew rigidly the slight-
est attempt to write poetry" vhen writing a text for a musician. Yeats,
deviously concealing his reliance on Turnmer's musical knowledge; wrote in
the introduction that

Somebody has saild that the poet who writesrfor a conpeser shounld

"eschew all attempts to write poetry; yet did not Sappho and

Pindar attemplt it and even a folk song begins somewvhere?

Vhether or not Turner had read Yeats's rejoinder, he modified his opinion

22 :
Ietlers on Peetry, p.l104.
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in his Ney Statesman article of 24 July, in words that in turn echoed
Yeats's views: ‘

Mr Yeats has written many lyrics which are really songs and
should be sung, but who is to compose the music for them?
Certainly not the expert modern mmsiclan using the diatonie
scale, a scale devised for purely msical puarposes, for key-
board instruments and to ensble musicians to hasve at their
service the whole wealth of harmony and easy modulation from
key to key! The old ballad-singers and folk-song singers did
not use keyboard instruments and depended entirely on their
melodic line which fitted their words like a glowve, both
belng generated together. In Ireland the tradition of folk-
gong being not yet quite extinct, Mr.Yests is haunted by the
possibility of his lyrical songs belng sung. He himself sings
them in a sort of chant vhich is not unmusical, though it is
not muslc as professional msicians understend it. But the
old folk-singers, even 1f thsy were using a recognisable mode,
used to go flat or sharp as they wished for the sake of ex-
pression. When modern msicisns have recorded thess songs
they have generally falsifisd them by fitting them to the
procrustean bed of the diatonic scale and given them a keyboard
accompaniment. They claim this is done in the interests of
msic, but it is a false claim. It is conceiveable that msic,
like poetry, needs regeneratlng by a return to a more natural
expreqsion.QB

These views are very simllar to those expressed in the introductlon written
for the Broadsides. Dorothy Wellesley has provided the key to understanding
vhy the views of Yeats and Turner revealed a muitual, see-sawing influence:

W.B.Y. stayed at Penns in the Rocks in June and again in
July, and we 'blocked in' . . . the 'manifesto' which was
printed as the Praeface to the bound volume of 1937 Broadsides.

W.J.Turner, Hilda Metheson and others gathered here during
these vislits, arguing, discussing, llstening to Yeats's talk,
making tunes for poems, trying to find the elusive truth about
words for msic. In the following year Clinton Baddeley carried
these discussions further in three broadecast talks, illustrated
with songs, which greatly pleased Yeats. He (Clinton Baddeley)
is carrying them still further in a forthcoming book. 24

23 : )
The New Statesmsn, 24 July 1937, p.l47.

24, ‘
Ietters on Poetry, p.l4i0.




Whlle Turner was able to provide Yeats with the mmsicological back-
ground for his argument (in the examples of Gluck, Purcell, Mozart ané
Wagner), Yeats did much more for Tarner in converting him to the view
that music and poetry were arts that should be united. Turner's remapks
sbout the shortcomings of the dlatonlec scale reflect Yeats's attitudes
."as far back as his essay "Speaking to the Psaltery". These attitudes
'had, of course, been strengthened in the interim, especially by Higgins's'
knowledge of traditional Gaelic msic. "Natural expression" was the key
to Yeats's theories sbout the recitation end singing of poems.

Vhen Dorothy Wellesley remarked,; in a letter to Yeats,.that all
poetry was bornn of a tune,?5 Yeats took up the phrase enthuslastically
. and in characteristic manner developed the thought:

It is a queer thing that the folk 1ilt lost since the time of
Burns has besn discovered in our time. The essay I told you I
vas writing on tune and poetry 1s for the bound volume of the
present Cuals Broadgides and done in collaboration with F.R.
Higgins whe is a fine folk musician. We show that even the -

poet who thinks himself(ignoranﬁ of misic will sometime write
unconsciously to tunes.<

Yet, having granted the dependence of lyric poetry oﬁ tune, or at any
rate on & concept of tune, Yeats nevertheless inéisted strongly on the
primacy of words and the absolute necessity for stark simplicity in
msic written or used ags setiings:

We can do little, but we can sing, or persuade our friends to
sing, traditional songs, or songs by new poets sel in the trad-

25 '
Ibid., pp.32,33.
26 - : "
Ibid., p.34.
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itional way. There should be no accompaniment because where

vords are the object an. accompaniment can but distract att-

ention, and because the musiclen who claims to translate the

emotion of the poet into another wvehicle is a liar. Sustain-

ing notes there have been and may be sagain; a pause, dramatic

or between verses, may admit flute or string, clapping hands,

ceracking fingers or whistling mouth. We reject all professional

singers because no mouth trained to the modern scele can art-

iculate poetry. We mst be content with butchers and bakers

and those few persons who sing from delight in words.27

What Yeats called his "menifesto" represented his last word on

the relationship between words and music. Now that his ideas had clari-
fied and material was ready to hand, he became anxlous to srrange
performances of his songs end those of hls friends. This insistence on
the necessity of performance drove thoughts of earlier lssues ocut of
his mind: -

e ¢ « I am much too happy writing ballads & getting them set
to music & arranging to get them sung.

During lete 1936 and 1937 there were performences of poetry and msic at
the Abbey Theatre and the Irish Academy and Yeats undertook several
broadcasts for the B.B.C. which were an opportuﬁity for him to carry
experimentation further.

The first few broadcasts indeed proved to be experimenfél; one
of them, éonfined to Radio Elresmn, was disastrous. Yeals had helped to
prepare a programme of songs and msic to bé broadcast from thg Abbey
Theatre. For Yeats one feature of the programme was especially attract~

ive: the broadeast was to finish with one of the Casement poems. Plans

27 '
"MMusic and Poetry" in Broadsides (1937), n.p.

ng
O

Ietters on Poestyy, p.120.
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were made to sénd_records to_the B.B.C. for re-broadcasting from there,
and Yeals candidly warned that the last item would prove unsuitable.
However, the technical reproduction of the programme was so bad thal no
re~broadcast was possible. Yeals was appalled and warned George Barnes =
the B.B.C. producer planning the English Yeats broadcasts -~ that he
would have to take full responsibility for them, and even wondered about
the feaslbility of his own theories:

~

. Possibly all that I think noble and poignant in speech is im-

possible. Perhaps my old bundle of poetls tricks is useless.

I got Stephenson while singing 'Come all old Parnellites' to

clap his hands in time to the muslc after every verse and

Higgins added people in the wings clapping their hands. It

was very stirring-- on the wireless it was a schoolboy knocke

ing with the end of a penknife or a spoon.<9
ﬁbwever, the two plarmed B.B.C. programmes were broadcast in April 1937,
involving Yeats's standard team: Yeats himself preparing the script and
introducing the programme, George Barnes producing, with Yeats rehearsing
Clinton-Baddeley snd Margot Ruddock in reading the posms. These pro-
grammes were very much- radic realisations of the Broadsides concept,
with English popular poetry by Belloc, Chesterton and Newbolt among
others and Irish lyrics and ballads by Yeals and F.R.Higgins. Yeats was
8till not at all sure &bout the form the msic should take. In the first
of thé two programmes, "In the Poet's Pub', musical interruption was
confined to drum~rolls betweeh stanzas and posms, an atmospheric and
rhythmic effect. He was more ambitious in the second, "In the Poet's

Parlour", for which Imogen Holst wrote music and rhythms for the bamboo

pipe. Margot Ruddock sang the refrain to Yeats's "I am of Ireland", and

29 .
letters, p.872.
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chanted a poem by Licnel Johnson. The clatter-bones were rattled as em
interlude in Higgins's ballad "Song for the Clatter Bones". Yeats was
experimenting with the production of strange, assthetic effects which he
hopsd would heighten the beauty of the poems. His main interest was not
msical but assthetic.

The real nature of Yeats's difficulties became apparent in the
next broadecast, "My Own Poetry", of 3 July 1937; this was planned along
the same lines as the two previous programmes, with the difference that
all the poems were by Yeats. The intention wes to apply Yeats's ideas to
the broasdeasting of hiz own work. Bdmmd Dulse was conmissioned to write
misic, espscially a setting for "The Curse of Cromuell", Yeats's fav-
~ourite among his ballads of *cbaf period. The maln interest of the brosd-
-cast 1s that Yeats and Dulac quarrelled over the setting and its per-
fom’zéﬁcee

Unfortunately no recording of this programme now exists and the
various accounts of it are ccm*tz:"z‘a,dic'to:;;*yoBD However, it is clear that
Yeats placed eonsidereble confidence in I;ru];a.c before the broadcast:
Dulac had se't Yeate's ballad "The Three Bushes" to musie, and 1t had
been sung at an Academy dinner during May 1937. ’i’eats wag certainly ex-
ci‘i:ed' By the setting and 1ts performance:

On Vednesday night at our Acadeny Dinner I heard "The Three
Bushes" sung to your musie. I never saw an audience more moved,

a good meny Jjolned in the chorus but softly and with evident
feeling. Gogarty was in the chair and made a spsech about it--

30
See Wade, Bibliography, p.473; letters, pp.888-891;892-893;
Hone, W.B.Yeatls, p.459; lLetters on Poetry, p.l4l.
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We are at a great historic moment, a moment as importent as
that which saw the birth of Elizabethan lyric and its music.!

e« « + I have had a letter from Starkie this morning praising
the method of your music which unites 'poetry and music in

the true original way' and is the start of 'a new movement' and
'an art of infinite subtlety of rhythms with music faintly pen-
¢illing in the rhythms of the verse.! 31

Yeats was cbviously delighted by all this, perhaps especially by Starkie's
-last comment, which reflected Yeats's strong view that the sounds and
‘rhythms of the verse should be the basis for any setting. He especially
wanted to have Dulac set "The Curse of Cromwell!, already set to an Irishl
folk tune Yeats thought inferior to Dulac's work.

Hone32 states that Yeats and Dulac quarrelled during rehesrsal,
presunably oﬁer "The Curse .of Cromwell®, and that Yeats "drafted en amn-
~ouncement to show that he dissociated himself from Dulac's setting of his

.words. " Xet in letters to Dulac, Yeats maintained that hls argument was
not ﬁith the setting, but with its p formance by an unnamed singer°33
Yeats was certainly ambigucus in laying the blame, but at any rate to
Dulec he insisted that he had no cquarrel with his tunes:

I have never accused you of writing ?ofganised misic! or ques-

tioned your msic In any way. I have questioned a method of

singing it « + .

I want to get back to slimplicity and cen best do it - I believe -
by writing for our Irish unaccompenied singing. Every change I make

to help the singer seems to improve the poems.

o L3 e * ¢ ] L] * . L] ° L] * L . L L] L] . . L] * L) ° . 9 L] o * e ° L] e L]

George's dislike of the singer surprised me even more than her app-

31
Letters, p.890.

32
W.B.Yeats, p.459.

33 .
Evidently the singer was Olive Groves; see Bibliogrsphy, p.473.




71

roval of Margot. I have no doubt that I shall like your new

misic as much as I have liked your 0ld when I have hesrd it

sung.34
Whether or not Yeats objected to Dulac's setting itself and so dissoc-
jated himself from it, or whether he simply cbjected to its performazaées
is uncertain. But the comments of his Irish collesgue F.R.Higgins show that
'fbhe bagic issue was the long-standing distinctlion he and Yeals drew between
traditional Irish modal muslic and the "English" diatonic scales )

Higgins came in three nights ago, approved our manifesto, sald

ny broadecast was a failure, and blasmed . . . In the main, thought

his music good but . . .3 sald no singer trained on the diatonic

scale can sing poetry; said all respectable people in Ireland seng

according to that scsele, bult that he and all disreputables sang in

the ancient modes.35 -
.Dulac was undoubtedly the object of Higgins's sirictures. It was a matter
of quarter-tones apd chanting againj Dulac's fault was that, although a
sensitive msician, he was writing the conventional tunes based on the
modern scale. F.R.Higgins evidently influenced Yeats's musical ideas
strongly and since the latter was rusically inexpert he accepted Higgins's
preferences as binding aesthetic truth. At any rate, when Yeals presented
his final broadcast progremme of poetry, "My Own Poetry Again", Dulac was
not invitsed to collaborate. Yeals read some of his poems and Margot Ruddock
sang two of the songs, evidently to her own tunes.

Yeats's fascination with the idea of creating a union betwsen words

and rusic found expression in the two sets of Broadsides, in the broad-

34
letters, p.892, 893.

35
Ietlers on Poetry, p.lél.
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casts, in the singing of folk songs and béllads at the Irish Academy
dinners and finally in the publication of New Poems where tunes were
printed at the end of the book. In the sense that all these were part of a
serious attempt to revive an art form, the attempt failed since Yeats never
secured either a large enough audience or the critical attention of other
poets and musicians to achieve recognition or stert a movement. Although
his wes a concern shared by people as diverse as Cecil Sharp, who pioneered
the collecting of folk musiciin this centgry, the poet Muden and the
composer Stravinsky, Yeats knew none of these psople well. His experiment
remained private and uncompleted.

There were two distinct sides to the experiment. On the one hand;
Yeats was concerned sbout the ballad tradition native to Ireland, and in
this concern he was Influenced by Higgins whose knowledge of Irish trad-
itional music was considersble. Higgins repeatedly tried to draw Yeats away
fron the very different English lyric tradition which accepted the diatonic
scale as the suitsble mﬁsical ¢lothing for song.‘Oﬁ the other hand, Yeats
wanted to work within this tradition too; the poems of Dorothy Wellesley
and W.J.Tarner and some of his own were more sulted to English masic such
as the sett&ﬁgs of Edmuind Dulac and Turner than to modal Irish mmsic. Yeats
himself did not distinguish betwsen tﬁese two different strands, which
explains his indeciéion when caught between the opposing views of Dulac
and Higgine,

The view that Yeats was tone deaf is now accepted widely, not least
because Yeats himself frequently observed that he had no ear for msic. It
is certainly true that Yeals did not have a trained ear, but it is equally

certain that he showed sensitivity to the human voice, whether speaking or
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singing, and must have possessed some. feeling for tune, even if on a
simple level. His idea of music was simplistic and really determined by
aesthetic ideas, such as the concept of poetry ass song and the poet as
a traditional bard, linking the common pecple to art. In the next
chapter I will show how Yesats made these ideas work in the poetry itself.
‘But his idea of music was also determined by his appreciation of verbal
rhythms and the quality of the speaking voice. V.C.Clinton-Baddeley, who
régularly took pert in Yeats's broadcasts as a reader, wrote a book shortly
after Yeats died. In this; he argued that Yeats based his views on his
attitude towards poetry as words, and thet he was constently preoccupled by
, 36
the need to present poetry as a spoken art transcending mere recitation.
Yeats himself said the last word sbout the relationship of the two arts:
e o o all that you need I think to perfect your style is to watch
yourself to prevent any depsrture from the formila. 'Music,; the
natural words in the natursl order.' Through that formila we go
back to the pesople. Music will keep oul temporary ideas, for misic
is the nations clothing of what is ancient and deathless. I do not
mean of course what musicians call the musie of words~-~ that is %%1
corpse factory, humanity melted down and poured out of a bottle.
The last qualification is important: msic meant a principle, an emphasis on
the traditional espect of poelry as a natural activlity involving the voices
of the people, rather than en attempt to mske words reproduce mmsical
qualities. The exaltation of this ancient art of song was for Yeats an
sesthetic ideal, mirroring his praise of the hierarchical society, the

marriage of the nobleman and the peasant. It was a bridge linking Irish

ideals and sssthetlic aims.

36 . '
Words_for Music, especially pp.154-161.

37 .
Ietters on Poetry, pp.l26-127.
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THE IMAGERY OF MUSIC

I have showm how Yeats was preoccupied with the relationship
between postry and music, and how this precccupation took the form of
activity directed towards public presentation. Necessarily, this aspect
of Yeata's work isrrela%ively'unexplored today, becsuse there are few
recoédings still in exlstence of Yeats end other velces reading the
posws in his style and wi{h'the msical accompeniments and intervuptions
whicﬁ he regacded as integrél; nor are &ll the tunes written for the
posms extant. The poeus thsmselves, however, reveal thal Yeats workadl
his musical interests inle his writiﬂg; A reading of the "Last Poomg?
section of Collacted Yoems presents a tepsstry whers the imagery of
maic, song end scund ls interwoven Into the thought and texture of memy
posns .

However, it would be a mistake to suggest that Yeels did not
think and wrlte in termz of muslcal imagery uvntil he approached the end
of hig life. As one of the "last Romantics" Yeats early inherited a way
of thinking and feeling gbout poetry from French symbolist writers,; Eng-
lish Pre-Rapneelltes.and poets of the eighteen-nineties. In all these
movements music was a central co-ordinstiag metaphor in spsaking of the

arts. Pater had echoed the thought and language of mewny when he sald

1 ’ : )

In this chapter I traat the two volumes New Fooms (1938) and
Last Poems and Two Plays (1939) as a single corpus, and therefore refer
to their contents under the single clessificebtion "Lagt Poems® of
-Collected Pooms. :

Th
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that "all art aspires to the condition of misic". Arthur Symon's words.
ebout Mallarmd were chavacteristic, and in sympathy with that poot's
conception of poetry, when he wrote of his art in terms of the basic

msical analogy:

« « « I £ind Hallermd at the moment when his own desire achieves
itself; when he attains Wagner's ideal, that "the most complete

work of the poet should be that which, in its final achievement,
becomes a perfect music': every word is a jewsl, scattering and

recapturlng sudden fire, every image is a symbol and the whole

poem is visible msic.?

NN

Yeats himself employed much the same kind of amalogical language in his
writings on symbolisms

It is indeed only those things which seem useless or very feeble
that have any power, and all those things that seem useful or
strong, ermies, moving wheels, modes of architecture, modes of
government, speculations of the reason, would have been a little
different i1f some wmind long ago had not given itsell to some
emotion, as a woman gives herself to her lover, and shaped scunds
or colours or forms, or all of these, into a musical relation,
that their emotion might live in other minds.3

It seems that a symptom of the symbolist fever was the presence of a
Wagnerian point of view sbout the arts of poetry, drama, painting and
msic-~ a point of view which emphasised their identily, their aesthetic
remotensss froﬁ 1ife and their suggestiveness. Yeats thought of Unity of
Being in sculptural Yerms but his father preferred a musical énalogy
even for that:

e « o I thought that in man and race alike there is something

called '"Unity of Being', using that term as Dante used it when

hs compared beauty in the Conviio to a perfectly proportioned
humen body. My father, from whom I had lesrned the term, pre-

5 :
The Symbolist Movement in Literature, p.69.

3
"The Symbolism of Postry" in Egssys end Introductions, p.1l57.
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ferred a comparison to & musical instrument S0 strung that if
we touch a string all the strings murmr faintly.4

Symbolists, aesthetic philosophers and Pre-Raphaelites all turned to
music when they wished to find an imagé to Suggest the purity of art
and its indescribable subtlety. For a time Yeats was caught up in this.
- world of aesthetic subtlety; Symons dedicated his famous book on the
" symbolist movement to Yeats. |

The ballad form was not a new discovery to Yeals in the 'thirties‘
any more than the tendency to meke use of musical imagery. One thinks |
especially of his early association with VWillism Morris and of his admir-
ation for this lover of culture and romance. Morris, Rossetti and other
- Pre-Raphaelites drew inspiration from a medisval concept of the balladist
. and ballgdry; they may have commmicated to Yeats a ballad~type that was
esseﬁtially literary and artificial, but at least he had at hand models
which wonld serve as & basis for later development. A fuller treatment of
these early influences is obviously outside the scope of this discussions
but to be aware of the eontinuiiy of Yeats;s writing career is to realise
how, in 1atér life, he strengthened immeasursbly his technical control of
forms, imagery and language. |

The metaphor of singer and song for poet and poetry has a vital
relation to the subject of much of Yeats's work, his view of the role
of the poet and the function of postry. The Injunctions of "Under Ben
Bulben" pointed backwards to sum up favourite attitudes of Yeats's life,

and forwards to leave to his younger poet-friends what he hoped would

4
futoblographies, p.190.
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" contime to be an Irish tradition:

Irish poets; learn your trade,
Sing whatever is well made,
Scorn the sort now growing up
A1l out of shape from tee to top,
Their unremembering hearts and heads
Bage~born products of base beds.
Sing the peasantry, and then '
Hard-riding countzry gentlemen,
The holiness of monks, and after
Porter-drinkers! randy laughter;
Sing the lords and ladies gay
That were beaten into the clay
Through seven herole centurles;
Cast your mind on other days
That we In coming days may be
Sti1l the indomitsble Irishry.

The repsated Imperative, "sing", three times forcefully introducing en-
injunction, stresses the bardle attitude already implied by Yeats's late
balleds and poems in folk song style. The word in this context evokes the
world of wandering minstrel and his andiences: the minstrel ready to sing
of the heroism of the glorious past to an audience held together by the
very values and traditions celebrated in those songs end ballads. In the
same veln Yeats had celebrated & hero of the 1916 Easter Rising, in
"The O'Rebilliyhe

Sing of the 0'Rehilly,

Do not Gsny his righi;

Sing a 'the' before his name;

Allow that he, despite

All those learned historians,

Esteblished it for good;

He wrote out that word himself,

He christensd himself with blood.
The O'Rabilly wes an lideal hero for this kind of ballad. The admirable

virtues are catalogued in the posm. He was brave, reckless end finally

ofeated, and so justified by his death his self-chosen aristocratic
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title-- "the! O'Rahilly. In the last verse Yeats points to a particular
feature of the Heroic ballad, its essential porpose of recording tragedys

What remains to sing sbout
But of the death he met
Stretched under a doorway
Somevhere off Henry Strest;
They that found him found upon
The door above his head

'Here died the O'Rshilly,
R.I.P.!' writ in blood.

This then is the purpose of the ballad, to join singer and andience in
praise of the proud hero who embodies the vision of commmity, psople or
nation and who faces tragedy with equanimity. Such tragedy, Yeats often
said, was not only ennobling but also Joyful to the man who embraced
suffering. ~

This backward sweeponer a noble past is characteristic of much
ballad sxt,; epic poetry snd tragedy, especially Greek tragedy in which
the role of the chorus appsars to take over that of the anonymous ballad-

5 .

ist. In one of the briefer epigrammatic pieces of "Last Poems", Yeats
captures the snonymous tone of the balladist while suggesting the mnoral-
ising quality of the Greek chorus unusual in the ballad propers

I sing what was lost, and dread whal was won,

I walk in a battle fought over again,

My king a lost king, end lost soldlers my men;

Feet to the Rising and Setting may run,

They alweys beat on the same small stone.

("What Was Lost!)

"I ging what was lost" sums up the tone of much of the late poetry, and

brings to mind the Olympisn pictures of "Beamtiful Lofty Things" and Crazy

5 .
Although a characteristic of the traditional ballad is its lack
of moralising, Yeats often makes his political ballads comment explicitly
- on moral standards—~ in the Casement ballads, for instance.
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Jane crying tears down a&s she sees a vision of Emer end Cuchulain. The
vision is painful becsugs these hsroicrpeople are dead, and in their place
Crazy Jane thinks of the feeble Bishop and a King of England who Vstuck to
his throne" while his young royal Russisn cousins were mu:r'derefh6 The
refrairr to "The 0'Rahilly"™ persistently hints at the relevance of bardic

art by its casval question: "How goes the weather?®

In "The 014 Stone Cross" music has assen‘tially the seme weaning &s
.>ong' in sugegesting eple qualities.
But sctors lacking meic
Do most excite ny spleen,
They say it is more humen
To sthmuffle,; grunt and groan,

Not knowing whatb Lnear%hty staff
Rounds a mighty scene

Aetually, the two metaphors of the stage and music are effectively com-
bined hers, in view of Yoats's stated convietions about the speaking of
verse; music, s ws have seen, did not méﬁ trying to giﬁ're verse sound
vhich the reader or actor thought apﬁz*opria‘ta to mmsie, but meant respeat-
ing the language of ve.fse and its writer's .:i;ﬁ"cén'tiom Music! in verse-
speaking nmeant equally avolding the i:la‘t&m‘t rhetoric of the bad actor and
the reallsm of the medernist actor. Again, the mstaphors of stage and music
point to the "unesrthly" matter of hereic literature and drame. Yeats, like
Shekespeare, uses the metaphor of acting to creats his &ggg:c};g bhuweine, his
vorld of tregic and comic, hercle and unhsroic, pecople. However, his owm

favourite world is that of the "mighty scene" vhere the actors instinciive-

6

Ses Jeffares, Commentary, ppa,>06=50’7 The King is George V, who
Yeats thought should have abdicated after the killing of the Tsar and his
family in 1918,
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ly kmow the heroic music and ﬁave a baslc sympathy wlth the ™anearthly
stuff" of drama and life. In "The Municipal Gallery Revisited" the .
thoughts called up by the "permanent or Impermeament images" hung eround the
valls tell the same story "As though some ballad-singer had sung 1t allh,
This repeated use of the metaphors of musie, ballad and song underlines
. Yeats's continual desire to achieve impersonality In Eis art, to bring art
‘once more back again to the "sole test": "Dresm of the noble and the beggar-
men . | |
Song was associated with treditional virtues, setting the instinct-
ive wisdon of people living simple, organic lives sgainst modernity aad
madiocerity. In the "Three Songs to the Same Tune" singing end marching are
. activities vhich ward off "faction? and arbitvary rule. Yeats is at his wmost
Swiftien. In the firat song, thers 1s the grandfather's gallows song, &
praise of psssionste vicolence over maney7amd love; in the second; the young
men are called upon to Justify proud men vwho have

Stood or have marched the night long
Singlng, singing & song. ‘

When the stdle hss reached a stage of crisis, it is this kind of proud sol-
dier that is needed:

Time for ug all to pick out a good tune,

Take to the roads and go marching along.

March, march - How doss it run? -

0 eny old words to & tune.
But the tune wags the traditional "0'Dommell Lbu", &nd the words were a
generalised patter of defismece, praise of vielence end prids.

In old age, Yeats was quite prepared to be accused of foolishmness,

and figurss like Crasy Jane, the wild old wicked men and the roaring tinker

“often voiced the appavent folly of instinctlve wisdom. Yeals explainsd to &
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friend that = .
. e e Every writer should say to himself every morning 'Who am
I that I should not seem a fool?!

and he asked this same question in a poem:’

He thalt sings a lasting song
Thinks in a marrow bone;
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0 vhat am I that I should not seem
< For the song's sake a fool? :
("A Prayer for 01ld Age")

Porsonality was a hindrance to the poet who wanted to wri'be. of instinctive
wisdom; the song was the medium of such 'wisdomg which created its own
rules transcending time and particular persons. Pbe'try had to coms from the
.:'Lnnermos‘cg unreasoning core of the poet, his marrow bone rather than his
brain, which was 1ike1y. to have been trained by that mass education Yeats
so despised.

Musle and song became one way of asserting the timeless as against

flux, age-old truth against temporary excitements. In "The Statesman's

Holiday" the refrain "Tall demes go walking in grass-green Avalon' evokes
in the vaguest menner sn atmosphere of medleval romence to set against the
decline of splendour:

Some knew what ailed the world

But never said a thing,

So I have picked a bestter trade

Mnd night and morning sing:

Tall dames go walking in grass-green Avalon.

Confronting squalid Images of modern baseness, whether treacherous Lord
Chencellor or mass-produced motor car, the singer's only answer is to take

an o0ld Iute and make it produce a nostalgic tuns:

7
lLetters, p.896.
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Here's a Montenegrin lute; -

And 1ts old sole string

Make me swaet music

Mnd T delight to sing:

Tall demes go walking in grass-green Avalon.

-The old Inte may have lost most of 1ts strings, but it is still capable of
producing the sweet mslody that takes the poet awayifrom the modern ugli-
ness.
In "Lapis Lazulil" the miusiclen is one of a ﬁumber of images integral
té.the meening of the poem. The first stanza presents the cpposition be tween
“the galety of the poet, artist and musicisn and the threstening terror of
nodern clivilisation with its destruciive‘weapons. But the secret of the
srtist is precisely what is needed to face the destruction of modernity,
theh ig the theme of all tragedy: "Galety transfiguring all that dread".
The tragic thems is immtasble, an endless cycle of destruction and re-
- building, frenzy snd géiety. Melent art jmages the only humsn response
possible to tragedy, the calm wisdem-éf the onlocoker which may momenterily
break cut in a paroxysm of freﬁzied‘ﬁoy; The C?inamﬁn, carved in lapis
lazuli, climd a mountain and in repose stare at the multiplicity of 1ife
above and below:
There, on the mountain and the sky,
On all the tragic scens they stars.
One asks for meournful melodiess
Accomplished fingers beglin to play.
Their eyes mid many wrinkles, their eyes,
_ Their amelent, glittering eyes, are gay.
Thus the plece of lapls lazuli, end the "mournful melodies" it evokes,
deepen humen awvareness of tragedy as they induce the timeless sttitude of

galety proper to the wise man's understanding of life.

The traglic moment; in Yeats; 1s a moment of utter abandonment when
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- the whole body expresses the mind’s i’ranzy‘ in song snd dence. There is a
vhole tradition of literature bullt on the relationship between madness
and song; Shakespeare, Blake and Wordsworth, for exasmple, all connected
‘gong with the stark simplicity and ultimate wisdom of insenity. Yeats used
Hamlet and Iear as imeges of the kind o.i‘ tragic wisdom he also epitomlsed
in Crazy Jeane, Tom, Ribh and similar figures. In "A Crazed Girl" Yeatls gave
poetic expression to an incident from the 1ife of a girl he kﬁew,g an |
incident vwhich mist have seemsd curiously gkin to the tregic 1llumination
he had attributed to that figure Crazy Jane. The pos;bic formmlation of this
girl's temporary loss of sézxi’ty finds its metaphors in poetry, msic and
dancing. The girl in her madness stands "in despsrate msic wound", ex-
pressing her scul "in division from itself” as she dances on the sea-shores

That erazed girl inprovising her msle,

Her poetry, dencing upon the shors,

Her soul in division from itself

Climbings o o o o -
Music could be a metaphor for the utter irratigng,li"ty of tragedy and madness
‘vhich, as in Shakespeare's King Iear, becomes the pathway by which man
srrives ab ultimate sanity. A | |

In Yeats's work, music end song have other, diverse connotations. In

"News for the Delphic Oracle!, Pythagores "sighed emong his choir of love',
and "intolerable music" fell from the cavern of Pen. Im "Cuchulain Com-
forted®', as earlier in "Salling to Byzemtiwm", the spirits of the other world

"changed thelr throals and had the throats of birds". In "The Lady's Third

Seng" physical love is realised in the mstaphor of ‘musies

8 .
The girl was Margot Ruddock. See Jeffares, Commentary, pp.dldd~445,
462, _
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‘Then you and my true lover meetl
Mnd he plays tunes between your feet,
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That T may hear if we should kiss
A contrapuntal serpent hiss,

"eontrapuntal" chosen not only for the strangeness of its sound, but because
it suggests also the complex Inter-relationships of the sexual act. |
Yeats's fascination for an art he understood mainly by intuition wes
eipressed not only through the writing of ballads aﬁd lyric poems btut also
in his use of song and music as metaphor in the pbems themsélves° But the
influence of mmuslc is also appafeﬁt in Yéa%s‘s late practice of making con-
sidersble use of reifrains to increase the resonance of his poems. The use
bf the refrajin introdnces a musical principle into ballad and poem alike.
The refrsin serves something of the same purpose asg the motif in art and
misic, sometimes indicating a simple, persistent attitude or tone, some-
times having thematic significance. Always the refrain, whether short phrese
or couplet or quatrein; chammels the meaning of the poem into a single wells
the meaning is intensified rather than expanded by repetition of the refrain
even though its suggestions may bevextended vhat has been said in the
preceding verse. This use of the refrain is a very sophisticated one,
because the poet is committing himself to a musical principle, which tempers
the linear aspect of both words and music by the suggestion of a cyelic
aspsct in which begimming, middle and end are variations on a single theme.
In "The Apparitions" the refrain carries the theme most expliclitly
gnd forcefully:

Ifteen apparitions have I seens
The worst a coat upon a coat-hanger.
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The word "apparition" suggests Shakepsare's Macheth; Yeats's apparitions,
like those in Macbéth, ave to be seen as increasing In terror until the
last and "worst' gives the ultimate lie to life. The "coat upon a coat-
, hamger"‘is a symbol revealing the emptiness of one's pretensions and the
dwindling awsy of mem, but of course its power lies in its infinite sugg-
estivenesg. It is the refrain here that sets the key, tone and pitch of the
poem, its stark simplicity and formality (effective inversion in both lines)
setting it off against the move leisured discursiveness of the stanzas. The
refrain, like a musical theme, attracts and disperses meaning. It shocks
after the first stenza, which has hinted that the mention of am apparition
wes merely an old men's conversational gembits; it warns ths reader 1o
intensify the apparent meening of the second stenza, so that the pic%ure of
the lonely old man talklng to a friend does not succeed in concealing pro=
found depths of lomeliness and terror; the third stanza at last smplifies
the suggestion of the refrain so that the readsr draws the equation betwsen
"the increasing Night/That opens her mystery and ffight" end the apparition
of the refrain. This is surely one of the most effective refrains Yeats ever
wrote. On egch of its three appearances it throws open the meaming of the
preceding stanza, intensifying on its second and third appearances and
taking into itgself the accumlated meaning of the peem. By using the refrain,
Yeats learnt to mak:e' the lyric as economlcal end intenge as was possible.
The refrain of "The Black Tower" makes similar use of the technique
of geining cuumlative maaniﬁg on each of its appeérances, though here the '
effect 1s gained partly by a slight change'in the first line. The theme of
spproaching darkness, common to several poems in the last volume, is drem-

- atised in the stanzas and suggested in sinlster, impersonal terms in the
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refralne

There in the tomb stend the desd uprleht,
But wings coume vp from the shores

They shake when the winds rosr,

01d bones upon the meuniain shake.

After the second stanza, the tomb darkens: "IThers in the towb drops the

faint woonlight", end after the third there is more darkness yet: "Thers

in_the towb the dark egrows blacker". By a masterful suspension, the total

blackness which will bring the old bones to life is left to the imegination,
an ineviﬁabiliﬁy more poverful for being left unstated. The refraln estab-
lishes itself as a mobif not only by its sleady recurrence, bubt also be-
cause of ite different tone. The words of the stanzes sre spoksn by cne of
the pguerding company in the tower-- Why do you dread us so?%, "Stand we on
guard osth-boumdls they give the poem a context of hnmen reality. But the
véiee of the raefrain is imperscnal, its context en unkuown and Irraticnel
world. Yeats introduces inte these poenms stwospheres to which the clozest
enalogy is found in the language of music.

While the refrain traditionally expsnds its meening with the pro-
gression of ths posm, 1t 1s also the fixed element which unifies ths whole
and in some poems its fuaction is to point to the desper meaning which
supports the sccumulated meanings. The refrain has this funcltion in
"Long-legged Fly" where the simile itself carries the weight of wsening
of which the stensas are lllustrations:

Like a long-legeed £lv upon the stresam
His mind moves upon silence.

The thems itself is disciplined end simple, a particular insight into the
gouvce of human creativity; yet it is so effective because of 1lis stark

contrast with the lmages of the stanzes-- Csasar with his maps, Meud Goans
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practlising a "tinker shuffle", Michael ingelo at work on the Sistine Chapel
roof. Again, the quiet repstition of the theme cem be seen in terms of &
misical work with its balance of elements that recur, giving the work its
cyclic nature, and elsments thal particyleriss, leading away from and
towards the basic statement.

In a poem 1ike "John Kinsella's Lement for Mrs.Mary Moore", the
refrain insistently brings the elements of thought back to a basic tone
vhich is eleborated in the stanzas. The lawent

What shell T do for pretty girls
Now ny old bawvd is dond?

stends at ths centre of the elsborated to-snd-fro internal aﬁgument of John
Kinsella; Mrs. Mary Moore ﬁas in fact his Eden, it was she who kept "the

" soul of men alive", she who benished age end care. Only when she is dead
does he remember the priést‘s talk of Adam snd the garden of BEden, but
this after all is now irvelevant and hé can only 1amént his 0ld bawd's
death. The refrain can achieve a éimplieity and nonchalance not possible

in the stenzas. It both supports end is supported by the other parts of the
poetie -

Yeats was adept also abt the creation of a such briefer kind of re-
frain which is something less like a msical motif or theme and more akin
to an Insistent fragment of melody asserting a particular quality of
experience. This type of refraln is foﬁnd in "The Statesman's Holidsy" and
"Throe Songs to the One Burden". In the first, the single line "Tall demes

go walking in gragss-green Avalon" evokes the whole world of lost elegance

and romance, a losg -consclously felt in the poems and in On the Boiler, where

the poem first appeared. The economy of suggestion is characteristic of the
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refrains, achleved by the two words "tall.dames" (reminiscent of "High
Talk®s WProcessions that lack high stilts hsve nothing that catches the
eye"), the slightly archaic quality of "go walking" and the medievallsug=
~gestion of "grass-green Avalon". In the "Three Songs . . ", "From

mountain to mountadn ride the fierce horsemen' acts as a kind of megnifi-

cent, hercic back-drop to the three sketches (in mmsical terms the refrain
might be seen as a Wagnerisn truméei motif); at any moment the back-drop
figures might come to life and the lost herolc order reassert itself.

Yet ancother type of refyain, fragmentéry and questioning, comments
on the 0ld man's increasing scepticism sbout the nature of experieﬁcee'

"Fol de rol de rolly O%, in itself a nonsense phrase, insultingly calls

attention to the finally arbitrary nature of experience; It falls naturally
not only from the lips of the insane bul also from those of women, old men,
the dead and the poet himself:

Now I am in the public-house and lean upon the wall,

So come in rags or come in silk; in cloak or country shawl,
And come with learned lovers or with whal men you may,

For I can yut the whole lot down, and all T have 1o say

Is fol de rol de rolly Q.

So, in "What Then?", Yeats's own plea for a life fulfilled with happiness,
industry and his work's final perfection is felntly mocked by Platlo's

ghost: "But louder sang thet ghost, 'What then?®' ¥ This typs of refrain

emphesises a view of.life as tragic because no finallty is possible to
huran bsings; no more then previously can the poet get the answers right to
the questiong that his exPeriences turn inte. Even the wvivid images of past
life Jived on the grand, heroic scale .hin% at tragedy by the questions
they raise. Thus, in "The Curge of Cromwell", the embittering knowledge of

. the present emptiness is formulated into a desperate question:



0 vhat of that, O what of that,
Vhat is there left to say?

Essentlally the same question has an even sharper‘ring vhen it is posed as

part of a ballad praising the O'Rahilly: "How poes the weather?" The

question is‘unanswerable becanse the only answer possible simply leads
back to the affirmations of the poem, affirmations of tragedy: "We that
look on but laugh in tragic joy."

- Yeats developsd the refrain so that it carried thematic significance
in.an economical, telling mammer. In the folk songs and ballads of gradit-
ional folk-art, refrains emphasised the universal and timeless nature of
the ballad as opposed to its narrative, circumstantial line;\ﬁhey brought
the sudience into the recltation at a moment givern over to the inevitsble
summary of the narrative situation. Yeats made much more of the refrain than
this, He made it thematically a part of the poem, often its basis, using it
a3 an element of ccunﬁerpéint; it could be ‘the insistent'statemant of a
theme or a cdunterpoinﬁed melody having the effect of question or negation.
In the printed volumss it was Yeats'§ practice to have this refrain, whether
single line or quatrain, printed in italies so that 1t stood as part of the
poem yet as a distinct elemsnt. Dialogue and counterpoint emerge as an
aspect of the impersonality of the writer. The contrasts, contradictions
and oppositions are bullt into the poem much as scnata form in misic is
organised around the tonal oppesition of two themes.

Masic in a wider sense yel provided imagery for Yeats's last postxy.
The ballads and other lyrics revel in men at his most instinctive; especi-
ally in his behavicur when engaged in activities like drinking, Joving and

fighting. Many of these activities are imaged In sounds=-~ the cry, shriek,



90

roar, laugh and knock. All ‘Lhese .sc*and,a express human energy expressed in
Instinetive a,‘:z"t:“mne Such admiration of physical esctivity was a recurring
theme in Yeats's poetry throughout his life, and the images of horsemam,
fisherman and dancing girl ave equally expressive of it. ¥Vhile it may well
be factitious to attribute Yeals's intensive use of humsn sounds in the
late poetry to his Interest in muslc, the two are obviously related in some
vey. The flute, vieolin and drum were Yeels's favourits instroments. The
first is all but an image for lyric sound, the seconé. for the carélaas,.
spontansous msic of the peasant fiddler amd the third fef a whole gamt of
lmrcussive gounds, whether the explosion of rifle={ire or the striking of a
clock or a men knocking on a wall. Percussion Instruments, gong or drum,
were useful In the Yeats play for reasons other then strictly musical.
"Last Poems" is full of the sounds of the human voice and other
non-mugical sounds, from silence to the humem rosr. Many of the words represe-
enting sounds are onsmatopssic in effeé*‘c , but even disecunting such onamato-
pepia, this vocabulary of socund mekes considerable impact becanse of the
strongly Individual words Yeats used and the msenings they suggest.
In "Roger Cagsement', the spreading of the slander sbout Q%emat

from the forpged diaries is communicsalted as & crescende of humen volce

For Spring Rice had to whisper it,

Being their ambassador,

Mnd then the speakers got it

Mnd wreiters by the scere.

Camz Tom amd m ky come oll the troop
That cried it far and wide « « « §
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What gave that roar of mockery, i}
That roar in the sea's roar? CN
The ghost of Roger Casemsnt o
Is beabing on the door.

The human roar is a common image in Ysatls, associated with fury, power and
_heroism:
The Roaring Tinker if you like,
But Mannlon is my name,
And I bsat up the common sort
And think it is no shams.
The common bresds the comwon,
A lout begets a lout, »
So when I takes on half a score
I knock their hesds about.
("Three Songs to the One Burden")
A1) these psrcussive sounds express great energy and fury; they are the
_ sounds of physical actlion-- beating, knocking, strlking, roaring and rant-
ing.'In "An Acre of Grass" Yeats asks for "an old man's frenzy":
Till I am Timon or Iear
Or that William Blake
Who heat upon the wall
Till tzuth obeyed his call.
Even the 0'Bahilly, hurrying to the Easter Rising, plctures his summons in
a percussive images

Because I helped to wind the clock
I coms 1o hear it strike.

The evidence of the poems points to a Yeats who celebrated the spirit of
man taking'its most vielent form in terms that are often crude. Whether it
is the Roaring Tinker beating up "the common sort", Crazy Jane seeking to
renev her "ranting time" or Blake beating on the wall, there is an intensity
of image and sound as though only through physical vliolsnce can man's spirit
reveal itself: "Hurrsh for revoluticm and more cemmnon-shot!™

Generally, the sounds of "Last Posms" are those ofvviolence and
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" passion, but there are also more joyful sounds such as the "Porter-drinkers?
randy leughter" oi‘—"Under Ben Bulbén"; and in "The Man and the Eeho' it
is the cry of a stricken rabbit that distracts Yeals as he hears the echoes
. of R@ckjr Voice relentlessly catching and throwing b_ack the grim phrases of
humsn mortality. But Yeatls was equally sensitive to the silence of wisdom,
aﬁc‘z it is appropriate that he describes Dorothy Wellesley in words that
capﬁzre peradoxically the music of silence:
' Rammed full
0f that most sensuous silence of the night
(For since the horizon's bought strange dogs are sb:Lll)
Climb to your chamber full of bocks and wait,
‘No books upon the knee; and no one thsre
But & Greal Dane that camnot bay the moon
And now lies sunk 111 sleep.
Yeats was consistent in his use of these socund images. He had previously
described Dorothy Wellesley in words thal suggested sensuousness and the
images of sleep and silence, the atmosphere of the quiet chawber are
cbviously suited to feminine wisdom as the ranting and roaring of Crazy Jane
and the Roaring Tinker are suited to frenzy and heroic defiance. |
wcn.,ld be unwise to push a msical interprstation of "Last Poems®
too far, bec.ause obviously music is one source of imegery among others.
Yaats drew on imagery from all the ar‘ts for his poetic purposes. Dancing,
stagecraft,; art and sculplure are alse profitable sources of imagery and
appropriate as points from which to survey "Last Posums". But for special
purposes misic was en obvious socurce of inspivation. Yeats's study of the
Anglo-Trish ballad with F.R;Higgins and Frank 0'Copnor led him beyond his
own ballads in praise of Irish heroiem and'culture to the discovery of a

tochnique which integrated musical features into lyrical
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of refrain, a feature of the late style he employed with singuler
dis ’cinciion, was probably derived fxl'om- these experiments with the i
ballad style. Ultimately the mmsical point of view must be traéed
back to his conception of the Irish persoﬁality as it confronted
gay life and heroic death. The old herces combined the nonchalsnce
of the ldeal man and the peasant musician; they B
' Stood, took death like & tune

. On an old tambourine.
("hree Marching Songs")
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TWO FINAL DRAMATIC STATSMENTS

In his wrilting for the theatre Yeals gave his themes their most
public expression. Dramatic form forced him to delineate sharply, to

objectify and to create precise contexts which would clarify his favour-

i%e themes. The two last plays, Purgatory and The Death of.Cuchulain,
though very different from each other, are similer in their tight con-
struction and the ruthless simplicity b& vhich all the dramatic elemsnts
are made to cohere in a singleness of vision. The plays are linked, too,
in that each emphaéises and rounds off an aspect of Yeatls's preoccupat=
ions, the one his lament for a vanished order of life and his examination
of the nature of the ﬁaﬁhway between life and death, the. other a cul-
mination of his fascination with therheroic Cuchulain theme. Both plays
show Yeats formulating possible responses to the fact of death, as he
continued to do in the poetry; taken together, they suggest the inability
of Yeats to arrive at any ultimate stance: in Purgatory, man ylelds his

pride to God; in The Death of Cuchulain, Cuchulain defines the nature of

his heroism as he faces ignominious death.

The plot of Purgatory is the basis for its simplicity. The story
is clearly defined, its turning points sﬁiftly and clearly marked. An 014
Man returns to the house of his youth, accompanied by his son. His mother
had betrayed the family heritage by entering into a ruinous marriage with

a stable groom addicted to drink. She died after giving birth to the 0l1d

i Ll
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Man. The marriage had initiated a traiﬁ of consequences to which the 014
Man hopes to put an end by killing his bastard son, as he had killed ﬁis
father in the burning house years previously. A visit to the ruined house
is the obvious prelude to this second murder, because here the 0ld Man
sees his mother re-living her transgressions, the cilrcumstances of the
- marriage-night, the night of his begetting. The 014 Man stabs the boy just
.after the latter has tried to steal his father's money-bag while the
window is 1lit up for the re-enactment éf the marriage-night. The crisis
occurs very qﬁickly. The boy dies, the wﬁndow darkens, the tree is now
bathed in white light so that the OldrMan rejoices that he has terminated
his mother's purgatorial "dreaming". But hoof-beats are heard approaching
-the house, a sign that the mother's purgatory cantiﬁues. The 014 Man prays
"to God for appeasement, for both "the misery of the living" and "the
renorse of the dead'.
The economy and precision of Purgatory would make it an effective

stage production. There is the economy of setting, by which "A ruined

house and a bars tree in the backeround" establish with one stroke three

essentials: the scene, or context, itself; the meéns by which past,
present and @uture are drawn together and brought into a meaningful
identity; and the resources for a powerful historical symbolism which
6perates throughout the play. For the stgdent of Yeats, the house and tree
esteblish a' context already familiar from earlier usage. Thalt the ruined
house encompasses ‘the death of a tradition presupposes not only the mean-
ings emerging from the play, but also those positive values Yeats atirib-

2. 1

PR ¥
uted to the culture of ths G YA Prayer for My

Daughter" and "Upon a House Shaken by the Land Agitation'". In the latter
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poen he had asked:

How should the world be luckier if this house,
Vhere passion and precision have been one

Time out of mind, became too ruinous

To breed the lidless eye thalt loves the sun?
And the sweet laughing eagle thoughts that grow
Vhere wings have memory of wings, and all

That comes of the bhest knit to the best?

Similarly, Yeats's increasingly harsh evaluation of the post-Great House

era, from The Tower to On ‘the Boiler (which Purgatory concludes) makes the
impact of lines from the play unmistakable: .

Vhere are the jokes and stories 6f & house
Its threshold gone to patch a pig-sty?

But ﬁhere is sufficient teliing detail in the play itself to convince us
that Yeats had in mind a whole culture rather than mere nostalgia for
vanlshed aristocracy. It is this culture that is estseblished in the first
lines of the play, with the 01d Man's reminiscences of the house,
e« » « its jokes and stories;

I try to remember whatl the butler

Said to a drunken gamekeeper

In mid-October,
end his memory of the tree as it had once stood, full of "fat, greasy
life". The Boy's undisguised contempt for and ignorance of this culture,
his estimation of it solely in terms of the luck of material possessions,
ironically'p;int up this cultural richness, and the impoverishing effects
of its dislocation ffom within, symbolised in the play by the merriage of
the 0ld Man's mother to the drunken groom. Thus while it is possible to
interpret much of the play aé historical allegory,, the house and tree,
seen abt one moment in the living vitality 5f their past, and at the next
as mere ruined properties, assert their-significance 18 symbols contail

1 o
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the immanent past, the barren present and the portentous future. .
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This economy of setting makes possible econony of character.
Within the stage éetting there are two worlds, and it is the ruined house
vhich seems to make commerce possible between these two worlds. On the
stage 1itself, as representing the path along which the 01ld Man and the Boy
wander, the knowable, present world of human aétion prevails. Behind the
facade of the ruined house is a quite different world, that of a past,
present and future which has a sepafate existence. The Old Men imagines
that he has the powér to effect what happensiin ‘this -other. world, but in
_faét he has not. When he kills his son, believing that b;iéo doing he will
free his dead mother from her purgatorial torment, he ironically vindic-
ates the Boy‘s nodern scepticisﬁ~that things are only wbat they seem.
Such a conclusion leads to the traditional prayer thalt ends the play, a
prayer that issues from the 01ld Man's récognition that his world and the
vorld inside the ruined house are separate. Yet paradoxically this recog-
nition is also a discovery of the ultimate ldentity of the two worlds; the
014 Man might be Marlowe's Mephistopheles when he says "Why this is Hell,
nor am I out of it". The prayer recognises thev"misery of the living" as
well as, what the 014 Man already knew of, the "remorse of the dead’.
Beyond the ruined house, the Old Man's mother mist continue to suffer
because of the consequences of her act upon herself, while outside the
ruinéd house her son mst still suffer the transmitted consequences of the
false maryiage; the stabbing of his own son had been one such of these.

The play, with its elaborated symbolism of house and tree and its

familiar images, impresses its Irish theme withoul recourse to a system-

(]

atic elucidation of it as historical allegory. This Irish theme had in
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fact preceded the play in On the Boiler, and Yeats himself drew attention

in that book to the connection between the play's meaning and the themes
of the tract, without explaining just what that conmnection was. He was
more explicit in some comments he made after its performance in the Abbey
Theatre:
In ny play, a spirit suffers because of its shafe, when alive,

in the destruction of an hornoured house; that destruction is

taking place all over Ireland today. Sometimes it is the result

of poverty, but more often because a new individualistic

generation has lost interest in the ancient sanctities.l
This strong comment goes far toward explaining why Yeats linked dramatic
exposition of the theme of the loss of national tradition with "theo-

2 : .
logical" material; +the 0ld Man is to be taken quite seriously when he

states that . -

« « « to kill a house
Vhere great men grev up, merried, died,
I here declare a capital offence.
The 01d Man's father, a drunken stable groom, had killed the house by
setting it alight in a drunken stupor. But the Old Man's mother had pre-
pared for that by her betrayal of the family estate, hence her purgatorial
remorse. All the misery in the play derives from mirder, whether of family

house or family. Yeats was raising the national situation to the level of

a deeply religious issue, treating it with shocking intensity. If one has

1
Quoted in Torchiana, M.B.Yeats and Georgian Ireland, p.357.

2 . : '

I use the word "theological® in the sense established by F.A.C.
Wilson in his W.B.Yeats and Tradition. Wilson claims that, "in approaching
Purgatory from the point of view of its theology, I am documenting it as
Yeats would have wished." (p.137)




29

~ in mind Yeats's injunctions to Ireland's ertists in "Under Ben Bulben",

Bring the soul of men to God,
Make him fill the cradles right,

then there is no ground for complaint thaﬁ Yeats mixed two distinct themes
by setlting the struggle of the 0ld Man to finish the remorse of his dead
‘mother's spirit in the context of a play sbout Irish history. Yeats
increasingly made it his practice to bring private and public themes
together. From another point of view too, he followed a sure instinct in
his choice of matter for the spirit's remorse. By marrying -into base blood
the mother had severed "mature" in the Shakespearean sense; her act had
been more unnatural than the 01ld Man's two murders, because he acted with
-the sound intention of preventing further evil coﬁsequences:

I killed that lad because had he growm up

He would have struck a women's fancy,

Begot, and passed pollution on.

I am a wretched foul old man

And therefore harmless.

The subsequent twist of the flot mist, of course; be explained in
terms of Yeats's doct#ines rather than thoée of Shakespeare, but the 01d
Man's first recognition of the unnaéural act was sound, by his creator's
views. The malaise was that articulated by the persona in "The Statesman's
Holiday":

I lived among great houses,
Riches drove out rank,

Base drove out the better blood,
And mind and body shrank.

s e ¢ o e« 2 s e o [ L] « & & » e s

So I have picked a better trade
And night and morning sing:
Tall dames go walking in grass-green Avalon.

The theme of the mad old man is central to On the Boiler; undoubtedly this



100

3 .
man owes mich to Shakespeare's lear, o0ld and raving, yet arriving at

ultimate wisdom. The 0ld Man of Purgatory thinks he has completed theA
traglc cycle by restoring some measure of balance to nature, but it is
Yeats's intention that he realise both that only God can act so decisive~-
1y where the life of spirits is concerned, and that only God can "appesse/
_-The misery of the living". Restoration of the_"ancieﬂf sanctities® lay
‘beyond the scope of man; old men could go mad, but that was simply another
of the miseries engendered by the tragic inheritance.

Althcﬁgh Porgatory involves only.two actors there are actually
four characters in the play. The spirit of the 0ld Man's mother is present
from the beginning, when her pedlar son tells the Boy that "there is

_somebody in thal house." The Boy's grandfather is doubly present, as a
-shadowy spirit but also as his blood seén as it has been transmitted to
his grandson. The Boy, to the 0ld Man, is the living symbol of the degrad-
ation introduced by the umnatural marriage. Yeals's consciousness of
generation as an instrumen£ of pollution ané degradation colours much of
his later writing. In "The 01d Stonse Cross", the "man in the golden
breastplate” speaks with much the same bitternessbas the 01d Man of
Purgatory:

Beceause this age and the next age

Engender in the ditch,

No man can know a happy man

From any passing wretch:

If Folly link with Elegance
No man lkmows which is which, ‘ .

3
Wilson, W.B.Yeats end Tradition, p.159, claims that the lines,
I am a wretched foul old man
And therefore harmless,
constitute a "deliberate reminiscence' of lear's "I am a very foolish,
fond old man" (King lear, IV, vii, 60).

McMASTER UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
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and the 01d Man, too, had done his begetting in a ditch:

I gave the education ‘bhé’o befits

A bastard that a pedlar got

Upon a tinker's daughter in a ditch.
Not all Yeats's wandering poor embody the ﬁobility of beggary: while some
- are in possession of traditional wisdom; others are.the unthinking
destroyers of it, reducing the Great House to patching for a pig-sty.

The O01ld Man actually shares the qualities qf both kinds of Yeatsian
béggar, but Yeats has emphasised the wisdom of this 0ld Man_rather Than his
folly, for which he was hardly to blame. The play makes no overt comment on
the second needless murder, beybnd the 0ld Man's "Jwice a murderer and all
for nothing" so that the amndience is not meant %o speculate on his morality
at this point. The mmrder of the Boy is tragic jus% in so far as it
becones another of the consequences of the base marriage; in itself it is
of no great moment and;can hardly be seen as tragic. Its-function is to
lead 1o the inevitable recognition tﬂat tc end the actuel consequences of
e spirit's earthly mistakes is not to end that spirit's suffering.

VWhat is impoftant is the process of discovery itself: duging the
play the 01d Man exchanges one kind of knowledge for amother. He is a
dispossessed man, his bitterness deriving from his awareness of the
heritage he was cheated of. He can speak in tones of elegiac reverence,

Great people lived and died in this house;
Magistrates, colonels, members of Parliament,

Captains and Governors, and long ago
Men that had fought at Aughrim and the Boyne.
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There were old books and books made fine
By eighteenth~century French binding, books
Modern end sncient, books by the ton,

revealing an inteﬁée devotion to the heritage he was cheated of. But this
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tone changes very rapidly to one of bitter denunciation, pointing up the
sense of what had been ifrevocably lost:

I gave the education that befits

A bastard that a pedlar got

Upon a tinker's damghter in a ditch.

When T had come to sixtesen years old

My father burned down the house when drunk.

.This rapid fluctuation between the two tonee of elegy and denunciation

is the same as that found in Yeats vhen he speeaks in propria persona, the

change between, say, the tone of "The Hunicipal Gallery Revisited" and the

prose text of On the Boiler. It seems likely, then, that Yeatls succeeded in

distancing his emotion and cooling its heat by accepling the stence he gave
to the 01ld Man when the latter finally asks God to

Release my mother's soul from its dream!

Mankind can do no more. Appease

The misery of the living and the remorse of the dead.
In arriving at this detachment, the 0ld Man had transcended the unsatis-
factory, fragmentary education of his youth, the abililty to read given by a
gamekeeper's wife and the Latin imparted by a Catholic curate. In its place
he had 1earn§d humility by recognising the tragic nature of the living and
the dead. |

Cormentaries on Purgatory have tended to examine the play as a

drematic projection, either of Yeatbs's late Irish theme or of his "theo-

logical convictions (and one eccentric exegesis describes it as a parsble

4 .
See Donald R.Pearce, "Yeats's Last Plays: An Interpretation", ELH,
XVIII (March 1951), pp.71-75, and Torchiana, W.B.Yeats and Georgian Ire-
land, pp.340-365. Torchiana (p.359, fn.29) remarks that "Those who deny the
importance of Ireland to the play may also be denying Yeals's intention of
placing Pargatory at the end of On the Boiler."

5
Wilson, W.B.Yeats and Tradition, pp.137-161; see fn.2 above.
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of the artistic imagination ), but few critics have stressed its dramatic
form. Clearly, Yeats used his various key themes as material for lyrié
poems, plays and prose, and it is important to interpret his work in the
light of formal criticism if one is to avoid the fallécy of regarding the
particular form as just another vehicle»for the writer's thought. In
Purgastory the function of dramatic form in structure,.symbolism.and dran-
atic verse is to localise, rather than generalise, the play's meaning. As

David Clark points out, writing about The Words upon the Window-Pane and

Purgatory,

« o « the essential Noh play form lingers skeletally . ... after
more superficial characteristics of the dance plays have proved
perishable. There are no dancers or chorus of musgicians, yet the
plays have the movement of a Noh play, from an eternal situation
in this world, to a moment of vision.

- What the songs and dances achieved in The King of the Greal CGlock Tower the

lighted house end the ritualistic actions of the 0ld.Man achieve in Purg-
atory; the moment of achieved stasis is approached inevitsbly from the
context of the play, and is dependent on iﬁs dramatic presentation for full
understanding. No plot summary or commentary can subétitute for an
essentlally ritualistic experience. | B

It is not the possible allegorical parallels with periods of Irish
history nor the theological philosophy of Purgatory which would emerge as
the crucial meaniﬁgs from a performance but rather the total effect of the
elements of, dramatic symbolism and ritual. Of these, the house and tree ave

central and co—ordinatiﬁg; The 0ld Man establishes the pattern of this

6 :
H.H.Vendler, Yeats's Vision and the Later Plays, pp.195~202.

7
Y.B.Yeats and the Theatre of Desolate Reality, pp.102-103.
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symbolism when ﬁe says to the Boy:

The moonlighf falls upon the path,

The shadows of a cloud upon the house,

And that's symbolical.
The house and tree seem to metamorphose, but their transformations are
momentary devices to bring past, present and future into a moment of
vision. The house is 1it up to reveal the 0ld Man's mother on her wedding
night and again to show his father pouring whisky, but after the mrder of
the Boy the sound of hoof-beats is sufficient to indicate that the rhythm
of re-~enactment in the ruins will continue. The tree changés too when it is
surrounded by white light but its effect is to mock at the 01d Man's
misguided aspirations. The Boy had earlier said that the tree was like "a
'8i1ly 0ld men", and the 01ld Man at this point compares it to "a purified
soul'; in fact; it remained throughout the barren, riven tree of the
desolate present. At the end, as al the beginning, the house is in dark-
ness, but theAreturning hoof-~beats tell the Old Man that he cannot control
the house's épparent moments of re-birth. The house's transfiguration is a
painful continuing process like the mingled pleasure and remorse of the
sexnal act whiéh brought him into the wqud. The moonlight bathing the tree
momentarily in white light was symbolical, though only of the'Old Man's
hopes.

' Two earlier uses of the images of beggar and transfigured Great

House provide a background for the use of these Images in Purgatory. In The

King of the Great Clock Tower the two attendents sing a dialogue between

the "wicked, crooked, hawthorn tree™ and the "rambling, shambling

travelling-man" pointing to the gulf between mortality and immortality:
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0, but I saw a solemn sight;

Said. the rambling, shambling travelling-man;
Castle Dargan's ruin all 1lit,

Lovely ladies dancing in it.

The travelling-man needs this vision, for it assures him that "all the
" lovely things that were/live . . .". In "The Curse of Cromwell" the
beggar's similar vision leads to a more pessimistic conclusions

T came on a great house in the middle of the night,
Its open lighted doorway and its windows all alight,
Mnd all my friends were there and made me welcome tooj;
But I woke in an old ruin that the winds howled through;
Ind when I pasy attention I must out and walk
Mong the dogs and horses that understand my talk.
0 what of that, O what of that,
What is there left 1o say?

Wilson links these three uses, and comments that
Alvays in Yeats's poetry, the 1it house is the symbol for the
supernatural world and the beggar represents fallen humanity,
sustained by this vision of its source.
While this is true enocugh, it.seems necessary to add that the vision in
Purgatory is ironic to the point of tragedy. Mingled pleasure and remorse
perpetuate what fragmentafy life there is in the ruin, but they lead the
'701d Man to a deep despair in which the boundaries between the supernatural
world and the fallen world seem to disappear; neither the "misefy of the
living" nor £he "remorse of the dead" can be relieved by the vision, and
only God could provide that deliverance which the 014 Man searched for.
In Purgatggx.Yeats allowsd the 0ld Man to voice what was almost
certainly one of his ouwn attitudes-~ that of the pessimist. As we have

Seen, it was not characteristic of Yeats to dramatise one stance without

elaborating one seemingly opposite. As he had remarked in the "Commentary

8
W.B.Yeals and Tradition, p.159.
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on A Parnellite at Parnell's Funeral', "I am Blake's disciple, not Hegel's:

. : 9
'Contraries are positive. A negation is not a contrary.!' " Pargatory

seemed to come close to a Christian attitude of prayer; in The Death of

Cuchulain the prevailing tone and attitude are pagen. In the poenm
"Wacillation", having given some sympathy to the Christian philosophy
_represented by Von Hugel, Yeats had declared that "Homer is my example and
- his unchristened heart"; so he moved from a play sympathetic to orthodox
Christianity to one which draws on the pagan epic materiel of Irelend as if
he knew the nécessity of demonstrating forcibly that the pagan spirit was
more than the mere creation of his poetic imagination:
- Are ‘those things that men adore and loathe

Their sole reality?

What stood in the Post Office

With Pearse and Conunolly?

Vhat coues out of the mountain

Vhere men first shed their blood?

tho thought Cuchulain till it seemed

He stood where they had stood?
In Yeats's view of the tuentieth century, to "think Cuclulain! represented
the greatest leap men could accomplish in attempting to encompass
opposites. Throughout the play, it is this leap that is achieved; from
prose prologne to final song, it is the heroic spirit of Cuchulain, rather
than his words and actions, that imposes unity. This spirit asserts itself
the more strongly for meeting its final conflict in sordid circumstences.
The Morrigu, war~goddess, casually arranging the dance, plots a subdued,

ignominious role for Cuchulain.

The most striking feature of Yeats's technique in The Death of

Cuchulain is the way in which Cuclmlain's stature as herolc paradigm is

9

Variorum, p.835.
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asserted. The Morrigu's final statement, 51 arranged the dence", is
remarkably casual,'and it is charaéteristié in a play which rarely rises
gbove the low-keyed. The circumstantial casual tone, set first by the 01d

Man who speaks the prologue,; prevaills until aesthetic distancing has been
achieved by the final song, which sets the events in Yeats's plammed
perspective. Cuchulain himself, reckless as his actions are, prepares for
death with the nonchalance proper only to the true hero. If the audieﬁce is
to regard him as reaching towards some kind of transfiguration throughout '
the play, it must not look for such heroic evidences as Cuchulain "fighting
the ungovernable tide", but rather identify the heroic spirit in his
imaginative, leisured appreciation of humen points of* view. In this sympath-

etic vein, he shows concern for Aoifels beautiful veil when she goes %o
bind him with it, as he encourages the Blind Man to kill him for the gain
of twelve pennies—- "What better reason for killing a men?" This nonchalance
is very different from intentional irony; a man who can see the shaps his
soul will take after dea{;h, an incongruous shape for a "great fighting-
man", can afford to see his own death from the point of view of a hungry
blind man. Yeats has contrived a context in which the gods! scheming, human
pettiness, énd a hero's misunderstanding are all seen from a perspective
above humanity and dariﬁgly interpretea,by'a harlot.

The harlot is perhaps given the final word about Cuchulain because

she has a natural, profound receptivilty to the nature of human reality,lo
and has access to the vital metaphysical truths t&at elude ordinavy peoples

Crazy Jane was wiser than the bishop. This harlot makes the distinction

10
For a fll discussion of the "symbolic meaning . . . of the harlot"
in Yeats's work, see W.B.Yeats and Tradition, pp.176-180.




108

© familiar to readers of the "Supernatural éongs", between sexual encounter
of humans, which mst be a ﬁlixture of adofatior_l and loathing, end that
encounter between human and non-human (or spirit); only in this relation-
ship can there be true, unmixed adoration. Of course, as the harlot
admits, such an encounter is not thorogghly'sexuai, because she "ecan get/
No grip upon their thighs". The 0ld Man who spoke the prologue was emphatic
ebout the kind of dancer he had wanted to dance before Cuchulain's severed
head, M"the tragi&comediaﬁ dancer, the tragic dancer, upon the same neck
love and loathing, life and déath“. Emer may show something of this mixed
emotion in her dance, but those of later ages who "thought Cuchulain®
could do so only if their emotion was single. As an effective aesthetic
‘ges%ure in accomplishing the transfiguration of the hero, Yeats liked.to

use dancer and severed heads as he had done in The King of the Great Clock

Tower. The stage effect of this particular dance-moment can only be
described as suggestive in a powerful way of the complex subconscious states
involved in love, mixed éountermemotions of attfaétion and repulsion,
physical and spiritual, suggestive in a rituwalistic, primitive manner.

This strangely moving final song explains much that would otherwise
remain merely obscure in the body of the text, namely the varied relation-
ships between the women of the saga and Cuchulain. Even so, there is no
reason that Emer shoﬁld make her one entry to dance in adoration of
Cuchnlain and indignation against his slayers, except the one rather obvious
one that this is, in fact,Ahér one appearance. Her role in the play is
altogether indefinite, but perhaps the danc’e is effective in stressing her
deep loyalty to a husband who has ceased to be attrécted.ﬁy her; perhaps

appropriately, it is she who hears the "few faint bird notes" uttered by
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Cuchulain as he joins the spirit world. Aoife was strictly justified in
seeking to revenge her one-time lover for his slaying of their son, buf a
suggestion of thwarted sexual attraction emerges from their strange dialogue
before she leaves him, temporarily as she imagines, tied to the stone post.
Cuchulain, reasoning simply and acting instinetively in love end war,
,'certainlyidoes not realise what strange and deep emotions impel the women in
his life to lead hinm to his death. Thus he attributes to Eithne Inguba the
simplest of motives for betraying hiﬁ to the HMorrigu, that of wishing to
replace him aé her lover. His own view of the relationship between man and
women is quite simple, as evidenced when he tells a servanf to take good
care of Eithne:
.« o « protect her life

As if it were your own, and should I not return

Give her to Conall Caernach because the women

Have called him a good lover.
Cuchulain himself is not complex. The fraditional wafriorwhero asks that a
nen be & brave warrior and good 1dver, that a woman be a loyal companion,
pleasant bed-fellow and good mother.

It has been argued that The Deatﬁ of Cuchulain is imperfect because

11
unfinished, but even if this is so some of those aspects which show it to

be unfinished make for its individual and mystifying effects. For instancey
while Purgatory is a very compact play, tightly and impersonally constructed,

The Death of Cuchmlain combines sections of such construction with sections

11 ' '

Vendler, Yeats's Vision and the Later Plays (p.R247), says of the
play that "its obscurity and confusion heavily counterweigh its occasional
tauthentic cadence'. I prefer to consider the play a rough draft, and to read

Of course, there is no more reason to read it as "a tentative final statement!
than there is to regard it as a "rough drafth.

AY
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" of more discursive material, and some of the heightened, stylized effects
which Yeats learned‘from ‘the Noh pléy. The 0ld Man's prologue is discursive
and personal, and allows Yeats to indulge in some faintly self-mocking
Jrony. The 01d Man, "looking like something out of mythology", largely
represents Yeats as narrator and introducer, coming closer to Shavian
téchnique than he had ever done p‘feviously. However, the 0ld Man is unlike
Yeats in his infusion into the mask of the irascible out-dated man of the
seer'!s agelessness:

I have been selected because I am out éf féshion and cut of date

like the antiquated romantic stuff the thing is made of. I am so

old that I have forgotten the name of my father and mother, unless

indeed I am, as I affirm, the son of Talma, and he was so old that

his friends and acquaintances still read Virgil and Homer..
The apparently self-directed irony of the 01d Man is of course really aimed
at the audience, if not that idesal, small audience actually present by
implication, then the absent crowd of self-educated, opinionated play-goers
who would find Mr.Yeats's.playrantiquated. "The aniiquated romentic stuff!
is actually the very stuff of Irish values, timeless like Remeses the
 Grea.1;° The discursive prologue is a master-stroke, ironically underlining
the play to follow.

Two brief sections follow, the‘first centering around the argumént
between Cuchulain and Eithne Inguba, the second moving forward to Cuchu-
lain's death at the hands of the Blind Man after Aoife's conversationbwith
the slayer of their son. Both these sections are economical in construction
with some pointed, fine dialégue » but the criticism that too many cherac-
ters are Introduced by name in Sﬁch a brief compass 1s certainly justified.

But the dialogue-narrative section is only one part of an inter-related

pattern and not the key part. In a sense, Cuchulain's last words as he
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" talks about his soul, "I say it is sbout to sing", Is what the play is all

sbout. In cbnstruction; the play is similar to The King of the Great Clock

Tower, in which the dialogue-narrative portion is cut to its barest
essentials. Yeats did not want his amndience to find the dramatic situation
interesting in its development, since the surface psychology of journalism
-was vhal he most despised in the theatre. Even what seems to be the core
"of this last play is little bul necessary introduction. ‘
Three sections follow Cuchulain's death. First, after the fall of.
the curtain, the Morrigu enters and introduces Cuchulain to the dead,
giving the details of his wounding but omifting mention of fthe Blind Man's
part in the slaying. To hér, 2ll has been as a play, for which she has
_ Marranged the dence. Here the play seems to sink to itsrpessimistic nadir;
- with the Morrigu's speech cynically reducing the scope of human roles in
the action. But Emer's dance, arrsnged or not by the passionless Morrigu,
raises the action above the level of narrative. "Emer mist dance, there
mst be severed heads -~ I am old, I belong to mythology -~ severed heads for
her to dance before," the 01d Man had said. This dance projects tho play
further beyond the process of history to an archétypal situation in which
the multiplicity of the action and characters becomes the single relation-
ship between the woman and the tramsfigured man. Emer begins by raging
Nggainst the heads of those that had wounded Cuchulain, moves as "if in
adoration or triumph" and then hears the "few faint bird notes" which are
the song of Cuchulain's spirit. Then, in the final soﬁg episode; we hear
"the music of some Irish Fair of our day"; as the 0ld Man promised,
Cuchulain's saga haé become "the misic of the beggar-man, Homer's msic",

the song of a harlot accompanied by the beggar misic of ﬁipe and drum. In
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- these last three episodes Yeats has preseﬁted the indifference, mixed
horror and adoratién, and tragic ecstasy proper to those who witness the
transfiguration of the hero from & man among warriors and women té a man.
_ among the immortal.

The Death of Cuchwlain is formally very different from Purgatory,

yet there are analogical similarities in the forms of the last two plays.
Yeats achieved concentration in Purgatory through the symbol-propérties of
house and tree, which memorably gather the;implicatidns of the tight plot
into assthetic images. In his 1ast'p1ay, he achieves this concentration
through more traditional Noh elements, dance and song. In both plays
transformations are characteristic, present into pasty present into future
in Purgatory, and in the Cuchulain play a chain which begins and endsrin
| the presént, but also encloses the vanished world of mythology and the

eternal world of spirits. In The Death of Cuchulain Yeats instinctively

pushed dramatic form in the several directions of a modernity independent
of contenmporary influenceé, and traditional form és he saw it elaborated in
the Noh play. The prose prologue effectively employs the device of
exploiting the aundience's knowledge that the world of the play is febric-
ated. This ié précisely the knowledge which the play-goer expects the play
to negate, yet the prologue shows that.by integrating the presence of the
sudience into the stfucture of the play, ils events and meaning can be made
more immediate and marvellous. The effect of the concluding song is to
awaken the audience from a trance in lines that viyidly stamp Cuchulain's
continuing presence:

No body like his body’
Has modern women borne,
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But an old man looking back on life

Imagines it in scorn.

A statuels there to mark the place,

By Oliver Sheppard done,

So ends the tale that the harlot

Sang to the beggar-man.
The form of the conclusion is fittingly folk and traditional, a "tale that
the harlot/Sang to the beggar-man"; but the tale unfolds the artist's
.”reality, finally sculpted in the Dublin post office.

Yeats's drama is elsboration, taking a simple plot and forcing it-
to yield the maximum of assthetic universality through a marriage of the
arts. Yeals himself explained that the design of his plays aimed for

« + o contemplative emotion left to singers who can satiéfy the
poet's ear, exposition of plot to actors, climax of the whole to
dancers; in one play at the beginning and end a scenic dance.
Tradition has shown that music and the dance, unlike music and

the words, can elaborate themselves, danee into its utmost,
misic into all but its utmost subtlety, and yet keep their union.

12
In the stage plays, Yeals subordinated the element of plot, the acted story,
to the other requirements of drama: natural music, symbolism and lyricism.

It is not surprising that he wrote, in "The Circus Animals Desertion",

Players and painted stage .took all my love,
Mnd not those things that they were emblems of.

Yet two lines from the same poem describe the dramatic purpose simply and
modestly:

Character isolated by a deed i
To engross the present and dominate memory.

The plot, prologue, dance and song, in The Death of Cuchulain, are a fine

elaboration of the resources the dramatist has to hana, but they are used

for the single end of isolating the heroic character and fixing it in the

12 )
"Music and Poetry" in Broadsides (1937), n.p.
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emory. )

Yeats wrote these two plays during the last year of his iife,
dramatising characteristic themes for the most popular audience a work of
" art can have. In the Old Man's prologue to his last play, he indicated

gubtly that he knew why his plays could not command the andience that
'other modern plays did: his themes were "an%iquated stuffh, out of myth-
ology. In an earlier poem, he characﬁerised himself as a "last romantich:
| ﬁb woere the last romantics=-~ chose for themes

Traditional sanctity and loveliness;

Whatever'!s written in whal poets name

The book of the people.-

‘ ("Coole Park and Ballylee, 1931")

" Thematically, then, Yeats faced little challenge in»his 1gst period. He
believed that the true artist had one task,‘that of celebrating "trad-
itional sanctity". Form was a greater challenge, that of making modern
Jangusge and forms sultable instruments for tﬁe elaboration of this thems,
whether in prose, lyric or play. Working against the grain of modern times
Yeats persevered in finding models from earlier days: from the mythologlcal
past of Ireland, where he found Cuchulain, thé defiant warrior and lover;
from a more recent Ireland, thal of the Great House, noble and bepgar-manj
from an eighteenth-century Anglo-Irish tradition which offered Swift, Burke
and Berkeley as political and philosophical models; from a modern Irelend
whose true heroes were men like Psrnell and O'Higgins, proud, contempt-

uous of the common ruck, intelligent.

Purgatory and The Death of Cuchulain admirably sum up the character

of Yeats's last years of life and work. Mncient Irelsnd and the Ireland of

the venished Great Houses assert the dignity of the heroic life and offer a



115

vision for the lonely artist who decries the modern chaos. The spirit of a
young bride suffers purgatorial torment and Cuchulain sees the shape his
soul will teke after death; Yeats proclaims a heterodox yet traditional
philosophy in which man's life is nol bounded by death. ALl this was the
creation of an old man nearing his death who created masks suitable for
confronting the present. His book was the "book of the people®, and its
tradition held together the world of srtist, noble and beggar-man in an

Treland vwhich mirrored the world.



APPENDIX

THE COMPOSITION OF "PARNELL'S FUNERALY

Ellmenn, in the chronology of poems appended to his book The

."Identity of Yeats, gives April 1933 as {he date of composition of
MParnellls Funeral".l Close examination of the evolution of Yeats's
political thought during 1933 and 1934-1eads me to believe that only part I
was completed»in April 1933 and that par{ IT was written after August of
that year, and possibly not until after May 1934. It is important to note
.at the outset that part II first appeared in print in the Spectator of
. October 19, 1934; there the two parts appeared togeéher, part I as "A
“Parnellite at Parnell's Funeral, part II as "Forty Years Later". Thme even
as late as October 1934 Yeals regarded the parts as separate but related
poems.
Three references in the nggggg almost certainly apply to part I,

the poem called "A Parnellite at Parnell's Funeral'. On March 14,1933,
Yeats wrote to Olivia Shakespear that "Tomorrow I:begin 8 longish poem
“which should last me until I start for London." He had completed this poem
some time before April 19, as he wrote to Olivia Shakespsar again: "I have
been iIn & dream finishing a poem, the first I have done for perhaps a_year."
Later, in Angust 1933 he commented that "Now for a year I have written some

2
twenty or thirty lines in all"; "A Parnellite . . ." was a poem of

1
P.293

2
VWade, Letters, pp.808-814.
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thirty-one lines. Up to August 1933, then, part I can be documented from
the letters, but there is no mention of a second part.

In May 1934 Yeals sent this'poem to Patrick McCartan, with an
appended commentary which had evidently beén attached some time previously,
but probably not before August 1933 when Yeats had drawn attention to the
~ poem he had comgleted. Unterecker, who has documented this section of ‘the

poem's history, does not ssy vhether or not the second part was appended

to.the commentary &g it was when, in October 1934, the volume The King of

the Great Clock Tower was printed; but the implication of his comments is
that it was not: | A' | , ‘
The poem and comment that Yeats had offered Campbell for the

Irish Review was the first part of "Parnell's Funeral'" and the
commenteary on it. : .

Unterecker mentions differences in the poem's text at this stage, but he
does not refer to part II at g8ll. If we can assume that vhalt was sent by
Yeats to McCartsn was the first part of the poem plus the commentary but
without the éppended second part; then it seems clear that this second
part of three quatrains, in a very different style from the first part, was
written,betweeﬁ Mey 1934 (when Yeaﬁs sent the poem and commentary tg
McCertan) and October 1934 (when he submitted béth parts to tﬁe Spectator).
In any case, Yeals's comment of the previous igust about the poem of "some
twenty or thirty lines" esteblishes that its composition was at least four
months subsequent to that of the first part.

The establishment of a later date for the writing of part II, "The

3 - '

Unterecker, Yeats and Patrick McCartan, pp.364~367. McCarten had
requested an unpald contribution for a short-lived journal, Campbellis
Irish Review. N ' .
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"rest I pass, one sentence I unsay" (after August 1933 and possibly after
May 1934) certainly-mékes sense in ierms of Yeats's developing thought as
discussed In Chapter One. Part I, arising out of the American lecture,
lights up the sacrificial moment - the interment of Parnell - which brought
into being modern Ireiaﬁd; part II is a disillusioned commentary on the
feilure of modern Ireland. Its mood is similar to that of the "Three Songs
to the Same Tune" and its commentary, as 1s its conclusion: that government
had fallen into weak hands, that the mob was ruling, that the people of
Ireland had refused to learn from the heritage'of Swift, Parnell and
O'Higgins. Yeals wrote the original versions of the "Three Songs . . oM late
in 1933 and revised them in April 1934; in August he added a posiscript with
the bitter poem "Clmrch and State* appended. The mood of part II of "Parnell'a
Funeral® ié similarly bitter and disillusioned in mood to "Church and
State", and like it was aﬁtachgd to the end of a commentary, suggesting
after-thoughts. The second part of "Parnell's Funeral® did not develop from
the thoughts of its preceéing comeentary; it expfeésed the thought of the
vprose accompanimente to the "Three Songs et

The most convineing textual evidence for this argument is the pre-
sence of 0'Duffy in the quatrains of part II. Yeats did not meet O'Duffy
until July 1933. By September he seemsa rather amused by O'Duffy's pre-
tensions as a leade:l:‘..4 That is why, in the second part of the poem,
O'Duffy is referred to somewhat slightingly:

Had Cosgrave eaten Parnell's ﬁear%, the land's
Imagination had been satisfied, .

Or lacking that, government in such hands,
O'Higgins its sole statesman had not died.

4
See Igtters, pp.812-815.
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Had even O'Duffy - but I name no more -
Their school a crowd, his master solitude;
Through Jonathan Sw:Lft‘s dark grove he passed, and there
Plucked bitter wisdom that enriched the blood.

Even O'Duffy: the implication is clear. O'Duffy had at first secemsd a
hops for the Irish nation, but Yeats had quickly seen through him; he
was not a men of the stature of Cosgrave, De Valera or O'Higgins. Part II
of "Parnell's Funeral? records the difference between Yeats's attitude
to his Irelend when he returned from America early in 1933, and his
attitude - of disgust and disilllusionment - late in that year and in 1934
when he was writing the bitter commentery for his "Three Songs to the Same

Tune". In more ways than one, "Parnell's Fumeral began with Parnell and

ended after O'Duffy. : -
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