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_ABSTRACT

THE JNFLUENCE OF HIS FATHER
ON THE MATURE POETRY OF W. B. YEATS

»

Iris Martin

A péw maturity is showd in the poetry of Witliam Butler Yeats
{1865-1938) Ffter the revelation to hfm in 1917 of a systém'pf poetic
bé]ief. allegedly by'supernétural agenéfes.A The system whichsihg‘poet
later delineated in the prose-work, A-Vision, was in fact a crystalli-
zation of Yeats' thoughf developed thréughout his 1€fe.. That thoughi;
in turn, can be seen as a system of poetic phi]pﬁophy consistiné of
thrée interacting elements, antinomy, emotional conviction, and
scepticism which .Yeats was taught by his artist father, J. B. Yeats.
This thesis argues that the 'heﬁ maturity' in poetry and the system.’

of A Vision which made it possible were in their basic essentials the

direct outcome of the paternal influence..
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’ Preface

So much has a]ready been written about Yeats and his poetry that

L

there is an almost inexhaustible reservoir from which to draw support

fdr. a new thesis: Indeed, an attenpt with the limited sbope‘of this

one could be'entirely-devoted to recounting and reorganizing existing
commentary but, doing 50, wou1d neglect its own purpose which is to -
contr1bute, if poss1b1e, to an ongo1ng discussion. The thesis, there- "

fore builds, on, rather than rebuilds, well-known scholarship as a foun—

. dation and assumes in both reader and writer a fami]iarity with Yeats'

- poetry, with A Vision's main outlines, with.the critical 'facts' of-

the'pdet's biography, and with the selevant and prominent commentary

‘thereon. It would probably be preferable, in every sense except’

the immediately practiEab]e, to make no assumptions, to ?u]]y exb]éin
every allusion and reference, as in dea]1ng w1th the newly discovered

manuscr1pts of an unknown wr1ter, if only on account of the thorough-

‘ness necessary to such an endeavour, On a higher level of investiga-

~tion. than this, to igriore existing commentary is perhaps to avoid:ite

mistakes and ilJuminate its blind spots. However, an effort limited

. N N v . ‘-' ’
in space and in-scholarship as this is, would, given tabula rasa, only
repeat (or begin to_.repeat} the obvious.

The other Eompe]]ing reason that the Ehesis must take a greai

deal as read' is that when dea11ng with a qy1ter such as Yeats

-

‘whose poet1ca1 and prose works and I]fe are so richly 1nte#£onnected

> .
(some say to form a discernible unity), it is impossible to discuss
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one eniity, in any depth, without either assuming or explicating a

broad knowledge of re1ated works, dominant themes. and surrounding

'c1rcumstances Some of Yeats' poems are best understood in the light

) of‘the‘prose rendition which usually preceded 'translation’- into verse;

“ knowledge of one poem sometimes adds greatly to appreciation of others;

changes in style and preoccupat1on are often explained in comtempora-~
neous]y written prose works; symbols gather significance from poem to
poem;'and, final]y, much of Yeats' work can be only partially understood

mjthout knowledge of the facts of his life. Generally speaking, in

. short, one can say very little about one part without (implicit or.

exp]icit) reference to the whole. It may be possib]e to take, say, a

s1ng1e poem and follow every thread of reference made to its extreme

" end, but in a thesis which necessar11y touches, as th1s one: does, on

changes in the poetry, on prose works concern1ng poetry, on deve]opments

" of the poet's thought and attitudes, and on b1ograph1ca] data, the

*groundwork' cannot, and should not be reconstrocted.
The pages which fo]low;\thereforé, take much for granted.' Prehise

references are given only where quotations are made, controversy is

- 1nvo1ved orre]at1ve1y obscure information -is used. The bibliography.

however, includes sufficient sources for the genera] knowledge assumed
in the thesis. |

‘ Perhaps some mention of dates asoociated with A Vieion shouid be
made, here. Notwithstanding that the prose work was pub11shed only in
1925 and later revised cons1derab1y, beginning in 1929, the s1gn\flcant

year for the purpose of this thesis is much earlier. The system' s

f1rst disclosure occurred during Yeats' honeymoon in 1917. whapever

-
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the means of the revelation, supgrn&;ura] or voluntary, that is the

date on which Yeats ‘accepted' the system, adopting it as a world

view. It.is therefore from that time that the system would become

the framework-for Yeats' perception of things, for his experience and

‘for his poetry. h

POty
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Introduction

. The central question which this thesis will attempt to answer is:
Why, as W. B. Yeats himself claimed, did his poetry "gain.in self-pos-
session and power" 1 with the'writing of A Vision? Clearly, such. a

thesis assumes a general consensus among readers and critics of Yeats'

’

poetry that some felicitous change or develoﬁment did indeed take place,_.

that it was concomitant with the crystailization of his view of life

as set down in A Vision and that; therefore, it is explicable in terms

of the prose work, either bécause A Vision's system was fundamental to ~

that development or because the two had common origiﬁs external to /

Yeats' written prose or poetry. Both lines of explanation are pursued‘

“in the'delnwing pages. - . : ..

The obvious reason for 'imﬁ?ovement‘ in<the later poetry is that

A Vision provided a systematised design of the eternal cosmos from which

" ‘metaphors for poetry' could be drawn, much as are ]abe11ed'disti11a-’

tions, essences, from an apothecary's'she1f. Like a careful alchemist

_(or even a magician) Yeats had arranged his laboratory of ideas with

the minutest organization - all his mystical learning, imaginings,
visions, illusions, dreams, memories; notions, superstitions, were
collected into a coherent 'system'. It seems obvious that simply to

reach for symbots' clearly labelled and neéatly arranged in proper

1 W.B. Yeats, A Packet for Ezra Pound, (Dublin, 1929), p.11.

1

ot
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re]ationsh1p one to the'other is vastly more efficient than g;opfng
a1m1essly about in the dark c]utter of memory confused by the dust of
the moment's mundane preoccupation. To have said 'This is how I view
the universe and its history, by these mere twenty-eight categdries 1
distribute and describe this earth's millions; each of these ind{viduels
is composed of. only fodr essentiallfacu]ties"- it was a trmumph of
tidiness. With a nice turn of phrase and some 1mag1nat1on, even a
mediocre poet would improve. . We-could expect a new ‘perspective on 1ife
as viewed from a'higher level of generality, character vividly portrayed
with a surer’ hand even the ordinary made transcendant, but scarcely
se]f possess1on and power"

"The bulk of critical commentary on Yeats' later poetry has concen-

trated on tracing all the diverse elements of h{s knowledge back to

,thedr origins, on showing how A Vision brought them together, and on the

fusion of Yeats' perceptions of 'the real and the imagined. :Most
imdorténtly. the critics have explained hdw the content of 'the system'
provided the powerful metaphors with which Yeats illuminated,.in his
meture poetry, his own experience. Whenever, after A Vision, Yeats
refers to historical or literary events or personalities, we must view
them, not with just the qualities and circumstances ascribed by common
know]edge, but also as imbued with the characterlstlcs of (and.often
represent1ng) the Ph;;es of the system to whtch they belong. Moreover,
ordinary everyday thihgs such as swans, sta1rcases, and b1rthpangs,
being symbols of supérnatura] and eterpal referents, are enhanced with'

a 51gn1f1cante far behond that of their immediate exfstence. There is

much more, of. course, and certainly there is wide s@ope for 1nvest1ga-
t
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tion of the pdrtiéulars of A Viéion; the cross-references between 'the

system' and the current and subsequent poetry are v1rtua1]y inexhaustible.

The part1cu1ars of A Vision, although rich material for d1scuss1on of .
'developmerit' of the poetry, are not,however, the primary concern of

this thesis. Here, I intend to discuss the;more general and fundamental

aspecté of Yeat;'.thought, how they aren1ar§e1y derived from his father's

teaching, and how they, forming the framework of the system, solve for

Yeats the conflicts which had themselves been created (or,at least, in- )

tenéified)’byd. B. -Yeats' peculiar form of eduégtion. "Self-possession

and power" are the very stuff of the poet's Being, as elusive as the

formsla for transmutation of lead into gold is for the alchemist. They'

could not be achieved by merely rearranging thgzg&@bolic universe in a
. B _
geometric pattern. Indeed, Yeatg-was not greatly preotcupied with the

mechanics of poetry, neither with its prosody, as Robert Beum has

laménted 2, nor with anything 11ke eff1c1ency As A.G. Stock tells us, -

3

Yeats desp1sed mechanization. It is un11ke1y that such a man would

offer to devote the remainder of his life to making poesy more

scientific.

Yeats' preoccupation - and a nobler one - was with the poet'sv

relationship to the experience which is portrayed (and even recreated)
. l ‘ -

'2 Robert Beum, The Poetic Art of William Butler Yeats, (ﬂew—York
1969), p. 55. I

3 A.G. Stock, W.B. Yeats: His Poetry and Thougb;, (Caﬁbridge, 1964)
p. 148. ‘ B . ‘
\ P




in poetry. If we are to explain an jmprovement in that rg]ation;hip _ |

" we must find‘a resolution more fundamental than is afforded by a mere

categor{zation'of mattér and symbol. Such a resolﬁfibn seems to have

taken place around the time of A Vision's appearance with regard to tho-

se problems of expgy{ence ‘which Yéaté hadfinherited'fébm his father.

“If, for clarity's sake, one'makes a rough c]ésS%fica{ion, thus:
Experience-——————f—% Poet ———— Poem

mere metaphoré for pdetry, alfhough perhaps.deriveéffrom past éxperienqe{ .

are devices which come actively into p]ay'only between Poet and Poem. o

'Se]f-possession‘and ﬁower, hbweVer. operate from the Poet outwards
codetioning experience as well as the writing of poetfy. To ekplqin

‘the emergence of these qua]jties'ag associéted witﬁ the setting down of
"the sfstem", we must firsf understand what A Vi§19n meant to Yeats. ‘
We must 'suspend dishelief' and considgr the work to be, if not univer-
sa]ly{ at least pe?sonnaily.for Yeats, a great deal more than just a “
collection of metaphors. Specifically, we must Took at A Vision's

manner of dealing with Yeats' own experience. To atténtuate the propo-
sition, we must ask how A Vision solves the problems which had been pre- -

‘ vehting a fifty yeaf old man, some thirty years a poet. frém attaining
self-possession and power: ) hﬁ\\\

It ma; be necessary, at:this‘stage, to 1fst the preoccupations gf
the thesis, not becéqse‘théy are discrete and unconnected but, on t’e
ébﬁtrary, because their'interconnections aré too complex for One well-
‘integrated statement. Indeed, i@ is difficult tortreat.Yeats and his
work fairly on a strafght ]ine, at all, and, in trying, one begins.to

understand the ﬁoet's'temptatidn to diagrams. érief]y then, the thesis

e
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discusses: firstly, what A Vision was for'its author, identifying it as
'a system of poetic be]ief', as previously defined By J. B. Yeats;
segondly, the‘conf1icts jhhereng in the young Yeats' life and the way
in which his father's teabhing intensified them; tﬁirdly, the survivé]
of the mafn elements qf.the paternal influence (antinomy, conviction by

the emotions, and scepticism) as the framework of A Visijon, particularly

in the Four Faculties; fourthly, the comparability of the "systems" of ~.

the son axd the father; next, the way in which A Vision solves and
justifies internal cﬁnf]ict in tﬁe indivihua1; next, Yeats' initial
attempts td>cohfront reé]ity as fhey are disclosed in his poetry
written immediately before the'reveiation of the system; next, the
Easter Rising of' 1916 a; a turning-point in Yeats' life precibitating
the final stage of His reconci]iatian with 'circumstance', his. marriage,
and the writing'of A Vision itself; and, finally,-how the new maturity,
adumbratéd by the formation of the system, shows in the poetry written
after@aras.

L.

The argument‘is that @Ithough‘A Vision's actual content is mainly

derived from Yeats' mystical knowledge, the fundamental divisions and

“pattern of the thought and éVen the intellectual and emotional neces-

. ) T
sities answered by the system were al¥ inherited from his father; and,
funther,‘that even the mystical content, having been pursued in defian-

ce of his father's scepticism, was therefore, also, largely determined

- (albeit negatively) by the paternal influencel In other words, if the

poetic ppilosophy which underlies A Visjon -brought about Yeats' new

maturity, then J. B. Yeats indeed had realized his ambition: he had

‘taught his son to write poetry.

-
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The idea is not, as it might abpear from this bold statemeni. that
Yeats was ; mere puppét, a creature of his father. Obviously, he had,
at least, considérable talent. The thesis also recognizes the powerful
jnfluence,on,Yéats of other figures, contemﬁoréry ang historical, nota-
bly SheT]ey,B]akg,Ekoanqg,Syift,Paten Wilde, AE, the nationaiistic
Irish.poets, Podnd;ua;Léary;'ﬁéud‘éonné, Parnell, Lady Gregory, Madame
Blavatsky, ‘MacGregor Mathers - the list is endless. Yeats' father,
however, laid the deébesf discernible founqatioQ§ 6f his thought to
which were adapted the g1ean%ngs from other influences: MNo matter how
ivied-over, later, with fresh, and sometimes strange, gruwth;lthe basic
shape and structure of his philosophy were well-established before. he
began to write poetry. The dominance of the antfnomies, an unrea]ity’
rivalling réality, the flexibility of belief to the requirements of art,
the supremacy of the emotions, harmony céming out of conflict, Unity of
Being, the scepticism o% the intellect standing apart - all fhese ideas
were originally the father's and, sign{ficént]y. his prefequisites for
the creation of poetry. They were not just menfioned in passing; they
were forcefully inculcated ihfo the child frem his tenth &ear and were
reiterated and embellished, particularly in letters, until J. 8. Yeats'
death in 1922. These ideas never ceased to be the main elements of
Yeats' perception of iife, his handling of ekperience and his portrayal
of it in poefry. The pérsonél and artistic conflicts created {or inten-
sified) by the coexistence of these ideas were finally made manageable
for Yeats only by.the setting-down of fhe system which is, basically,
an arrangement of these ideas, themselves;~“the culminaticn of his

father's influence as well as of the poet's defiance of that influence.
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Many critics, notably A. Norman Jeffares, Richaﬁd Ellman, and

Joseph Ronsley{ have drawn attention to discrete similarities between
the fdgas of Yeats and those of his father. I have not yet discovered,
however, a comparison of the mature philosophies of the two men -
not even a partial one such as is attempted, here. Given the apparéht .
"divorce” from hisrfétherfs ideas by Yeats' thirty-years venture in
mysticism, most critics have assumed a complete break. 1 take that
departure to have been relatively superficﬁa], such as might occur if
a mil]e%'s son, inheriting his father's equipment, would take to )
grinding some conventionai]y despisg& gfain instead of wheat. What I
regard -as more fundamental than it is conventionally held to be isrthe/'
type of development in poetic power adumbrated by ."the system." Th{s
thesis, }n other words, begins its speculation from two related
departufe points: tﬁat A Vision, in its basics, is Tess mystical and

more J. B. Yeatsian than -has generally been supposed. ‘ 3



Chapter 1
. Yeats' Belief in 'The Systgm' -

The Experience - Poet - Poem continuum maj seem overly s1mp1fst1c
but it does provide, and not éoincidenté11y.—a framework for 11lumina-
tion of much Qf.the critical connknta}; éurrouﬁd1ng the nature of Yeats'
belief in A Vision. Every critic who discusses this most controversial
of Yeats' prose works tries to unravel the poet{s own equivocation about
his belief in the mysterious -communicators. Yeats refused to commit

himself: v

Some will ask if I believe all that this book

contains and I'will not know how to answer. Does
the word belief, used as they will use it, belong
to our age...? A ) '

Yeats seems to be suggesting that it is appropriate to an age of scepti-
cism, such as his own, to have an inferior sort of belief, one which
must be willed and probably only by those who, like himself, are born
'out of phase'. The notion that quality of faith and unde?gtanding
fluctuates over time with the tdndition of a people is basic to the
changing form, from dne era to another, of the teaching of some
esoteric Buddhist philosophies. Yeats was probably familiar with this
rather convenient variation . There 1s, however, some prevarication

in his statement. How, if be1{ef. as they mean it, does not belong

!
/

i
/

4 Yeats, A Packet for Ezra Pound, p. 32.
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to the questioners; age, can they eveﬁ conceive of jt? Why wdq?d4they.
bother to ask the question? It seems almost too convenient to propoynd
a philosophy of historical phases during a phase to which belief does
~not happen to belong. Whatever - Yeats at Jeast willed the adoption

~ of a kind of belief. He goes on to say:

I will never think any thoughts but theése: when

I write prose or verse they must be somewhere
present...; they must affect my judgment of friends
and events. ‘

Even if he did not "believe" in any abséﬁute'sense; if he thought,

for example, that the system was simply collected jdeas and images from
his own know]edge returned by some tldy-mlnded sp1r1§\gu1des, he
clearly intended to behave as one wogld expect of a b;l1ever Th1s
would be true, also, if the whole tale, the automatic writing and the
rest, we}e mere fnvéntion - perhaps to cover thé crassness of mechaniza-
tion of_thought and imagination. Yeats had good, inmediate reason to
mechanize. tHe and his poetry were already immersed in a p]ethora of
highly peF;ona]1zed or at least.obscure symbolism, but he wanted to
write 'public poetry'. The expanding allusive power of his verse would
negate its purpose if it merely turned in on itself becoming progressi-
ye]y more accessible to Ye;ts\ and less éccessib]e to his readers. He

needed a "system", a comprehensivesnetwork map, which would not only

detail precise relationships between symbol and substance, but which

5 Ibid.
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would .also relate one symbol to another. A Vision‘is, among-other‘
things, a Baedaker, a handy (or noi so handy} buide for the reader
travelling in Yeats' symbolic world. The notion thét theiwho]e tale
could be an‘invention is not as outrageous as it first appears., Yeats'
%abrieation.and later witﬁdraﬁa]. of the Arabian traveller story makes
him seem less than a reliable w1tness, although it may 1ndeed be true,

as he said that his wife, Georg1e Hyde Lees, dld not wish (and perhaps

_w1se]y) to be associated with the revelation. 6 ¢

At the other extreme on the scale of belief, there is the possibi-
Tity that Yeats, although half-afraid to admit it openly, actually
regarded the disclosﬂre qf the "system" as a mystical revelation Qf
ultimate truth. He did Took for corroboration of the "system" in cor-
reépondances between his own historical cycles and those df the alleged-
ly respectable Spengler;.he did offer to dedié§te the remainder of his
life to understanding the messages of the cogmunicators; and he did
write'(%o Ezra Pound) that the book would "proclaim a new divinity". 7

From such declarations we would assume that its influence would
extend even beyond the coolly stated “judgment of friends and events".
Since A Vision purpdrts to explain, elucidate, and thus offer advice on
every imaginable human conflict (indeed, in all the problems of human

experience), a firm belief in it implies well-defined approaches to

life and, since phases and the personalities within them differ so

6 Ibid. p. 25.
"7 1bid. p. 35.
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rem&rka51y. to any individual 1ife, {nc1ud1ng‘?eats'. fhg'ph11osophy

. thus declared ‘and embraced would affect,not only Yedts' portrayal

A o T T S T ——— b 1

experience in poetry.'byf the experience {tself.
Theqquestion of wﬁether or not he believed absolutely in A Vision
yields, as is characteristic in discussions of Yeats, a 'both and

‘neither' sort of answer. His many remarks and evasions on the subject

show'that Yeats' belief 1n his own system over the years was a shifting. -

chapging, inconsistent thfng. It answer§ perfectly to the description
of the type'of belief which Yeats' father thought to be the poet's
privilege: “A poet should fee]-quitelfree to say in the morning that
he believes 1n (anything) and in the_evéning that he no longer believes
in (it)". 85

‘It-ﬁay well be that Yeats' beljef in A Vision was subject to the
state of his emotions or even to the waxing and the waning of the moon,
but its level never seemed to fall below that which would affect the
conduct of his 1ife. At the very least, the content of A Vision
influenced Yeats' outlook on 1ife and thus; while providing "metaphors
for poetry” to alter directly the right-hand'side of the continuum
(Experience - Poet - Poem), it also had .powerful impact on the poet's
experience. | .

We started this discussion of the nature of Yeats' belief in his

system as a partial answer to the question: What did A Vision mean to

8 J. B. Yeats, as quoted in: Richard Ellman, Yeats: The Man
and the Masks, (New York, 1948}, p. 18.

- E e meeomr ) R e oacm o ow - Tia T - EE kI - LN Y et e ——— -

T

e mtm = =

e



12

leéfs? Of coprse..there‘ére-other ways 1h.whjch a philosophy or a-
.cosmogony has ﬁeaning for its creator or even an.aaﬁerént. Yeats,
clearly: winted to believe in A Vision and presumably becauée it
Answered to the current necessities of his 1ife as a man and a poet.
'Tb see how a man could create a design of the universe which (while
retaining some-appgdfance of objectivity and generalizing wonderfu]ly)
would not only justify his past but providé a map for ﬁis future, it
is necessary to ask what the work itself actually is.

A Vision has been ca]]éq everythiég from a private mythology to.
a universal philosophy but, whatever.its definition, the work is usually
found wanting, It-seems to have been tempting to strike a judgemental
attitude and to show how, in one or another respect, it fai]s-to answer.
some purpose, usually of the critic's own devising. Louis Macniece,
for example, charged that Yeats, in hatred of scientific rationalism,
had produfed "a blueprint for reality" which was."scieqﬁifica]]y |
irrational ." ¢ Such an approach, although it offers wide scope for
indignant eloquence, is time-wasting. The possibilities for elucidation
of what something is not are (albeit countably) infinite. Hore relevant,
. there is a definition of A Vision which, whi]e‘very simple, solves a
number of complex problems.

It just so happens that J.B. Yeats, the poet's father, in a letter

to his son, had demanded "a system of poetic belief":

. 9 Louis Macniece, The Poetry of W.B. Yeats, (London, 1941),
p. 124, - -

L)

o
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(1t) comes when the man within has found some me thod ' ‘
or manner of thinking or arrangement of fact (such )
as is only possible in dreams) by which to express

and embody an absolute freedom such that his whole e
inner and outer self can expand in a full satisfaction. 10 o .

Regarding A Vision as a "system of poetic belief" rather than as ‘ ?
simply a system of absolute belief resolves the conundrum of the nature
of Yeats' belief in the work itself. A cosmogony which js also a system
of poetic be]ie} allows a pdet to view and portray the mundane world as
part of a glorious and eternal cosmos. More.simpr.-it %s'sgﬁething
which Yeats as poet could affirm but which Yeats, as a man going
about his daily business --in houses, oOn streets, in shops, on trains,

[

in the senate - where that cosmos is not necessarily obtrusive could, as
he chose, affirm or deny. Such a definition, although ﬁot much grander,
subsumes his own of “"metaphors for poetry.” Métaphors are, after-all,
poetic beliefs. 'When a writer uses a simile, he merely says one thing
is 1ike another; when he uses a ﬁ;taphor, he sajs one thing is another.
He invites us to 'suspend the disbelief' diétated by the analytical
intellect and iﬁagine for a moment that there are mysterious -deep
ihterconnections between the substance and the symbol which make them
“identical. ' |

The reader is asked to imagine this identity for only a moment.

The poet, however, must sustain the poetic belief from experience

through to writing if there is not to be a jarring artificial or

10 Lennoi Robinson, ed., Excerpts from Further Letters of J.B. Yeats,
(Dundrum,<Eire, 1920}, p. 22.
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arbitrary note. If Yeats could feel and portray the presence of a

cosmos where even ‘the meanest object, event or personality in "real"

1ife has deep association with+a supernatural counterart, each being -

symbolic of the other, the ordinary world would become imbued with
significance, a sense of wonder .and, most importantly, would be worth

writing about. Metaphors, where there {s a.system of poetic belief,

become statements of truth, and the poet becomes a philosopher and even

a mathematician. It 1s not just flippant td‘say so. A poet who
embraces an innovative view of the universe and presumes to propound it
in é‘geometry and astronomy, considerably at variance with contemparary
sclentific usage, can impose on it,even whimsically, his own-"natural"
laws.

0f course, it would bé insufficiently convincing to compare what
may have been a chance remark of father to son in an old letter with.
a simple-definitionof A Vision and suppose, from this, that the prose
'wo;k is, indirectly, the du;come of the‘father's 1nf1hence. To draw
a convincing correspondence, one must look carefully at the main
elements of J.B. Yeats' influence on his son, how 1t-operatéd in the
poet's life, and how A Vi;ion reconciles and utilizes the components
of that imfluence. ) |

Before we embark on a lengthy discussion of the correspondences
between J. B, Yeats' ideas and those contained in A Vision, it is
perhaps appropriate to mention critical opinion on the extent of the
paternal influence. Among critics of W. B. Yeats' poetry, )

A. Norman Jeffares probably knows most about the life and philosophy of
the poet's father. In W. B. Yeats: Man and Poet, published in 1949,
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Jeffares s;ys'of the poet's first book which appeared in 1886,
"This beginning of a long series of books approximately coincides with
the end of J. B. Yeats' influence upon his ideas."” 11 In a later
essay, "John Butler Yeats, Anglo Ir1shmén". written many years later,

the same critic says:.

It s a commonplace that the painter's influence
over his poet son ceased when the Tatter began to
develop his interest in mysticism... The question
of J. B.-Yeats' influence on his son needs fresh
exploration. It extended further than the early
period of W.B. Yeats' life, though less directly.

This apparent change of mind is really a deve16pment typical of critical
opinion which has previously concentrated_on 'fresh influences’ éhcoun-
tered by the poet as he qatu}ed. Jeffares' second observation is
recognition that Yeats néver lost what his father had {nculcated.

J. B. Yeats' influence was too early learnt and possibly too jntrinsi-
cally attractive to be entirely erased, even when his son vgntured into
alien realms of thought., It is worth hoting. for example, that the
‘major direct effect on Yeats' poetry of the influence of Ezra Pound'was
the attempted elimination of 'abstractions' whiqh J. B. Yeats had taught
his son to hate. Yeats actual]y asked Pound, around 1914, to go through

his poetry underlining every,abﬁtract word as he came to it.

11 A, Norman Jeffares, W. B. Yeats: Man and Poet, (New York, '1949),
p. 30. .

12 A. Norman Jeffares and Cross, K. G. W., eds., In Excited Reverie,
(New York, 1971), p. 40.




Pk

K

Of the earlier critics. Richard El]man seems to ascribe most to

the paternal 1nf1uence. Speaking of the poet s Reveries over Childhood

and ?outh,nhe says: "...the theme that forces its way through Fhe frag-
ﬁenfary pictures is his dependence on his.father and his constant ef- '
forts to'éscape that depeﬁdence w13 EViman is also one of the few who
see Yeats father's teaching as extending 1nto the poet a.maturity, he
pointed out that Yeats who was not in the hab1t of agreeing with his
father, was all of forty-three years o1d when he wrote to him that he
realized, "with some,sqrprise. how fully my philosophy of 11fe has been
inherited from you in all but its details and applications." 14

13 E1iman, Yeats: The Man and the Masks, p. 21.

14 1bid. p. 14.

» ° .
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Chapter 2

~

* . Problems Endowed and Solutions Provided by J. B. Yeats
To return to those problems wh1ch had been preventing a fifty-year
old man from attaining se]f—possession and power Yeats, himself, in
the 1ntroduct10n tq A Vision, referred to "... a distinction between the
perfectipn-that {s from a man's combat with himself and that yhich is
“from a combat with circumstance:" 15 0p the scale of human suffering,
| these hardly‘seeh severe problems but when articulated by-a poet who
vacillated between trying to achieve 'perfection of the 1ife' aﬁﬁ‘
‘perfection of the work', they must be‘taken'seriously. Also, we will
be forced, as we unravel the complek antinomies faced by-Yeats, to
recognize that some 'combats with circumstance'; if 1htensif1ed and
- internalized, eventually become 'combats with the self.' For the
purpose of our discussion of J. B. Yeats' influence on his son, we must
refine-the above categories and deal with: .
- combats with circumstance
- combats with the fdther - as circumstance
i - combats with the father - as self.
and finally, combats with the self.

When we begin to discuss combats with circumstance, there imme-

diately appears a possible division between genetic {nheritance and

15 W. B. Yeats, A Vision, (New York, 1938), p. 8.

r
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environment, but it seems best to avoid Psychology's great debate bet-
ween the 'innate' and the 'learned’ and accept that Yeats' was a complex

childhood. In his own household, religious observance lived more -or

~less beacefuﬁly with atheism, Unionism with Irish nationalism, sophisti-

cation in art with folk-fable, aristoc;atic with peasant culture. If we
look,a.little qutside.his immediate environment, we find Protestantism,
whe;ﬁér ddvoted or atheistic, a minority within the larger fact qf Irish
Catholicism and that, if identified with nationalism, in uneasy peéce
with the containing British Empire, also Protestant.

The young Yeats, with his coﬁPatriots of the‘?nglo—Protestant asceﬁ-
dancy, could be deécribed as stgnding at the centre of Tany concentric
circles; of wheels within wheels. He could not venture far without
stepping dn b0undafies'between dpposing views on re]igioq, po}itips,art,
and culture. Inevitably, at these psychological thresholds, one.is
pulled both ways. In Yeats'-case,.it_mgy be possibje,:but it is unne-
cessary, to build a sophisticated paradigm. It is enough to show that 3
the circumstances of Yeats' early life, even if never_interreiated, were
uncommonly antinomous. They produced conflicting idéas whiph} far from
giving rise to ‘combats with'circumstaqce' ag poverty or sickness would

do, actually demonstrate that ppaceful co-existence of dramatically

‘opposing views is possible. From the Autobiographies, it is clear
that the yqung»Yeats did ndt see the need to a]ign himself with this

or that view, in effect, to take up 'combats with circumstance', until

he felt it necessary to defy the representative (sofietimes of bath sides)
of many questions, his:father,

The question of the poet's relationship with J. B. Yeats is extre-

i g
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mely complex but worth investigating if one %s to uhderstand how the
;given' antinomies operated in the aduit poet's mind and also how there 1
aﬁﬁse thé§e combats with both the self and circumstance which were re-
solved, although nevef directly addressed, py A Vision. To follow this
argument, it must be éhceptgd that a father is pért of 'self' and also
part of 1cjrcumstance.' He is part of 'self! insofar:as some idea of
continuous being of the father and the son is récognized. Richard
Ellman has pointed out' that some such idea, manifested as a need to come
to terms'with the father, was prominent in ;he late nineteenth century,

particularly so bp Ireland, that it appears as a "leit-motif throughout

the literature of the period" and that Yeats addressed the problem

repeatedly during his adult life. 16 The type of inﬁer'struggle

involved in coming to terms with the father ié probably most explicitly

expressed in James Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man,

perhaps indicating ‘that such tension in the filial relationship conti-

. nued, at least in Ireland, beyond the height of the Victorian period: .

- ‘ |
There is no need to dwell, here, on the difficulties of a young man §

trying to reach his apotheosis by rebelling against an already rebel-
Tious father - or a ydung artist defying an already self-doubting pre-

Raphae]ite.t Clearly, a new view of things is difficult to oppose

‘without falling back on conservatism.

. } - . "
- The problem for Yeats seems greatly complicated when one takes into

account the father as an individual, i.e., as part of 'circumstance'.

16 E11man, pp. 21-22.
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J. B:‘Yeats{ view of things was no£‘on]y a new one - it was well-nigh
al]-encompqssing.' There seems to be general agreement that it was a
profound 1qf1uence on Yeats,and in a myriad of Wways, but three aspects
of it are particularly relevant to the development of conflict in his
life ahd Qork.' These must have fbund their way to the son's mind
if not subliminally at an early ége, certainly later in the education
undertaken forcefully by tpe father in Yeats' tenth year. Firstly,
there is his dichotomous habit of thought which delighted in logical
and legalistic balancing of questions - progressively divi&ing and
:subdfviding the universe into 'things' and their opposites.]7 .The
circumstantial antinomies immanent in the éhi1dﬂs world (already
discussed) must have provided a solid foundation of ekamplescon which
to exercise this binary system of thought. (It cqu]d be sugge§ted
that this binary mode is essential to all human thought and that the
‘father simply reinforced it but, if so, the argument is unaffected.)
" The idea of it, however, was not to settle on one or another intellec-
tual conviction - the sceptic (and his son after him) abhorred these.

The reason that ‘division of the universe into opposing forces
did not facilitate choice of object for intellectual conviction or,
for fhat matter, 1ead'ﬁo non-involvement, either of which might be
expected, can be explained if we go fur#her than Ellman's suggestion.
J. B. Yeaﬁs saw emotions, states of being andlways of viewing life as
potentially containing and emerging from fﬁeir own opposites and,

b
moreover, he regarded the tension created by these antinomies as the

17 1bid.

o
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mainspring for artistic expression. His letters to his poet son are
replete with reminders of. the power of these pairs of mutually-
generating, opposing, forces: "Sympathy", he noted, "also has its self-
 ishness.," 18 ahd: "The never dying acheé of the probe of pain are in
every bosom... the poets let these work, ;1nd1ng in them the root
of happinesii the only sort which, though it be twin with sorrow,
is without a fleck on its purity." 19 3. 8. Ygat; even goes so far as
to suggest that nothing ca& exist.without the presence of its opposite.
- "There is no beaufy", says he, "unless we can Hiécover some flaw or
weakness.“.?o which perhaps explains what otherwise looks like carping

in his son's lines to Maud Gonne in the poem "Broken Dreams":

And yet your body had a flaw -
Your small hands were not beautiful. 21

In d1sﬁern1ng.;he unbeautiful within beauty, Yeats was perhaps p1ay1hg
safe. A ’ '

Indeed the wa} in which he should deal with and use-life's polari-
sations was largely dictated by his father and is a combination of
the second and third aspects to be considered: emotion and scepticism.

Emotional convictions for J. B. Yeats were the only 'profound', ‘true'-

18 Ezra Pound. ed., Passages from the Letters of John Butler Yeats,
(Dundrum, Eire, 1917), p. 5.

19 1bid. p. 3.

20 Ibid. p. 9. *

21 A, Norman Jeffares, ed., W.B: Yeats: Selected Poetry, (London,
1970), p. 76. :

»
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authentic - notions worthy of commitment of the self. The intellect
should be subject to the harmon1ous1; vibrating chords of the
'fee]ings'.'z? Scepsis, which.effectively undermines the full potential
of the 1nte11ec;, fits very well with this elevation of the emotional
pergona11ty. It 1s not so much a philosophy as a method of proéedure
by the philosophical doubt. By 1ts very nature, it demands that
reaction agéinst it obey its own tenets and makes any 1nte1}ectua1
conviction - even in that reaction - look like a éaffe.

It would seém that there are two discrete, but not mutually exclu-
sive, ways of 1iving within this system: either the intellect simply
plays the advocate and draws on prejudice orwconviction to justify the
emotional conviction of the moment - as the elder Yeats seems to have
done 23; or the emotion is actually subjected to the honest scrutiny of
the intellect. fhe ﬁ1y1§10n of the *self' seems more complete in the
second but, either way, it is demanded that the intellect stand coolly
back and regard a proper passion w1th'someth{ng 1ike indifference. ‘

If the split betweep feelings and intgllect is important for‘the
man, 1t is essent?gl for'%the most human of all', the artist - and for
what reason other than to invest the expressive pqwers? J. B. Yeats
abhorred the abstract language 6f journalism which achieves intellectual
_distance by lack of emotional involvement as much as he despised

'egotistical’ personal utterance in poetry. Immediately it becomes

225ee Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats 1965-1933, (New York, 1943),
p. 48.

23 EViman, p. 15.
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clear that; for the artist - and the poet faced with dichotomous choi-
ces, there is yet another w;y‘of obeying the system - exaggerate-or
even invent the emotion which the scebtical.intellect can best portray.
That we are never sure which is going on in Yeats' poetry is a measure
of the genius of his craft and, perhaps, of the success of his.father's
teaching. - |

The teaching, of course, was-specifically for a poet and the three
ideas: ant?nomy. emotion,'an&scepticism, are, at least implicitly,
-embodied in the elder Yeats' description of poetic belief: "A poet
should feel quite free to say in fhe morning that he belieyes in
(anything) and in the evening that he no longer believes in (it)." It
is hard to imagine a bettér design by which Life could be made to
serve Art. Perfection of the poet's work may be achieved by the intel-
1ec£'s refusal - but keen awareness of - "A heavenly mansion, raging
in the dark." 2? It demands a sort of reserved fanaticism - enough
feeling to empower the expressive faculty but not enough to escape
the harnessing.inteilect. The impression from the boetry ;eminds one
of nothing so much as tﬁe (co-incidentally?) pecufiar]y Irish art of
training a horse's high spirit without b;eaking it. It is imﬁortant to
say 'impression' because, as already observed, we cannot assume consist-
ency of the quality of sincerity of Yeats' emotional convictions.

It is permissible to use the 'harness’ metaphor because the intellect,

while inferior to 'feeling', as the bridle to the horse, is what

24 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 153
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directs it to the poetry.

Such a type of poetic belief was also a-particularly convenient
one for artistic expression of the emotions’in an era of scepticism.
The poet could make point-by-point and hour-by-hour decisions.  Without
committing his intellect in a credulous faghion unsuited to his time
he could, in the artistic tradition, give'?ree reign to his fancy.

To sum up the prob]emxof ‘coming to terms' with J. B. Yeats as
father: of the three asbects of his individual influence the first,
. dichotomous thought, seems to have remained the fundamental framework,
surviving all philosophies and modes of expression in his son's poetry;.
the young man who tried to pdrtray his view of Tife in 1889 in the songs
of the sad and happy shepherds still has the same preoccupations when,
fifty years later, he argues with himself in "The Man and the Echo "
The protagonist is un1f1ed and the‘struggle internalized - the old
man's echo gives back no more than it is given - but the dichotomous
problems, such as jmagination and reality, action and passivity,
remain, and are even intensified,

fhe supremacy of the emotions - at least in theory - was never to
be ques;}oned; but the third, perhaps because of opposing personalijty
characteristics, séepticism, seems to have become the focus of the son's
_ defiance. .The younger Yeats appears to have cast about for any possible
escape route. It is appropriate that he settled first on religion
which attempts to synthesize the emotional and the intellectual - a
conviction of the feelings answerable to some or another proof of the
thought - at least temporarily. Religion eventuaily gave way to

scientific rationalism which he ended by hating - and probably for its
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destruction of established church as a possible refuge. In poetry, he
vacillated about trying to find something exceptional, something
outside the domain of his faéher's scepticism. His admiration of
Shelley provided example for his first sustained efforts. Romanticism,
as C. Day Lewis has pointed out, may be "what happens when the
heroic begins to doubt itself.'Zd It may also be what happens before
the heroic has become sure of jtself, =~
o True doubt,Aof course, is accessible only to believers but we
must view Yeats at this period of his 1ife as actively striﬁing to
+ adopt belief but helplessly assailed, at every turn, by scepticism.
Rather than being provided, in the traditional way, with a stable set
of beliefs against which to try his maturing intellect, he was
bequeathed only the ability to doubt, and he did so, prematurely,
before he evér believed. A Romantic state, if seen as the unsure
heroic, would therefore be_appropriate to Yeats in his early adulthood.

Besides nationalism and Maud Gonne (which we will shortly ‘discuss

as aspects of Mask) Yeats pursued other and stranger things. He says

in the Autobiographies: "It was only when I began to study psychical

research and mystiéa] philosophy that I broke away from my father's
influence." 26 This makes a change which was incomb]ete - and

actually took about thirty years - seem definitive and abrupt. His

25 Stephen Gwynn, ed., W. B. Yeats: Essays in Tribute, from "Yeats
and the Aristocratic Tradition™, by C.D. Lewis, (New York, 1965),
p. 171 :

26 W. B. Yeats, Autobiographies, (London, 1955), p. 89.
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thorough investigations of the ‘6ther' - in an attempt to escape the
realm of his'fathér's scepticism while incorporating its method - were
a constant preoccupation. At the same time, as we have seen, his
father's influence had demanded finding intense emotional commitment
in a dichotomous world, turning mere circumstantial antinomies into
deep conflicts with the self. In some senses, A Vision represents a
victory in both struggles; it is the 'culmination of his defiance of the
father and justification for inner conflict.

The manner in which A Vision overcomes the father consists to some
extent in-its internal specifics but much more importantiy in what it
actually is. To recall what J. B. Yeats had written to his young son

of the poetic belijef:

(It) comes when the man within has found some method
or manner of thinking or arrangement of fact (such

as is only possible in dreams) by which to express

and embody an absolute freedom such that his whole
inner and outer self can expand in a full satisfaction.

A Vision is all that - and more - becahse, despite its title and the
poet's equivocation about the nature of his belief in it, it is clearly
just such an "arrangement of fact" and certainily more than a dream. The
defiance of the paternal scepticism lay in the presentation and .
publication of these "metaphors for poetry" as something which might

—

possibly have a real-basis in "arrangement of fact.”
. [
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Chapter 3

\ Mask

No matter how mystical was the revelation of the system, its basis

was a product of Yeats' own mind and knowledge:

The unknown writer took his theme at first from my
just published 'Per Amica Silentia Lunae'. I had

made a distinction ... and upon this simple
distinction_he built up an elaborate classification
of men...

The arrangement and vitalization of the.antinomies did not come upon him
Jn a blinding flash, but were the product of a long slow struggle,
perhaps the most intense of the combats with the self. For this reason
we should not think of A Vision as representing a sudden enlightenment
but rather as the culmination of a gradual process.

The most fundamental metaphor - of the. gyre - or the pern was
present dn the poetry as far back as the writing of "The Wild Swans at

Coole" where he visualizes the swans:

A1l suddenly mount 5
And scatter wheeling in broken rings 8

The images of the self-creating spiral had impressed him when a mere

child at Sligo where he was told that “pern' was another name for spool,

2? W. B. Yeats, A Packet for Ezra Pound, p. 12.

28 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 64.
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as I was accustomed to call 1t, on which thread was wound," 29
The doctrine of the Mask, the oniy really 'strange' one of the Four
Faculties, was even longer in creation than the gyresf From his early
days, Yeats had sought such a collection of ideal images. In Reveries

over Childhood and Youth, he says:

I didn't care for mere reality and believed that
Creation should be conscious and yet I could only
imitate my father, 30

Yeats was dissatisfied when he first began to write because he could

not find within himself the authentic emotional commitment (concerning
the real world) which his father demanded. [f he was to write poetry
with any intensit} of feeling, he was forced to look for worthy subjects
above and beyond rea]ﬁty. or else to transmute that reality by imagining
it associated with and part of the ideal. His secand temptatinn (as

is generally shown by his attraction to Irish mythology) was to reach

- back into the past. The seeming contradiction in the lines:

When my arms wWrap you round I press
My heart upon the Toveliness
That has long faded from the world 31

shows the beginning of Yeats® devotion to ideal images from the past and
pAia

his association of them with present reality.

29 W. B. Yeats, Autobiographies, p. 54

30 . B. Yeats, Reveries over Childhood and Youth, {(Dundrum, Eire,
1915), p. 95,

‘3]7Jeffare§. ed., Selected Poetry, p. 29,
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Agonising over the problem of finding emotional commitment where

the intellect dictates unbelief, he wrote in his diary:

Thus one must continually feel and believe what one's
reason denies. | am so unfortunate that I can only
conceive of this as a kind of playacting. 32

He came only slowly to the idea of donning a disguise and striving from 
inside it to fill out the created image: he scught to bring the real
into integrity with the ideal as if lead dipped in gold would alter
from within to take on not only the appearance but the qﬁa]ities of the
precious metal.

The first direct mention of the power of the ideal disguise appears

in The Green Helmet in a poem, itself called "The Mask":

It was the mask engaged your mind
And after set your heart to beat
Not what's behind. 33

The Mask, of course, was not seen as merely an alternative face but
rather as a complete disguise to be symbolized in other aspects of
costume. In the poem FA Cbat", Yeats Jooks back somewhat regretfully
on his revival of Irish myth as an attempt to cover the nakedness of

his young imagination:

I made my song a coat
Covered with embroiderieg
Out of old mythologies. 3%

32 w. 8. Yeats, Reveries, p. 26,

33 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 46.

34 1bid. p. 63. -
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By 1910 the notion of the Mask was a full fledged 'idée fixe' -
not just a metaphor from an imaginary and ideal existence to be applied‘
in writing, but something perceived as operating in actual present

reality. With some confidence, he wrote:

I see always‘this one th;gg. that in practical life.,.
Mask is more than face.

Fully two years before the system with the formaljzed Mask itself

began to unfold, "Ego Dominuus Tuus" {1915) gavelll1e seeking an image:

The most unlike, being my anti-self 36

the last word in a debate with Hic who seeks merely his natural self
in the real world.

The main elements of Yeats' personal Mask - the ideal images which
he built in the context of a mythical past and which he actively
pursued throughout the first half of his adult life - were of himself
as lover of Maud Gonne and Ireland. The two loves are quife inextrica-
bly intertwined each generating the other and both are subject to the
same kind of scepticism. Influenced by 0'Leary, one of the founders
of the Fenian movement of whom Yeats said: “He had the moral genius that

moves all young ﬁeop]e". 37

the young poet threw himself intc
expression of the "hidden forces of the land." As long as Ireland

could be "invisibly peopled" by such as Cuchulain and the Wandering

35 A.G. Stock, p. 38.

36 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 77.

37 W, B. Yeats, Autobiographies, p. 95.
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Aengus it could remain a fit subjec£ for poetry. As long as Maud could
be Pallas Athene, Helen of Troy, and especially Cathleen ni Houlihan,
representing Ireland itself, her lover could idealize himself. Indeed,
Yeats' anxiety to idealize reali;y is perhaps best seen in his
deliberate casting of Maud, with whom he was thoroughly stricken, as the

heroine of Irish myth; he wrote The Countess Cathleen for her and

produced the play on]ylon condition that she wbu]d perform in the title
role. His purpose in writing such plays and indeed inlhelping to found
the Abbey Theatre was to offer a Mask, a collection of 1déal images
from their past,‘to the Irish pubiic. By so doing, he hoped to bring
;bout a renaissance in Irish cultural, phi]osoph?ca], and political
life such as had taken p]aée for Europe some three centuries ear]%er

with the unearthing of Graeco-Roman splendour. The Dublin theatre

audience, however, seemed less receptive than Yeats would have wished.

[ad

Speaking of -The Countess Cathleen, he noted:

the one defect was that the mild humour of the part
before Cathleen came in kept them in such delighted
laughter that it took them scme little while to )
realize the tragic meaning of Cathleen's part

- though Maud Gonne played it magnificently and with
weird power. [ should have struck a tragic note
at the start, 38

The audience's Tight attitude, with similar disappgintments,
undermined Yeats' hope of fusing éngient‘and noble Irish myth with
contemporary Irish reality. He would probably have discontinued his

active involvement with theatrical production if he had not been

38 Ibid., p. 450.

.
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introduced by Ezra Pound to the techniques'of Noh drama, which'offéred
scape for further Explor;tion gf‘the power of the Mask. The Japanese
Noh drama, and Yeats' Irish version of it, attempts-to create dramatic
actfon as far distant as poss1b1e from reality: the actors, masked
and elaborately costumed, are depersona]1zed the scenery, from a
ghostly suggestion. is a]most entirely 1magined by the audience.

Indeed, although Yeats' 1nvolvement in the theatre caused a lengthy
absence from the "craft of verse", 1t was 1tself merely another approach
to creat1ng g;;try through idealizing rea11ty

" Yeats' drawing back from the all-too-Tifelike crowd and from Maud
Gonne's active dedication to the cause was in obedience to. his. father's
. design. No oné can téke part in a Bloody political campaign and be
free to change his beliefs between night and morning. There are,
howeﬁer, other ways to influence people: it is interesting to note that

Yeats' father, long before the poet's involvement with drama, had
written to him:
I want to say that I believe poets will u1t1mate1y

find theis salvation in writing plays for the public
theatre,

39 Wone, W. B. Yeats 1865-1939, p. 35.
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Chapter 4
Will and Creative Mind

Fi

The Mask, of'course, could not exist without being imagined and
_sought by the Will, the primitive cdnscibus energy borrowed from: the
éterna] s;ui for the span of an incarnated life. The ideé of the Will,
although it came to Yeats' Knowledge as one of the prime elements of
the soul in Eastern philosophy and retigion, must have seemed an écho
of J. B.' Yeats' nofibﬁ of 'emotional conviction.; As Joseph Ronsley -

puts it:

- -

N . 4
Yeats inherited his .attitudes toward personality
in large measure frqm his father. As both saw it,
personality was not merely-the individual's complex .
of distinguishing external chardcteristics and
mannerisms but was more.comprehensively a bundle or
mass of instincts, appetites, longings, psychical
intuitions resting on a\ firm basis of the five senses.
Intellect served only to\ harmonize these ordinarely
anparchic elements into a total personality; emotion -
was the common denominator among them. '

The images which make up the Mask are pérceived as ideal not by |
force of inteT]ectuaI conviction bui.out of the emotional and sensual
{even sexual} experience of the soul derived in previoué‘]ives. The
Will perceives, and pursues the Mask on]y because it {the Mask) reflects
the experience supplied to 1t by Passionate Body,its counterpart, one

of the soul's Four Principles. which exist in the ‘other' world.

40 Joseph Ronsléy, Yeats' Autobiography, (Cambridge, Mass., 1968),
p. 38. - C B
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In_the.subjective first half of the moon's complete cycle and.”
cor}ésponding]y during the first thirteen phases of an 1ﬁdividua1fs
earthly life..the intellect, as in J. B. Yeats' implicit system, is
active but secondary. The intellect's main use, particularly for the
artist.'is to portray the passionate experience of the self driven by
Will towards its own, fdea], opposite, the Mask. Speaking of

Shakespearé, Yeats wrote:

... he created the most passionate art that exists.

He was the greatest of modern poets... partly because... ;
creating always from Mask and Creative Mind, never from : 1
situation alone, never from Body of Fate alone. 41

Creative Mind is simply the active intellect which comes into its
.own in the second, objeétive, half of the Moon's circular progresé.
Howéver, even in the first half, it functions and grows gradually
stronger, its purpose being to understand Body of Faﬁé, or circumstancé,
and to distinguish that from the Mask or idea]r Creative Mind is a
conglomerate of ideal ideas or notions gathered by Spirit (its eterﬁal
counterpart) from the experience of previous lives and transmitted
during an incarnation as a kind of inherited body of knowledge with
which the self negotiates its way in the real-world. Creative M{nd, for
all that its name;cbnnotes a constructive power, is confined in the
first fifteen phases (or first half of the moon's cycle} to a doubting
function,, - Its role is to prevent the self (the incarnmate being) from

foolishly mistaking mere-reality, Body of Fate, for its proper object,

41 A. 6. Stock, p. 128.
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Mask. As such, Creative Mind would seem to have the exactly opposite

function to that of. scepticism which, cautiously doubting, distin uishes

the real, the true, from mere illusion, as the wheat from the chaff.

Now, if phat is not too trite an antinomy, it is an interesting one.

How better to defy J. B. Yeats' scepticism and yet encompass it than

by applying it faithfully to the opposite of its déc]ared function?

(The poiscner's apprentice son turned physician.) We do know that

although Yeats struggled against the confines of scepticism, he coulq

never quite free himself from that approath. Even in those mystical

zones, chosen at least partly for his father's ignorance of them, Yeats,
. says one c;itic, "rarely ceased to be in all matters of philosophical

importance a very wise sgeptic.' Of oriental mysticism, Yeats

himself says:

I was always longing for evidence but ashamed to agmit
my longing and having read in Silbey's Astrology if
you burn a flower to ashes and thep put the ashes under
a glass bell in the moonlight...

The basic notion, however, of Creative Mind was not at all at odds
with Yeats' father's teaching. Influenced by Arnold and Pater, J. B.
Yeats had synthesized a secular religion from what could be-regarded as
a conglomerate of ideas out of the past. An atheist, he had adopted
an ethic based on humanism in art and literature as a response to and
L)

acceptance of Darwinism, positivism, Mill's rationalism, etc. His son,

however, could find in such cold reasoned doctrines nothing
N

42 M. 1. Seiden, W. B. Yeats: The Poet as Mythmaker, (New York,
1975), p. 27.
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sufficiently divine for commitment of his whole being. He sought

sometﬁing in which he could passionately believe with both his heart

and his mind. In Autobiographies, he recalls:

My father's unbelief had set me thinking about the
evidence of religion and 1 weighed the matter
perpetually with great anxiety for I did not think
that I could 1ive without religion. 43

Incredibly, he managed "to weigh the matter." Rather than exclude the
“thinking" component from his system and thus leave it as an external
enemy doubting his new religioﬁ. Yeats incorporates the intellect
“(turned on the side obverse from scepticism) as a functioning
constructive faculty itself within and supporting the system. Having
said all that,it is comforting indeed to f{ind.an accredited critic

writing: °

Yeats turned to the supernatural for a variety of
reasons. He wanted to rationalize his dreams until
they became a comforting faith, to rebel against his
father and against his father's religious scepticism,
and above all to establish for himself a religious
or quasi-religious mythology by which he might
consecrate his imaginative life.

43 w. B. Yeats, Reveries, p. 26.

44 seiden, p. 3.
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Chapter 5

The Remodelled System

If, as is suggested by A Vision, we imagine*an individual 1ife as
passing through the-same twenty-eight phases as the moon ifse]f, the
first half (Phases‘] to 14) seems a reproduction of J. B. Yeats' design
for the life of a poet. Mask is simply a collection of the ideal images
which, in the painter's implicit system, are the objects of a poet's
passionate belief; w%11 is the emotional energy dedicated to these
images; Creative Mind is the inte]Iectugf:faculty whizh, discrimiﬁafing'
between the true and the false, directs the committed'emotions.towards
the creafion of art; Body of Fate (which anyone can corftempiate)} is
simply the set of dichotomy-bearing circumstances which&surroundg
an earthly life. Yeats' conception of this system, however, is more
schematic, more dynamic and 'deeper' than his father's, Thé»faculfies
in the poet's system are precisely interrelated, their action being
represented in a three dimensional geometric pattern of two interlocking
spirals, each one forming. as the other diminishes. The facu]tieg are
identified as having a supernatural source and significance, their
movements being only minute replicas of the growing and dying gyres of
cultural-and cosmic histary. For J. B. Yeats, although'paradoiica]]y
he seemed more convinced of the va]idi;y of what he says, the faculties
are'rflative1y vague and obscurely interrelated and certainly are not
imbued with otherwordly aura.

It is not surprising that there should be the’ 'organizational’

L eTes e mmpe emtm il L. el e o
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difference. J. B. Yeats was just as disorganized, disipterested, and
feckless as an Irish gentleman artist ought to be; hian, however,
ﬁad early shown a penchant for making systems. The first book whfch he
planned was to trace the changes in some small animal 'through a
twelvemonth.' 45 The most profound difference, indeed, between the two
systems; is Yeats' idea of deve]opment;fof well-ordered change with
time. The elder Yeats was preoccupied to some.extent with the artist's
relationship to circumstances as they change with time. The poet's
habit of continually revising his poetry (of remaking himself, as he
put it)'had its counterpart in his father'slconstant painting over
landscapes, to reflect the changing seasons, and over portraits, to
reflect the changing personality: J. B. Yeats died with a much-revised
self-portrait still on the easel. While the elder Yeats clearly
responded to change, he seems not to have felt the need (or the power)
to explain its origins or regularize its manifestations. Particularly,
he accepted the emergence of one side of an antinomy out of its
opposite with no particular separation in time and with no special
relevance to the stage of life of an individual experiencing that
antinomy. The_"arrangement of fact", whicﬁ he regarded as essential to
the poetic belief, he thought to be possible and appropriate only in
dreams. _Genera1]y, he despised explicit systems, particu]af]y the

mystical or religious ones such as those of Blake and Aeschylus,as being

!
£

5 Hone, p. 33.
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merely the machinery of poetry. 46
In his own, 1mgl1c1t system, the emotions dominant over the

Intellect, as is Will over Creative Mind {in Phases 1 to 14), may be
tommitted, 'at any given moment, to an objesi of belief and, at any

other time, to 1ts_oppos1te. Since he does not conceive of a
predestined, regularly-phased Body of Fate, he can envision the one-
hundred-and-eighty degree shift of attitude as occurring haphazardly,
according to whatever is presented,apparently at random, by circumitance.
Yeats, by contrast, sees Will ;nd Créative Mind as each gaining, then '
]osing.significance in a smooth exchange of dominance, thereforg
conf1nuous1y co-existing'and warring with each other in differing -
proportionate shares of power. Wil1l begins in strength ahd gradually,
asftsgyre narrows and dies out, weakens. Simultaneously, Creative Mind,
| beginning weak, gathérs strength as its gyre grows and widens. It is
the equilibrium maintained befweeﬁ’H111'and Creative Mind, which
. empowers creative activity. His father saw that tension as coming from
the-abfupt and random changes of object of emotional dedication and the
inevitable wrenchihg back and forth of the intellect to justify and
portray those conflicting feelings. Poetry was possible, he said, only
when "the personality is knit and the man at peace with himself... and
there is a truce among the warring elements." 47 It might be said

that while the father recognized and cherished moments of poetic

46 Pound, ed., Letters of John Butler Yeats, p. 20,
47 1bid. p. '24.
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power, Yeats,in a boid move,mapped out for himself an endless succession
of such moments, creating a poétic existence of what remained of his
life. Wherever the Will would induce optimism, courage, love, or
(perhaps most importantly) credulity, Creative Mind, by def%nition.
would counsel the opposite, pessimism, fear, hatred, or sc pticism,
respectively. The pbet, thus self-endowed, has an inexhaustible store
of naturally-occurring 'conflict with thé self' as material. Moreover,
notwithstanding the conflict or conviction of the moment, he has the
larger truth, the covering law of the system itself, in whiqh to‘
believe. | .

The application of the system t0 history such that a society
could also be.Qiewed as passing through phases fraugﬁt with conflict
.was convenient féf Ye;ts in gxp]éining the imperfections of his Body
of Fate which haﬁpgned to be travailling through Phase 22. The
predication of past.and future greatness left room for intefpretation
of Ireland's less than glorious condition as merely temporary and
transient; it also allowed for Yeais' anomolous birth, It is surely
only those who are born out-of-phase who could be .the transmi tters of.
such other-worldly wisdom.

THere is no doubt that the writing of A Vision does”represent
an interlocking of Yeats' own past experiencé of earthly life with a
synthesis of selections-from his.varied mystical and mythologicail
notions. Yeatslhad indeed, with Will, created a Masg {himself as lover
of Maude and Ireland being its main g]éments) and striven towards it
and away from his Body of Fate, his Creative Mind all the time

'sceptically at work trying to distinguish the true ideal from the false.

-
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It looks very much as if A Vision may haﬁe begun as a statement of
personal history and philosophy and, being empowered by knowledge of
mysticism, generalized out to apply to other individuals, cultures,
nations, and the cosmos itself. .This basic particularity of A Vision,
suspected but rére]y explicated, is perhaps what prevents thg work from
beiég subjected to serious philosophical, historical.or even ﬁstro]o-
gical analysis. Gefald Levin, in a fairly convincing, if brief,
analysis, has confirmed Yeats' implicit categorization of himself as a
man of Phase 17 (i.e.; a man born into the 17th of the 26 possible
incarnations). 48

The interesting poi;t (which Levin does not mention) is that if
one were to begin with one's own earthly life as a pattern, a model,
one could create one's ‘own system. No doubt it is possibTe to see
oneself as Havihg gone, and about to go, tﬁrough certain phases; if dne
were to number these phases and describe each with some continuity
between them; and if one were then to imagine these as also 1dentf&a]
to a series of one's own soul's incarnations, one wQuld’have invented;a
system for classifying all human beings, as well as oneself, as
belonging to one phase or another. One would quite naturally choose for
oneself a phase fn which one's ﬁrebent problems would be solved by its
virtt‘ﬂy automatic unfolding. If one were a pbet attempting to

renounce passionate devotion to unattainable images and striving for -

. -

48 Gerald Levin, The Yeats of the Autobiographies: A Man of
Phase 17, Texas Series on Languaqe and Literature, yol. VI, pp. 398-405,
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Unity of Being in reconciliation with the real wortd one would choose
something like Phase 17 where "a man... must be ready to see fate snatch
away the objects of these passions, and, if true to phase, turn his loss
into poetry.” 49 one would, in those c?rcumstances. Fhooée Phase 17
because it is the incarnation which comes closest in actual life to
achievement of Unigy of Being but achieves it only in creative art -
"perfection of the work" - and then only if in a certain phase of the
historicai cycle. Yeats is not oﬁly born at a time when absolute belief
in his own “system” js virtually impossible (as menticned earlier); hé

js born into a phase where Unity of Being even in creative art is out

- of reach, although he, being of Phase 17, is as ;]ose‘to that as any

living being. Thus he could abnegate absolute belief and also absolve
himself of failure to achieve Unity of Being in life and also {just in
case the system itself failed) in art. The conveniently fabricated
nature of A Vision is brought fnto focus by J. B; Yeats who hated the
whole business. He said, with what in hindsight looks like venom,
“"A mystic is a man who beT}évéé what he likes to believe and makes a

system of it and plumes himself on doing so." 50

It is worth noting, perhapé, that a being of Phase 17 "has for its
supreme aim ... to hide from itself and others ... separation and

disorder 6oncealing them under a Mask of simplicity that is also

49 1hid. p. 402.
50 pound, ed., p. 16.
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intensity. The Mask may represent intellectval or sexual passjon." s
Such an intellectual passion could be the formation and explication of
a brand new cosmology.

Yeats' categorization of himself as of Phase 17, however, was never
emphasized. Indeed, he seemed a little confused on that particular
point. We can see more profoundly the relevance of A Vision to Yeats'
own life. in the larger context of the system, particularly in the way
it justifies inner conflict {for any phase). Indeed, it makes conflict
during an earthly life the norm; it is only in the phantom first and
fifteenth phases, where choice and chance are one,. that conflict qfes.
not exist. The element of determinism (incomplete but still powerful) |
preassigns a person's Body of Fate and its~antithési5é Mask. Inevitably,
one's emotional Will struggles towards the Mask at the same time as /%? '
one's intellectual Creative Mind reaches for Body of Fate, thus creating
deep inner conflict. The feelings and the intellect are continuously at .
war, creatipg what we might call the 'primary' combat with the se}f.

If Body of Fate or ¢ircumstance constantly presents dichotomous

_ choices, such as Protestantism versus Catholicism, Theism versus Atheism,
Nationalism versus Unionism, Romantic Nationalism versus Inter-
nationalism, Realism versus Idealism, Artifice versus Nature, Action
versus Hords, all of which were faced by Yeats, that 'primary' conflict
obviously proliferates.

What may seem strange but is paradoxically or antinomously

51 Levin, p. 402.
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appropriate, A Vision does‘not try to weaken or diffuse these combats,
An eschatology minimizes tﬁe problems experienced in an earthly 1ife

"by viewing that as only one of a series of reincarnations, mere inter-
ruptions in the higher life of the soul, but by the same token
intensifies the problems, enhancing them with a supernatural
significance. This is especially tfue for the man predestined to
create art, who from 'the combats with the self' would write poetry.

. What has been emphasized above is the action of Yeats' own Ni]lyin
the creation of A Vision itself. The appropriateness of the timing %f
its revelation will emerge from the discussion of the developmeﬁt of;his
Iifeland poet}y in later chapters of this theéis. None of this-argigg
that he therefore did not believe. Indeed it would be entirely
compatible with the nature of the inherited 'system' and Yeats' need
to defy the scepticism containedlin it for him to both develop and
betieve in such an "arrangement of fact." The need for the ra&ber
ponderous discussion qf the nature of Yeats' belief in A Vision

'(at the beginning of this paper) should now be clear. Yeats could
turn his 'quarrels with the self' to poesy only in so far as. he
believed in the essentials of his strange poetic phi]dsophy. Without
belief, the system could be just a collection of metapﬁors and would
need no deeper examination than any device for qriting‘pgetgy. With
belief, it becomes a reflection of reality which would profoundiy

affect his experience.
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Chapter 6

Confronting Body of Fate

Yeats' poetry of a few years prior to the revelation of the system

{(in 1917) was already undergoing a change in preoccupation and style:

he had begun tohbonfront Body of Fate, to face contemporary reality.
The cataclysm of the Easter Rising in 1916, his marriage, and the
'appearance' of A Vision did not begin a new departure but rather
caused a leap forward in completion of a progress already begun. By
January 1914, when he wrote Introductory Rhymes for group of poems

called ResponsibTiities, Yeatsﬁwas severely castigating himself for

fajlure to come to terms with real life, to achieve the usual concrete

things. He begs his forefathers}

Pardon that for a barren passion's sake
Although I have come close on forty-nine
I have no child, T have nothing but a book

Nothing but that to prove your blood and mine. 52

In another significant sense these'Ehymes fndicate the beginning of a
reconciliation with Body of Fate; for the first time, he addresses
individuals who, although 'passed away', exist wi@hin livihg memory:

he mentions actuaj names and thus, in a'departure from his usual habit,
confronts personalities of this world. It is.true that he had fa]ked

of, and to, Maud Gonne in 'many an impassioned rhyme' but she is never

52 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 49.




46

I

named or defined; she is not'éven distinguishable from any other love

goddess until the previous group of poems, The Green Helmet, where he

4.

refers to their political differences.

In "The Grey Rock" Yeats speaks‘tp other, but probably better
remembéred..dead, his erstwhile fe]]dWApoets such as Dowson and
Johﬁson. iAgain he'is underlining forcefully his relationship with

them, his ineluctable connection with present or recent reality:

Poets with whom I learned my trade
Companions of the Chesire Cheese
Here's an old story

I;ve remade.
The 'old story' is a revival oéfan Irish myth, typical of Yeats' earlier

poetry but it is rather-differently told. Its gdds aré quite homely,
. sitting at the board
In their great house at Slievenamon

They sang a drowsy song or snored
For they were full of wine and meat.%%

and there is a flippant, self-deprecatory line:

Is not that how good stories run? 55

In telling this rather earthy tale Yeats'fwice shifts back to'addressiﬁg
the poets, and as he does so, he carries through the thought, the theme

of the myth:

53 Ibid. p. 50.
54 Ibid. : oo
55 1bid.
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Since tavern comrades: you have died,
Maybe your images have stood
Mere bone and muscle thrown asidg
Before that roomful or as good,.

Clearly, in imagining his old friends in compahy with the gods, Yeats

. is trying to build connect1ons between this world and the other. He

may even have thought that he could 'make contact ' Certainly by 1914,
Yeats be11eved in reincarnation, the eternal soul, and communication

with the dead. It is 1nterest1ng that, although a tribute, the poem

" “is fir from being an_eulogy; again, he confrontsethe less than heroic

reality: . 48

You had to face your ends when young
T'wﬁ§!w1ne. women or some curse
But Mver made a poorer song
That you might have a heavier purse. 57
A

‘In the poem with the Jong title "To a Wealthy Man who Promised..r"
written in"December;'lglz, Yeats does something entirely new. ‘In taking
lup a pub]ichuarEel'about the responsibility for financial support of\i.
a mun1c1pa] ert gal]ery, he was embro111ng himself and his poetry, no
less, in the life of the community. "Moreover, for the f1rst time, he
was addressing a liviné, S}eathing individual, unnamed but unmistakabie,
and ‘leaves’no‘ﬂoubt aboet which side in the quarrel he favours: for

orice, ‘Yeats was with 'the people’. - ' '

The'neﬁ«preoccupation with 'the real' continues throughout

—

6 1bid. p. 51.
57 1pid.
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Responsibilities. It shows in a wry, half-mocking mention of mundane

. things 1like money. Even in a poem addressed to the ghost of Parnell

there is such an intrusion, albeit in parentheses:

If you have revisited the town, thin shade
Whether to look upon your monument
(1 wonder if the builder has been paid) 58

‘There is also a concentration on the 'unfortunates' of this world in
the 'beggar' poéms, "Thé Hours Before Dawnf, “Beggar to Beggar Cried",
and "The Three Hermits", with‘much talk of rags, dirt, hair and fleas.

In another poem of the same group, "Friends", Yeats recalls and
celebrates the influence of thrée important women in his life: —
0livia Shakespeare, Lad} Gregory,_}ast but not least, Maud Gonne. The

mood is elderly, the tone one normally used for a last tribute in

farewell:

L]

Now must 1 these.three praise
Three women that have wrggght
What joy 15 in my days:

He seems at the end of someth1ng, 't1dy1ng up' as if he were dying or
at least 1eav1ng the country. Add1ng up the score, assess1ng the wortL
of these friends, is another way of coming tolterms with reality.
Facing the pain with the:pleasure, he dogs not-negiect to mention the

bitter side of his association with Maud:

58 Ibid. p. 57.

59 1bid. p. 61. | -
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And what of her that took
A1l ti1l my youth was gone
With scarce a pitying look? 60

Indeed, when the poehs of Responsibilities are grouped, we find

that Yeats has examined and assessed all his-vital worldly connectiong:
his reéent forefathers, his fellow poets, his heroes, O‘teary and
Parnell, the patfon% of art, the women in his life; all, that is,

exéept his father. Surely, unless'?eats had not yet managed to.suﬁ up
‘the paternal influence, the elder desefved some mention.

Coming to terms with rea}jty and being able to portray it in poetry

was the realization of a long-standing goal for Yeats. In Estrangement,
of 1909, he wrote: |

'
!
I

A1l my life I havé been haunted with the idea that
the peet should know all classes of men as one of
themselves, that he should .combine the greatest
possible personal realization with the greatest
possible knowledge of the speech and circumstances
of the world. 6l

-

Yeats had alréady spent some two-and-a-half decades attemptingrto
rea}ize his personality in association with ‘the bther‘ and the past but
in so &oing had neglected to develop an understanding and sympathy with
the world: he had failed to make himself an active part-of it and thus
to portray 1£ in poetry.

Responsibilities is a summing-up, almost an inventory, of Yeats'

abstract but worldly possession, the meéggre count of his relationships

60 1bhid.

61 w. B. Yeats, Autobiographies, p. 470.
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with his fellows. As such, it is his first attempt to deal with present
Creality. '

Although representing a conclusion, Responsibilities also contains

the glimmer of a new beginning - a typical Yeatsian antinomy, It is in
“The Magi" that we find the first allusion to Yeats' dawning belief in
historical cycles to be‘explained in A Vision: he-sees the incarnation

and crucifi;ion of Christ being repeated:

And all their_eyés still fixed, hoping to find once more
Being by Calvary's turbulence unsatisfied
. The uncontrollable mystery on the bestial floor 62

Wb

K Ina later group of poems, The Wild Swans at Coole, we find further-

developments in Yeats' progress toward the real: renewed attempts to
cbnfront experience of this world. He find, particu1ar1), an active
empathy, an attempt to put himself in another‘é place. .In "An Irish
Airman Foresees his Death”, the poet imagines his compatriot |
(Robert Gregory) fighting a battle that is really England's (and in

so doing comes perilously close to a political statement):

Those that I fight 1 do not hate
Those that 1 guard I do not love 83

And in To a Young Girl, he says:

62 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 63. -
63 Ibid. p. 69.
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My dear, my dear, I know

More than another
What makes your heart beat so 64

The departure here, although it may not seem very dramatic, is
significant, Never in Yeats' previous poetry would we find an attempt
to directly express the emotiong‘gf a living being other than the poet
* himself. The new empathy is 1mpof}ant because it corresponds with and
anticipates an idea of A Vision: daimons seek to know one another
through the medium of meéting in earthly life.

Lookihg upon the actual brings soon the reward of closely observed
detail. A]thougﬁ, in “The Fisherman", Yeats is ﬁriting-of 'A man who

does not exist', the lines:

Where stone is dark under froth
And the down-turn of the wrist 65

show that he has indeed actuai1y watched a fisherman cast, has noted
the carefully chosen lgcation and the characteristic but ‘néver 50
well-expressed’ movement of the hand. This déve]opment takes the work
a long way from the abstract language of journa]ism towards 'public
poetry.* Apﬁropriate]y,‘at this time, Yeats begins {or tries) to use,
as symbols, the common currency of“everyday experience. In "Her Praise”
he invites us to see him conSuﬁed with restless passionate love,

pacing the stairway, “As a man does who has published a new book. 66

64 Ibid. p. 70.
65 1pbid. p. 72.
66 Ibid. p. 72.
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Now, that is a very affecting image but surely directly so only for

the small portion of his readership who have indeed ever submitted a °
manuscript. As if he realizes the elitist and restrictive nature of

the simile, in the next line, he expands it to take in 'the peopie’:
Or a young‘girl dressed out in her new gown 67

which is better for being commoner but, being d11ute lacks force. He
cannot really mean that-the tumult of his love resembles the half-
fearfu] silly pride of an adolescent in a new dress. The problem, of
course, is that an ultimate passion cannot be compared to any actua]
and by def1n1t1on, meaner emotion-without itself seemlng diminished.
Yeats, in using real life images, was t}ying to convey something
which existed on. the threshold between the actual and ideal, which is,of
course, impossible without fusion of thé two in his own perceptions,
That fusion woqld be the major reconci]iation achieved by the system
‘and was not-possible until later when he ‘had ‘accepted' A Visigd:
Yeats' first entry info thelreal, however, did present -him with a
new poetic universe scarcely less rich and diverse than the mystical
and mytho]ogjha] 0ne§ which had held his attention for so tong. In
exploring his own feelings about real people whom he knew {or at least
knew of) and about contemporary immediate situations which wére public
knowledge, his poetry began to speak for an entity larger than himself
and therefore to a wider audience. His new use of ordinary, everjday.

symbols not only broadened his subject métter but deepened his

67 Ibiq.
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communication with his readers, striking common éhords in their

personalities. The delineation of detafl is important because 1t 1s

what -any artist gives unselfishly, and often with great labour, to

- his public. By filling-in the fine details which are not central to

a larger scene, and which are therefore noticed ohTy subconsciously by
most, the artist truly recreates. and shares .experience. Approaching;

the 'real', Yeats was able to make his poetry sonmupat'more ‘public.’

Although (in Respon§1b111t1es and The Wild Swaﬁs at'Cooie) he was
portraying intensified personal experience, it was, paradoxically
eﬁough. of a type which was or could be shared by others, so that the
poems are.less subjective, less personal, and more widely re]evant!than
his earlier work. Confronting Body of Fate or circumstance was not

only the attafnment of an ambition of Yeats' own: it also met an oft-

'repeated‘specific demand of his-father. Using 'spheres' to apply to

fields of endeavour in this 1ife, he wrote to his son:

the poet must seek and find luminous truth, and mus

t
seek 1t by the ordinhrg mental processes employed ",’,)
in all other spheres. &8 . .

+ 68 ﬁound. éd:,'Létters of John Butler Yeats, p. 6.
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Chapter 7
The Turning Point ' ~

We have seen then that, for the few year§ prior to A Vision's

'reveiation', Yeats was attempting to confront reality and to portray

it in poetry. He pssessed himself and his achievements, his fore- ..

father;, colleagues and friends; he versified on the subject of a public
debate; he talked of unsavoury and unprepossessing 'real' things; he
attended to detail in the ordinary; he contrived to don another's

Mask, to get ihfo someone else's act; and he tried to speak to his
pub]ft'in terms which might be drawn from 'their own lives. A1l these
developments adumbrate YeatS' incipient reconciliation with h%s Body of
Fate, with the circumstances which surrounded him. He was forced to
come td terms Qith reality because, at fifty yéars 61d, he was
dissatisfied with both his Tife and his poetry. He had the courage to
do so because the synthesizing Phopght'behind A Vision, which would make

the conflicts involved tolerable, had begun to take shape in his mind.

Per Amica Silentiae Lunae, which introduces (as mentijoned earlier) the

fundamental dichotomy to be resolved in 'the system', was written at

roughly the same time as those poems of Responsibilities and The Wild

swans_at Coole which have just been discussed. The latter group also -

includes "Ego Dominuus Tuus" and "The Phases of the Moon", which very
explicitly address the.same problems and present the same solution as
does A Vision itself. v

The years 1916-1917 can be seen as a fulcrum point in the life of

¥
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Yeats. In tﬁis_brief span, his Body of Fate presented him with extra-
ordinary crises precipitating, from his discontent, new solutions to

| old problems, political, personai. and poetical. Ireland was thrown -
into revolution: Yeats finally 'lost' Maud Gonne and married another;
the disclosure of 'the system' which would explain and justify all began
thrdugh his new bride's 'automatic wr%ting.‘ Indeed, this 'turning
point' in Yeats' life should probab]}‘pe first explained in the basic
terms of the system which allegedly the communicators began to reveal .

’Et would appear that if Yeats was prepared to devote the rest of
his days to taking down the communica;ors' messages,lhe must have -
regarded them essentially as a belated endowment from his own_(and
perhaps his wife'é) soul's Spirit, the eternal reservoir from which, for
each incarnation, the daimon chooses a Creative Mind. What seems
stranger still, he could have seen the system's revelation as a sort of
bonus, almost a child of the marriage, a spiritual Gestalt. Thus,

speaking of the communicators, -he says:

And again and again they have insisted that the
whole system is the creation of my wife's daimon

and of mine, and that it is as startling to them
as to us. 69 ‘

This would imply that Creative Mind had gained new strength and that
_ Will, giving place to it, would begin to relinquish the Mask. Maud

Gonne's recent 'final' refusal to marry Yeats, and his apparent

~

i

acceptance of it in taking another wife, would support the idea that his
.

69 W. B. Yeats, A Packet for Ezra Pound, p. 30.
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new marfiagé and.the abpearance of A Vision's system represent that mid-
way juncturé of the opposing gyres. The whole honeymobn scene is
rép]éte with suggestions of reconciliation and almost implies the poet's .
' delfberate design: Miss Hyde-lLees from the world of mysticism was,
nevertheless, "& comfortable wife"; marriage to her provides the-breadth
and stability which had eluded his life and poetry; she offers hope 0%
a solution to his regretted childiess state; perhaps marriage itself
represents a culmination of his manhood and, even thus, comes to terms
with the father.

To further support the idea,tﬁat A Vision's appearance represents
the 'take over' by Creative Mind, we must examine what happens around
this time to the other main élement of Yeats' personal Mask {although
it is scarcely separable from his love for Maud Gonne), his romantic
nationa]ism. Yeats, prioé to the great event of the Easter Rising in
1916, had mainly "complained of the people’.” He had shunned the
‘biood and thunder' of the armed liberation movement because he did not

‘seefin it the noble redeeming spirit of O}Leéry's romantic and his own
mythological nationalism. He had kept his ideal Ireland pure by
participating only in a token fashion in the popular active struggle.
Indeed, one of the bitter 'combats with the self' was 'action versus
advice.'

At times he was confident that his work lay in creating a spiritual

and aesthetic independence for his country rather than in armed

P

insurrection. In "To Ireland in the Coming Times", he says:
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I cast my heart into my rhymes

That you, in the dim coming times
May know how my heart went with them
After the red-rose-bordered hem. 70

He sometimes thought, however, that words must seem to such fiery

activists as Maud Gonne, a pallid substitute for action. In Words,

he says:

My darling cannot understand
What 1 have done, or what would do
In this blind bitter land. 71

"The seeming neéds of my fool-driven land", he says later, do not
succeed in tempting him from the "accustomed toil" of poetry, whereas

he declares that, when a young man admiring Davis, Magnan,and Ferguson,

the strongly nationalistic poets:

I had not given a penny for a song
Did not the poet sing it with such airs
That one believed he had a sword upstairs 72

Action and words had become in his near maturity separate because for
the poet to dabble in the first would imply that the real contemporary
Ireland and its people were somehow allied to the glorious past. In

A Vision's terms, such action on behalf of Body of Fate woulﬁ have
compromised the integrity of Will striving toward the idea] Mask. It

is probably in the poem "September 1913" that Yeats' profound contempt

70 Jeffares ed., Selected Poetry, p. 22.
71 1bid. p. 44. '
72 1bid. p. 48.
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for the real, living Irish is best expressed:

7 What need you, being come to sense
But fumble.in a greasy till ., ..

.. Yet they were of a different kind
The names that stilled your childish play ...

!
. Has it for this the wild geese spread
The grey wing upon every tide ...

- Romantic Ireland's dead andlgone . °
It's with O'Leary in the grave, /3 : - .

Yeats Tived to regret this attitude. The events of 1916 and the 'way in
which the consequences were borne by the rebels threy him into‘hnéiio&ed
astonighed admiration of the people he had virtuéf]y despised; In |
Easter 1916, Yeats almost achieves 'simplicity that is a]so‘jntensity' -
"the heroic blending realism and romanticism." Tdfﬁthe forﬁé}ly

ordinary-seeming peop]e; he says:

I .have passed with a nod of the head ff
Or polite meaningless words .. .- &

--. And thought before I had done
Of a mocking tale or a gibe ..

--. Being certain that they and I = ¢ T e
But lived where motley is worn ‘ ’

.-+ This other man-I had dreamed
A drunken, vainglorious lout .

Yet 1 number him in the song

He too, has resigned his part

In the casual comedy

He, too, has been changed in his turn

73 Ibid. pp. '55-56. ‘ :
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--. MacDonagh and MacBride to. \
And Connolly and Pearie KT y L
Now and in time to be, o !
- Wherever green is worn, - 0
Are changed, changed utterly: ' - !
A terrible beauty is born 74 - j
It is almost 'simplicity that is also intensity' but not quite. The
Jarring note within this passionate verse is the sceptical (and
treacherous) wondering, "Was it needless death after all? For England
may keep faith." 75 The sceptical inte]]ecf is not yet quite subjécted
. |
to 'the harmonious 1y vibrating chords of the feelings.' However, 1916 \
had brought for Yeats the first, real, non-mythical event which truly q

and deeply impressed him. Right there, in the Post 0ffice on OfConnell é
Street in Dublin, enacted by the living Irish, something heroic and

glorious, rivalling;and copying his old myths, had occurred. fhe Mask

was perhaps not eternally doﬁinant ové; Body of Fate. Real life with

all its greasy circumstance waS part of the cosmos and worthy of a . |
poet'; attention. A]though it is true that Yeats was not active in
the rising - indeed; he was a Tittle peeved to have been entirely / :;
exc]udeé‘— it was certainly for him a very profound experience, _ ;
unquestionably part of his Body of Fate. Within the larger irony " ' : f
that his much demeaned Irish had riseﬁ to unexpected hérpism. there

A
were other ironies in this event for Yeats. Not the least was that,

as he later suspected, his play The Countess Cathleen may have beeq

-

74 1bid. pp. 93-95
75 Ibid. p. 95.
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partly responsibie for the groundswell of nationalistic feeling which,
mage the Easter Rising not only possible but inevitable. Later, he

~ would ask, with some anguish, .and perhaps also, pridﬁf 2

Did that play of mine send out o v
Certain men the English shot? 76 R

- Maud Gonne, at least, wgs-wi]iing.to gfve ﬁim the creQit. In her terms,
o a national bard did-not serve his‘country by endowing some abstract
aesthetic freedom but by rbusing men - and women - to'acyion. Since
Maud Gonne herself had played Cathleen ni Houlihan,lperhapg (in her "
essay. in tributé) she was giving Yeats mofe than h}s‘QUQ of praise or
blame. - | -

The other irony of the rising concerned fhe same lady. Her
husband John MacBride, tﬁe'érunken vainglo;iouSA]out' of the poem,‘was '
one of the leaders executed. Although ’estranged"from MacBr%dé; Lo
Maud Gonhe, as a conveff to Irish Catholicism, would probab]y‘ngyefff
have divorced him. MacBride's death set Maud free, if she ﬁfshed,'to7
marfy and of couréet precfpitated a renewal of Yeats‘_oft-fqpeated
prohosa1, The ironical thing is that, since she sdmply'reﬁewed‘and
made final herirefusal,_her husband's death and tﬁerefore the Easter
Rising, had put Maud forever out.of reach. The crisis had passed; |
Yeats could continue torsée himse]f'as lover of the unattainab]é; that,
asbect of the Mask survived {ﬁtact. Later in "Tﬁe Tower", Yéa}s wa§

to make clear what had been only ‘hinted at before: he had never wanted

?.‘

76 1bid.
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Maud to become real for him:

Does: the imagination dwell the most

Upon a woman won or woman lost?:

If on the lost, admit you turned aside

From a great Iabyrlnth out of pride 4.
Cowardice, some silly over- subtﬁe thought

Or an¥thing called conscience once

And that if memory recur, the sun's

Under eclipse and the day blotted out. 77 .',

Both events, the loss of Maud and the gaining of IreTand helped

to turn Yeats' attention-to 1mmed1ate:

1rcumstance, hut in different

ways. The realization that Maud walild never be part of his everyday

““1ife Teft room and gave urgency to\the search fog-a real wife, Georgie

e HydefLees, to be the consort of Maud 'as 1rrevocab1y part of his Mask;
. R v "% .

to be husband of Georgie,—so_his eative;Mind discerned, was his Body

of Fate. He was reconc?led to thé _rea) 1igtnﬁﬁTFETand~andﬁtg&ljFe

Thm—

itself by its new]y demonstrated potential for drama and even tragedy

Thls pragmat1ca1 pig of a world’ ther he eulogized it, raged at it,

o

" wondered at or despised it would henceforth be the main SUbJect of h1s

poetry. " His creative Mind, even if it did not adore Body of Fate as Wilt

: : -

. . : . 3 . ¢ 1l .

did Mask, would nevertheless strive to understand it. Pl .
™

The state which Yeats exper1enced as he set his mind to eulogizing
the martyred leaders of the rising and to finding 2 w1fe is very much *

like what he described, using his father's phrase, as Un1ty pf Being,

or that nearest approach to it, the condition of a man 1n.Phase 17

where “the mind tries to achieve as harmonious a synthesis as! it can of
- ! 0 ° . iy

Ty
"

771bid. p. 109. - .
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the now scattering images - by fOCustng.them {n some 1ntellectual or
'sexual passion " 78 It {s difficult to divide the'dntelléctua] and
sekuaI in. the‘yind of Yeats Perhaps the strangest definition of
A Vision is as "a subligatidn of sexual passion" but that seems less

strange and the corresponding reconc111at1ons in his 1ove life, more

significant, when we find {ea;; himself saying:

I:iimarrta?e beo'{s the symbol of the solved

nomy . v S

If we take this quite seriously,theh indeed Yeats would not only be born
in his seventeenth 1ncarnation, he would marry and produce a synthesis ,
of hie 1deas and a reconc11jatj9n of-his conflicts in Phase 17 of his
own 11fe, thus getting as ciose to Unity of Being as‘poso1b1e. Around
this time Yeats did see himsé]f-as a personality existing near the |
full of the moon but whooe N111'wes‘focused on the Dark of 'the moon, or
on the blinding 1ight of the sun.’ In "Lines Written in Dejection” -
(in 1916), he complains: s T

3

When have I last looked on’
The round green eyes and the long wavering bodies
Of the dark leopards of the moon?

| have nothing but the embittered sun

. And now I have come to fifty years
I must endure the timid sun 80

78 Levin, p. 402. | SN
79 Ellman, Yeats:. The Man and the Masks, p. 221

80. Norman A. Jeffares ‘A Commentary on tHe Co]lected Poems of H B.
Yeats, {Stanford, Ca] 1968). p. 177.
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It may also be worthwhile (if- somewhat facetious) to note that if one

divides Yeats' age, fifty-one, at this tiﬁe, by seventeen, one gets,

as a result, the magic number, three. I

L}
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, Chapter 8

Self-Possession and Power

The events described in the preceding chapter constitute what‘
might be ca]léd a composite crisis for Yeats. He was forced to
relinquish active pursuit of the twb maiﬁ aspects of his Mask: of Maud
hecause she became ultimately unattainab]e'and because the sheer .
pressure.of'advancing years forced him to make a life without her; and
of romantic nationaiism because, paradoxically, by the Easter Bising,
it shoﬁed itself more worthily pursued By others and therefore unworthy
as an ideal for Yeats. The reso]Jtion of'the deep 'combats with the
self' among which were those involved iﬁ the devotion t? *that woman'
and to an idealized Ireland was, in'effect. a -coming-to-terms with his
father whose influence had made inner conf]ic;s out of mere’
circumstantial antinomies. Just as he accepted the changes in his life
in a fashion impiicitly‘demanded by the 'system', he openly acknowledged
the system itse]f.. Th;lacéeptance of the system which had been growing
in his mind for thirty years was the ultimate defiaﬁce of his father,
especié]]y given the alleged manner of its revelation, through
‘automatic ﬁri;ing.' A%Athe same time, since it answered fully the
paternal demand for é 'system of poetic belief',it wés a synthesis and
extension of J. B. Yeats' ideas on.the philosophy of poetry.

This may be a suitable junciure at\which to introduce further
speculation on the significance of the system o% A Vision 1n’feats'

development. It is just possible that Yeats saw the Easter Rising

m B i TR
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and Maud Gonne's final refusal as the invalidation of romantic
nationalism and romance as worthy ideals, as proper aspécts of Mask.
Since, given the slow evolution of the systém, he was forced, in any
case, to choose his Mask retrospectively, he could, with hindsight
on his three decades research, have chosen the achiebeﬁent of the
system itself. This would imply that after much.vac111ation, ghd since
'perfectﬁbn of the life' seemed unatta%nable, he had opted for
'perfection of the work', or indeed for a system of poetic belief
over ajﬁystem of absolute belief. Having refused, and been refused,
éhe active part, he chose to remember and to perpetuate his devotion
to words and iméges. The interpretation of the system jtself as
Mask would be cﬂhpatfb]e with Yeats' sustained eclectic quest for
something in which to believe. If we consider that the system,
besides being a collection of ideal images out of the past, was also

a collection of ideal ideas, also out of the past, it can be said to

"embody Creative Mind as well as Mask. Yeats did, in féct, on the
inspiration of the communicators’ messages,. devote many years to the
study of philosophy, or in other words, he set his Creative Mind to
seek out truth in Body of Fate. The appearance of the systeﬁ, on
Yeats' hdneymoon nb less, thus seems to represent the moment of
perfect poise, the coincidence of Chance and Choice at the meeting
and crossing of the opposing gyres. If Yeats were afming Ft such a
perfect coincidente,'he could not do better than aliow the outcome

of the chain of circum;ﬁances béginning with the Easter Rising (Chance)’
‘to merge with the outcome_of his Choice of wi e - and for that merging

to produce 'the system' which would explain the whole process.

P
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The foregofné would seem to betray.an obsession (which‘l ﬁope is Yeats'~
anq\not mine) with solution of antinomies but it must be ehembered
that the process itself could have been much more spontaneoys and

less tortuous than the attempt to analyse it. Whether or no

specé]ation could be satisfied by further research, it shoul
_ delay the discussion, here. The assumption of a 'turning poi
described in the preceding chapter is already amply jusiified
documented solutions and reso]ution;.

N r; how would such a fundamental change affect the poetry?

Embarking on a{description of the revelation of the system, Ygats

himself says:

--. I put 'The Tower' and “The Winding Stair' into
evidence to show that my poetry has gained in self- .
possession and power. [ owe this change to an
incredible experience. 81

He does not suggest by this only metaphorical power which might be
called 'ﬁossessidn of his mate;ial.' Yeats means, exactly, ‘self-
posgessidn') a new confidence, a new maturity. He was.not, by any
means, a]one_}ﬁJdiscérning-it. T. R. Henn calls it a "mature and-
certain atcent", "a new dignity and restra}n;." 82 Richard E11man {/
says that: “A newly acquired sense of strength enabTed him now to

write lyric after lyric in which he spoke, with fresh confidehcef”%n-h

81 y. 8. Yeats, A Packet for Ezra Pound, p. 11.

82 1. R, Henn, The Lonely Tower, (London, 1969}, p. 122.
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/ ‘
his own person.” 83 Another critic sees the new quality as a "peculiar

“intellectual hardness, that austerity of emotion‘and exquisite economy

of phrase, so violent a contrast to his earlier style. " 84 Unterecker
sees the new power manifest even before The Tower in the group of poems

Michal Robartes and_the Dancer which spans -the critical period during

which the:Easter Rising and Yea;s marriage took p1ace. The book 1is
made up of two clearly differentiable sets of poems: one dealing wite
the consequences of the Irish troubles (and including "Easter 1916"
itself); and thus grounded {n the real; and_anéther alluding to the
gyres of history and to A Vision's eharacter types and thus dependfng

on the system's supernatural aspect. Although the two 'worlds' are

-

sti11 portrayed in separate poems, there is some measure of their

~merging. There s, however, a less obvious but more deeply etched

pattern in the series, that of the gemeral political and social disorder
in Ireland and the real world, contrasted with "what Yeats saw as a
developing personal maturity" 85 , contained within but emerging out

of that disorder. The famous 1ines of "A Second Coming":

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

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

A

 33 Ellman, Yeats: The Man.and the Masks, p. 221.
84 ). H. Pollock, William Butler Yeats, (London, 1938), p. 58.

85 John Unterecker, A Reader's Guide to Willfam Butler Yeats,
(New York, 1971), P. 157.

86 Jeffares, ed., Selected Poetry, p. 99.
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1.
R l ,
are echoed and defied in the last stdnza of'LA Prayer for my Daughter":

.

And may her bridegroom bring her to a house
Where all's accustomed ceremonious ...
... How but in custom and in cer$mony
Are innocence and beauty born, 8 ;
' - A

The aﬁtinomy‘bf growing personal’ peace and Joy within an atmosphere
.of intensifying public strife was a precibus one for Yeats to be
explored and presefved in his later poetry. He owed this comforting
perception of things at least partly to the revelation and affirmation
of the system, which allows the co-e*istence of such gpposites as
'mere anarchy' and 'high cerempny.'_ More‘important]y, the iystem
dep%cts Yeats himself as a near-unified ﬁan of Phase 17 existing
anomalously in,thefdisintegrating era of Phase 22. By the revelation
Yeats, as far as he believed in it, was favoured, p]esged,:singled-out
as a centre of relative calm within the surrounding chao;. .
Without the organization of the combats with EET?/;nd circumstance,
Yeats had heen forced to approach the actual world in fragments: even
the reality-seeking poemé of 1912-1916 concern isoiatéd events, '%\a&
individual persons, one-$ided dia]ogues.l There is_no overall pattern,
no unity, such as is found in the subsequent ‘poetry. Not.uptil after
“§eeing“ A Vision could he view rea]ity as a neatly patterned wholel
embracing both the natural and the supernétura] and be able to ﬁlan
his work appropriately to represent it. ‘It is almost as if the Easter

Rising elevated 'the actual’ into coherence with Yeats' beloved

87 Ibid. p. 100.
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supernatural to create a unity which in turn demanded of the poet a
corresponding unification of.his pérceptions of the real énd the

ideal. This hnification, at the same time, explained and justified

human conflict by positihg as appropriate the co-existence of opposing' :

pulls between the emotions (by Will) and the intellect (by Creative
Mind)‘and by judging natural the changes- in these and their relative
ldominance with time. Thus Yeats could ﬁee a thought or emotion of
the moment in context not only of the Phases of his own life but also
‘of the’whole cosmic system with its natural and supernatural
components. He need not have been -consumed or overwhelmed by the
immediate as a drowning man screaming frenziedly for heip - which his
father would have denigrated as 'excftemenf'; nor need he deny
participation by trying to make 'reportage' of his keenly felt
emotion; his intellect could stand apart and turn the emotion of the
ﬁoment to poetry, |

The unification was nbt, as Yeats himself suggested, complete
until The Tower which has a clear definitive structure especially if

viewed in combination with The Winding Stair with which it is counter-

. poised not only in the obvious masculine/feminine symbolism denoted
by the titles but in actual content and mood. The first was written in

bittefness, or manly disgust caused by Yeats' personal illness and by

the Irish troubles; the second, in the relative contentment of recovery

‘abroad. In contrast to the previous group of poems, Michael Robartes

and the Dancer, where the structure was achieved by arranging the
poems after they were ﬂfitten. The Tower has a pre-planned defiberatg

pattern of concerns which is clearly set-out in the opening poem

I L I
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~ "Sailing to Byzantium.“' Although The Winding Stair was ﬁ]anned

separately and written later, the structure of The Towef is extended
into thié second group, each of the concerns being readdressed from the

new point'o? view. The eléven poems of A Woman Young and 01d which

'balance’ their counterparts in A Man Young and 01d, thus rendering

.the other side of the male/female antinomy were, apparently by accident,
left out of The Tower. The oversight may have been a fortunate one in
'inducing Yeats to create the overall feminine pattern of The Winding
§£gi£|to‘ba1anpe the masculine imagery of the first group. /The
composition of these two interlinked groups of poems show Yeats able to
encompass male with female, 1ife with death, youth with age, aﬁger with
joy, violence with péace, light with darkness, but, most importantly,
the real with the ideal; the ‘tower' and 'ﬁinding stair' symbols refer
as much to the otherworldly gyres as to the actual Thoor Ballylea with
| its inn;r staircase which Yeats chose as home for himself and his wife.

. The virtuoso sweep éf thé two groups of poems not only takes in
all of 5 human 1ife; it also illustrates, and rests upon, the intricate
otherworldly framework of A Vision {which was published pfeviously).
The two realms converge in the famous reverberating s&hhols, tower,

stairway, bird, swan, shadow, tree, and dancer. The confluence of the

actual and the ideal is subtly present, moreover,in such lines as:
"I walk through the long schoolroom questioning 88,

" where the circumstances described are orddnary, the manner of

88 Ibid. p. 127.
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expression, simple and direct but the whole tone of the declaration
péradoxical]y connotes some ancient and dignifjed imperial progress, .
an important personage on a tour of inspection, which, of course, is
pkecisely what Yeats wished to convey. The mundane business of school
inspection is immeasureébly ennobled by subtle association with
an jdeal image out of the past.

Haﬁing reconciled the.cosmos of his imagination with the 'actual'
Yeats had not only found a new poetic world. Simultaneously, he was

able to locate his own place within it and from which to. view it.

Something of the same kind happens when consulting a mapy we find the

Tandmarks but also our own location in relation to them. Yeats'
dimensions, of course, were psychic.  What he had needed to settle'in
his mind was 'emotional distance', 'intellectual distance', his

'‘point of view' when regarding the mystically enhanced landscape

around him. Before A Vision, Yeats had kept the real world at arm's

length because it seemed both mean and, given his father's influence,
intensely conflict-ridden. Emdtiéna11y and 1nte1iectua1]y. he had |
virtually ignored the world around him. The synthesis of A Vision
allowed him to deal with the inherent conflicts, permitting emotional
iﬁvolvement in them such as would not overwhelm the intellect's

power to understand and portray them in poetry. Even when experiencing
a powerfulﬁmomentaﬁy passion, Yeats could view {t as involved in the
harmony of the emetions to which the'inte]]ect'could respond,

. Before he had thus 'Eontrol]ed' conflict, Yeats' approach to the
real was not only fragmented; it was also irresolute. There were

many cleverly-handled, but nevertheless persistent, problems associateg

e e
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»with 'point-of-view.' In the earlier poetry, there are often strange

shifts in tense as if Yeats is unsure whether an emotion.can be best
portrayed {or indeed experienced) as belonging to the past, th? present,
orfhe future. In the poem “ﬁordsd, which, in just the first three
lines, involves us in thelattempted-rea11zaiion of four different points
in time: the present in thch the boet speaks; the past moment when,
apparently, he conceived the 'thought'; the time-periods before and

after that, during which he would have acted, Yeats declaims:

-1 had this thought a while ago

My darling cannot understand

What I have done, or what would do
In this blind bitter land. 89

4

The prose version (in a’diary) reads: “Today the thought cahe to
me..." 90 He goes on to describe the almost imﬁéd%ate change in his
point-of—yiew'f}gm an aﬁguished déspairing regret that he is not
understood where he most wiﬁpes to be, to the felicitous, cohvenient,
even expedient thought that, if well-understood, ﬁe would have no
impetus to write poetry. This is a typfca] antinomy and was probably
experienceh in a time no longer than it takes to write aﬁ entry in a

_ diary. If he had been sure of his stance and attitude he <ould have

encompassed both the anguish and the redeeming opposing ‘convenience?‘

which emerges from within jt. As it was, Yeats had not yet accepted the

near-simultaneous existence of two opposing emotions {as he had not

89 1bid. p. 44

-

30 Jeffares, A Commentary, p. 102.
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yet welcomed confliht in general, as natural). So he views them as
necessarily separate and therefore artificially lenghtens'out the time

elapsing between their respective occurrences; so that the second

stanza begins:

And 1 grew weary of the .sun ' r
Until my thoughts cleared up again 91

Later, in The Tower , when he can face the dual truth of the
'conflicting but complemenfary thoughts, he can portray the moment of -

perfect ppise'between bitterness and its consolation, in only one-and-

a-half ]ines:'.

.... only an aching heart 9
Conceives a changeless work of art. 2

-~

Thié-i; not just a.dihly remembered shrinkin§ personal notion, .
dependent on the powers of understanding (or lack of them) in the
speaker's 'darling'; it is, within‘the poet's system, a universal
" truth whicﬁ, because etefna]ly recurring, can be strongly stated in the .
'present continuous' to cover the.past, the present,and the future.|
This contrast focusses, incidentally, on'anothe; distinct change
due to A Vision. In thg first poem, Words, Yeats was attempting to
\\\express only a personal brqblem; a train of thbught and emotion

peculiar to himself. It'is not until he has seen that 'problem’

in the context of the-system, to be the typical'anguish and-sayiour

9 Jeffares ed., Selected Poetry, p. 44..

92 Ibid. p. 115.
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T

of the artist that he can speak the general truth: that it is as a
solitary soul that the artist best creates A Vision a]]owed Yeats

to distfnguish between those truths which were, essent1a1. eternal;

" and therefore universal antinomies and those which were personal .

and momehtary or, in other words, between what coold be experienced by
any person in nny Phasé and what would be pecu11ar to the particular
state of the Four Faculties manifested in a moment of h15 own existence
That dtst1nct1onlallowed Yeats to choose the better mode of expression
accordinglto the kind of truth which he wished to convey. Abstruse
philosophical ideas, 'such as the antinomy'of art and anguish, came to
be exprﬂssed in the most direct fash1on poss1b1e the th1rd person,
present cont1nuous His own persona] truths of the moment came also

to be portrayed in their most dlrect appropr1ate manner,-1n the

first person present def1n1t1ve, br1ng1ng the emot1on and its utterance °

as ‘close together as poss1ble Contrast, for example, the relatively

weak:

And thereupon imagination and heart were driven = .
50 wild that every casual thought of that and this 93

of “The Cold Heaven in Responsib111ties w1th “the first person, -

?

present and direct.:

, . : ¢
And thereupon my heart is driven wild 94

of "Among School Childrén" in The Tower. Of the earlier lines, one is

~

L ]

93 1bid. p. 62.
% Ibid. p. 127
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inclined to ask: "Nhose heart? When? Has the speaker embeliished or
exaggerated the passion, in memory? Was there one Yeats who experienced
that turmoil and another watchful Yeats regarding, for the record the
effect on his menta1 processes?"* Ne cannot, however, similarly question

" the pure undistanced, unqua]ified second statement because there is

-

v

no discernible gap in time, and none in attitude, for possitie .
R disiocation between the experience and its expression. He;gives the

flavour of the pa551onate moment in the freest and fullest possib]e

way sa ‘that it.enriches'and perhaps erén vaiidates his-readers',own

5 “similar experiences. -In this way, Yeats paradoxically makes - "public

1

. poetry' of his private;passionf: )

'The system'S'aistinction between subjective and objectivé'truths
'aiiowed Yeats to finally nahe‘passage through the seeming]y inpossibie.
and~contradictory demands of his father: to abrogate, on the one hand, .

. C . : ot .
the agstdactions of journalism.and to avoid, on the other hand, the

.."' © . -egotism of personal utterance. Both arise, if they do where. they

5 . should not, irom confusion abaut whether'an emotion is'more "true',

and therefore communicable in poetry, in the persona] or in the generai

sense Abstraction is not Journal1sm if it deals in 1mmutab1e

_ ineluctab]e laws. sych as. the antinomac emergence of art out of pain

I (if we accept thf%; within the system, to, be the _case)s equaiiy.
personal.utterance is not egotism if it freely shares‘the poet s_

| experience in a manfer nhich does not pretend tolobjectivity |

Uncertain stante in time and qpci]iation betweéﬂbobject1v1ty and

':‘ / subgectivity betrayed a genera11zed unsureness which aiso manifested

- g Ttself infthe.iack-of planneﬁ unity of’;onm of,Yeats' poetry pf-beforee'l
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A Vision. The thought and the feeling sometimes wander off to end with

matter not especia]ly related to the poem's initial concern. Consider,

" L]

for example; "To a Young Beauty". wriffen before A Vision. The first
two and half stanzas are quite proper1y devoted to praise of and

advice concerning the young lady's superior sort of beauty. The last
9

~

four 11nes o>

Yes praise the winters gone .
There sig,not a fool can call me friend

And T may dine. at Journey's end
With Landor and with: Donne 95

.

'.however. dangTe on the tenuously connecting thread of the thexﬁbof

. adwisable. assoc1ates and deals of course, w1th the poet's ow£§11fe
He, no doubt found h1s own case more compe111ng and 111ust$§t1ve of the
theme but a110w1ng its dom1nance espec1a11y until the poem's cqppletion;
betrays a shift of po1n£-of-v1ew a failure to sustain the initial
attitude There 1s a similar problem with the poem "Friends" of

Respon51b111t1es Yeats beglns by stat1ng his intention of hanouring -0

'three women' and ends, not w1th a8 summing-up of the1r value in his . _ f
"+ Tife but with an express1on of all- consuming fervor for one of them |
It was the thought of Maud Gonne which made the poet "shake from | : »
-head to foot."" Indeed, he devotes to her memory twice the number of f

11nes which he spends on edch of the other two. Not only does he

R

forget his stated purpose; his whole tone, from being quietly

considering and complimentary, pra151ng the mind of one and the
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etrength of the other, changes to one of adulation for the third noman.
We cannot say categorically that such dislocations cease entirely
with the realization of .the system of A Vision. They do, however, »
becone less frequent and certainly less obtrueive "We can Say that
the néed for them was obviated. By achieving a sustainable stance
from which to view the conjoined worldly and otherworidly. Yeats

provided himse]fﬂwith eternal and supernatural referrents of, and

- therefore metaphors for, his ordinary, immediate personal events.

When, in a later poem, he dealswith the same theme of choice of

companions as in "To a Young Beauty", he does not require to resort to

- 'the egotism of personal utterance' to. intensify its portrayal. By the

;3't1me he came to write "A Prayer for my Daughter", he was able to

compare lrer future situation with those of Helen of Troy and Aphrodite '
because in his mind all three 1nhabited the same territory.

. The problems Just discussed could be summarized as associated
with 'time', 'attitude', and 'form.' It is fairJy evident that .
unmanageebie cqiiflict would interfere with the sure hendiing of any
one of them. If a poet is indeterminate about where and when he
stands in relation to a 51tuation ‘and if he does -not see whole a

drama, with its 1nherent antinomies, ineVitabiy. in the portrayaJ of

that dramatic 51tuation, there will be intru510n, tense shifts and’

~lack of form. The acceptance of conf]ict, the wiiiingness to encompass

both sides of a dichotomous situation within a sihg]e poem, or,

altermatively, to accegt'and'portray emotional commitment to one side,
) f

allows a confident stance in time and psychitlﬁspace;“ The major

function of A Vision was a blueprint for solution of these problems

Ve
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by fhe reconciliation of the actual and supernatural worlds and the
taming of the conflicts in both.

To illusfrate more specifically the new "se]f~posse§sion and
power" gained from A Vision, there follows an examinatio% and comparison
of two relatively qnadorned and obscure poems, o;e of before and the
other of after the writing of the prose work. To recall this paper's
opening remqus, there would be'little use (as ii]ustr;tfon of the
present theéis) in referring to QeT]-known masterpieces which draw

on the rich store of interrelated metaphors in A Vision. That aspect

of the poet's new-found virtuosity is not in dispute. 1In order to ,

- analyse the new “self-possession and power", we must look at the

poetry resulting. from the poet's confrontation with the actual and

ordinary where there is no direct helb from ana]ogués,supernatural;

- historical, mythical, or mythological. -

"Her Praise", of which the manuscript is dated 1915, is a dramatic

monologue on the poet's uncontainable admiration for Maud Gonne. It has

‘the first {rresistible Tine in two persons singular (which seems to be

Browning's bequest to modernism) engaged together in H relationship.
The relationship, hoﬁever, is incompletely disclosed because the manner
in which 'She' receiQes and does - or does not - return the speaker's
praise is unknown and remains so throughout the poém. Indeed, the ,
poem, although occupied with the feelings of several people, is spoken
entirely from one point-of-view. The protagoniﬁt is, if possible,
less interested in the'womapfs 'new tale' than she is in.the praise )

of his Tove. The completeness of his obsession (or bassioh, depending

on the reader's poiht-of-view).is marred, however, by dne line::

{ L R 4
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As though some other name ran in his head.

This is the hint from the watchful intellect which sees the
situation from a higher level of generality than a lover does. Of
course, it is cleverly ambivalent but'the fact that it is 'some.other
name' and not just 'some other thing' is clear admiﬁéion of the S

possibility of other loves and thus an intrusion of the sceptical

- -

intellect on portrayal of the emotion. Imhédjate]y, perhaps to

compensate for the lapse, he repeats the first 11ne‘ahd renews his

theme:

]

She is foremost of those that I would hear praised,

which, incidentally, being out of the rhyme sequence (abaB cdcd etc),

operates almost 1ike an explanatory sub-title in both-its occurrences.

There is a suggestion of unsureness, of the speaker going slightly
rabid and 'protesting too much' when the language which has been

spare,,beaﬁtiful, harmonious, dn the Tast three lines, turns awkward,

w -
L.

fépetitive, and'unmetrical. .The fiﬁgiiwatkaafw:g501utiqn is,
obviously, that there is no denouement. We, as ;:;Hérs. or the
speaker, nevérlfind the unfortunate beggar or the éonfirmatioh éf
the poet's love which he appears to require. 96

"Father and Child" is the fir#t poem of the Series A Woman Young

and 01d and was probably written in. 1926. A;;Fh. we. have the

immediately engaging first line but, this time, both participant§

96 Ibid. p. 73. -
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in the relationship are present: without background, scenery, props,
prologue, pr character-descriptioh, we have a dramatic sithation -
~and all the morke so by the whole action taking place in the present

tense. The 'matter' is disclosed as the dramé unfo]ds, each line
-answering the question of the one before: the second tells us why

he is striking the board; the third, which ban; the fourth, why she

is under the ban; the fifth, wh;bh man; tﬁe three last, her cdﬂpletél}
unexpected response to the father's.b1uff indignation. The poet seems
toihave pﬁsitioned himself perfectly to be able to portray both sides
of the queﬁtidn without intruding personally on either. Doing so, he
achieves what Péter, his e;rly mentor, demanded of the varchitectural

J

~ conception" of a literary work, where the last sentence answers to

the first and the whole grown organically. The reply is the one from .

the ideal, completely ingenuous girl {the answer to Yeéts‘ "A Prayer
)

for my Daughter"):

That his hair is beautiful
Cold as the March wind his eyes.

It is the finest argumeht under heaven and sweeps all petty morality
before it, confronting the reader with a coqfounded, silenced Father -
who had seemed so grand in his table-thumping anger. The poem ik
‘whole' in every sense that "Her Praise" is incomplete; Both'siﬁés

of the antinomy are fully realized rather than just one, with the
other shyly hinted. The father and the dabghter are each emofiona]ly
bohmitted but ihe poet stays‘completely._énd prober]y, outside the
drama. The organi;atiqn-pﬁd vitalization of A Vision's antinomies

and the poet's iﬁtjmate experience of at least this one of life's

M A.rd;a,_'-'""
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situations are implicit in this poem. - Antinomy and emotion have

-

found their proper place and scepticism subdued to the mechanics

_gf the work. 97

'(’ -
S
- 9 1bid. p. 167.
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,Conclusion

Yeats' father's influence dict?tedi_first1y; that a dichotomous
habit of thought should intensify .the 'given' ;ntinomies of
circumstance; second]y, that embrac1ng one or another side of an
ant1nomous question should be by convict1on of the emotions; and
thirdly, that the intellect should not be engaged in that conviction
but should take the agnostic's position. The spi1t in the self
which such a set of rules dictates - between the intellect and the
emotions ~ makes any two-sided question a potential source of deep
personal confiict, a 'combat with the self,' Yeats, obeyiﬁg the
scepticﬁsm in his father's system , could not find in any accepted_
re]igipug'or philosophical world view a way of dealing with the
unusually intensified antinomies around him. For almo;t forty years
following the beginning of the father's &eacﬁing, Yeats virtually
ignored the problem of conflict in his 1ife.f In so doing, he abrogated
the. real world itself, avoiding choice of religion, philbsophy.
po]1t1ca1 affl11at1on home, and wife. He devoted his poefry to Maud.
Gonne and Irish Nat1ona11sm ,in only their otherworldly and
apparently unattayngble character. H1s profess1on. as poet, and
dramatist, was'scarcely a matter of choice. Even had his “inherited
system not been specificqi]y one of poetic belief, there were
relatively few occupationé for which he was thus fittgd. The engineer
cannot function if he entertains either scepticism or eﬁbtional @ |

_ . [
conviction concerning the strength of pre-stressed concrete. The -
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' clergyman cannot change dogma from one day to the next.

Yeats' peregrinations in the world of myst1c1sm and psychic
phenomena can be seen as: partially an escape from the conflict-ridden
real, but, more importantly, as con;tituting a2 search for ideas which,
never having been subjected to J. B.'s éceptica] examination, were still
possible sources of a truth to wﬁich both intellect and emotions
could be dedicated. The poet son was looking for a larger truth which

would enc]oae and explain the tensions inherent in his father 5

- system, the same being his only possible guide.

His experience in-theatre management, and his paténtly obvious
lack of progress in the usual, ordinary, fhings of 1ife before 1916,

forced Yeats finally into tentative contact w1th'this rea] worid but

it was the Easter Rising of that year which shocked him, awed h1m to

finally attempt a synthes1s of the actual and the other. By 1917 he
had settled with a w1fe?’a home, - and an a]] embracing philosophy.
What' the poetry gains by A V1swon. 1n add1t1on to its symbolic
power, is a d1sc1p11n1ng, arrang1ng of the antinomies in a manner
which justifies his emotional feelings about them and, at the same /
time, an escape from the father's intellectual dominance‘byngoing
outside the realms of his scepticism to fhe mystical to "realize"
something, which hislfather had thought unreal, a system of poetic

belief.
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